


This publication appears in the context 
of the UIC’s MFA thesis exhibition and explores the notion of ‘belief ’ in our society. 
Belief is a complex phenomenon. It is often charged with desire, fear, inner conviction 
and collective ideals. What does it mean when someone says “I believe” or when a 
population says “we believe”? Working with notions such as dreams, fantasies, hope, 
myth, faith and legend, the suggestion is put forward that ‘believing’ is a pervasive 
force at the heart of our lived reality. It is in these times that I think it critical that we 
evaluate the foundations of both our personal and collective beliefs.

The general optimism 
of the 1990s, linked to the end of Communism in Europe, the proliferation of tech-
nologies such as the internet, and the globalization of economic markets, seemws to 
have been replaced with a fleeting sense of hope and the mild stain of despair. The col-
lapsing promise of global mobility and economic well being, as well as the growing in-
fluence of right-wing thinking around the world have all contributed to such senti-
ments. The consequences of capitalist neo-liberal supremacy and fundamentalist 
thinking, reinforced in particular by the events of 9/11, have caused enormous changes 
in the global political climate. Ideologies seem to be constantly opposed and strategi-
cally played out in the media, and sadly, only in the stark shades of black and white.

In a soci-
ety, our society, where liberal multicultural tolerance and fundamentalism are equally 
feared, where the light of Christian Right is shining on us while new age spirituality is 
pushing us to find our inner truths, and consumerism is our path to salvation, what is 
it we believe in? 

In this publication the contributors will explore what we, both as a soci-
ety and as individuals, believe in. Consequences will be offered and the relevant role 
that belief plays will be questioned. They will look at how belief functions as a con-
struct within our lives, as well as how the notion of belief is used and constructed in 
art, implicitly, or explicitly. I would like to thank both the artists and the various criti-
cal thinkers that were paired with each student for constructing a space within this 
publication that allows for believing things differently.
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So, in the United States you have a better chance of being put in prison than being 
born. It would not be difficult to compose a litany (there are dozens) of similar statis-
tics that the U.S. leads the world in, but you know they exist… they’re the dirtiest secret 
we care to do nothing about. Does it bother anyone to try and lower our standing in the 
world with such devastating statistics? Apparently not enough, but they certainly won’t 
go into remission or go away on their own accord; they have to be pushed to do so.

But 
as a society, we seem to have criminalized dissent and tried to quarantine any diver-
sion from pervading social mores. To what end? Look around you, the Iraq war has 
now outlasted the war to end all wars, slaughtering hundreds of thousands in the pro-
cess, and turned any future into an inferno of instability. 

Perhaps a soldier might make 
this more appropriate prayer before going into battle: “O	Lord	our	Father,	our	young	patriots,	

idols	of	our	hearts,	go	forth	to	battle	—	be	Thou	near	them!	With	them	—	in	spirit	—	we	also	go	forth	from	the	

sweet	peace	of	our	beloved	firesides	to	smite	the	foe.	O	Lord	our	God,	help	us	to	tear	their	soldiers	to	bloody	

shreds	with	our	shells;	help	us	to	cover	their	smiling	fields	with	the	pale	forms	of	their	patriot	dead;	help	us	to	

drown	the	thunder	of	the	guns	with	the	shrieks	of	their	wounded,	writhing	in	pain;	help	us	to	lay	waste	their	

humble	homes	with	a	hurricane	of	fire;	help	us	to	wring	the	hearts	of	their	unoffending	widows	with	unavailing	

grief;	help	us	to	turn	them	out	roofless	with	little	children	to	wander	unfriended	the	wastes	of	their	desolated	

land	in	rags	and	hunger	and	thirst,	sports	of	the	sun	flames	of	summer	and	the	icy	winds	of	winter,	broken	in	

spirit,	worn	with	travail,	imploring	Thee	for	the	refuge	of	the	grave	and	denied	it	—	for	our	sakes	who	adore	

Thee,	Lord,	blast	their	hopes,	blight	their	lives,	protract	their	bitter	pilgrimage,	make	heavy	their	steps,	water	

their	way	with	their	tears,	stain	the	white	snow	with	the	blood	of	their	wounded	feet!	We	ask	it,	in	the	spirit	of	

love,	of	Him	Who	is	the	Source	of	Love,	and	Who	is	the	ever-faithful	refuge	and	friend	of	all	that	are	sore	beset	

and	seek	His	aid	with	humble	and	contrite	hearts.	Amen.	

(After a pause.) “Ye	have	prayed	it;	if	ye	still	desire	

it,	 speak!	 The	 messenger	 of	 the	 Most	 High	 waits!”	Mark Twain, The War Prayer (1904/05) 

America, when will you learn to love 
your neighbor as yourself and turn your compassionate Christian cheek instead of 
pulling out a gun? America, are you the Christian democracy as Bush the lesser has 
claimed? I’m afraid that conglomeration sounds suspiciously, but perhaps not coinci-
dently, like the oxymoron Holy Roman Empire. I once heard a Buddhist say how 
surprised he was that, upon coming to the U.S. for the first time, we Americans could 
show such kindness to our dogs and cats, that we show such affection and compassion 
towards them we must certainly have at least as much to give to humans. He was sur-
prised at this because he expected something altogether different from a nation that 
has been at war for all but six of the last fifty years. If there is kindness in your heart, 
he said, let it out and share as least as much with humans as well… don’t waste it all 
on your pets. 

But where are Lincoln’s better angels of our nature, when: Nearly	1⁄4	of	all	

prisoners	in	the	world	are	in	U.S.	prisons,	even	though	the	U.S.	accounts	for	less	than	5%	of	the	total	world	

population.	The	incarceration	rate	in	the	U.S.— highest	in	the	world — now	exceeds	its	birth	rate.
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Though we may not think about it, and the pitiful record shows that as a society we do 
not, each day we sacrifice our today and tomorrows and incinerate our yesterdays by 
letting others think and act for us or in our name. That is the lamentable state of 
things and it has been achieved though a process of persistent cultural erosion most 
intensely at work in the last 50 or 60 years; we as a society are culpable through our 
inaction. The result is an obdurate reality clothed in normalcy; an antithetical polis 
that makes a mockery of democracy… a lie that we swallow everyday like Huxley’s 
soma. The other responsible for this cloak over reality might be the individuals we 
have placed or allowed to be in charge of our government and consumer habits. But 
the other is also our self because each society is nothing but a collection of individuals 
and their actions —weak or strong. 
This collective disharmony is denied or derided by most, only faintly visible to others, 
acted upon by few, and most certainly didn’t just start after 9/11. However, with some 
key exceptions — such as the massive civil disobedience of the 60s and 70s — the last 
five years have seen a quantum acceleration of all the worst forms of human behavior 
in a slow dance with hegemonic pax americana. There are no “new” behaviors here, 
though the scale of action and degree of invasiveness provide for such an illusion. 

The 
sober fact remains that our society as a whole changes only when we act as one and on 
a massive scale. It is a sad irony that in this “representative democracy” our govern-
ment and other spheres of influence act in there own best interest de facto and adapt to 
the constituency they are supposed to serve only when their solvency or profit margins 
are threatened. The abolition of slavery, women’s suffrage, labor rights, and immi-
grant rights all had to be fought for by the everyday citizens of this country. We have 
to act in our own best interests as much for ourselves as for each other unless of course 
we are all nihilists and long for destruction of everything. 

Because of our failure to act 
in an effective way as a society, we believe in: the destruction of the environment, per-
petual war, collective selfishness and greed, waste, exploitation, a calculus of violence 
towards all life, ignorance, intolerance, injustice, apathy, and a debasement of the sa-
cred through moral and religious hypocrisy. By no means is that complete and any-
thing that could be considered “good” has been intentionally left out. But the above 
words are written on our faces with the ashes of the fallen — both the victims and exe-
cutioners —when one of us dare enter another country… at least this is what many see. 

Predictably, they are invisible to each of us within this own society. It might not be a 
coincidence that only 23% of Americans own passports and less than 15% use them. I 
believe this is part of a larger isolationist (political, psychological, cultural…) attitude 
that provides fertile ground for the lack of any kind of collective social awareness and 
allows for collective denial. Taking a step outside of familiar surroundings (usually) 
forces one to be a bit more reflective about where one has come from and be more cir-
cumspect about one’s future. Perhaps too many of us are afraid to look deeply into our-
selves for fear of not finding what they expect. 

As a result the individual dies inside, is mar- 
ginalized, oppressed, or is forcibly silenced. When that happens, society ceases to be 
anything but a totalitarian state and the dominionists have won. 

Where are the better 
angels of our nature? They are where they’ve always been, coiled around our hearts. 
Don’t believe the ones that tell you haven’t got them or that you’re powerless by your-
self. As a society, we should know better and most importantly act better.

Louis	Tackas,	anthropologist	and	walking	encyclopedia,	currently	living	in	Chicago
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I’ll walk down for-
eign roads | meeting well-known faces | of strangely repeated features | in which I 
had first encountered them 

I’ll catch a clear view out of a window | small children play-
ing | the same games | singing in a foreign language | with the same voices

I’ll pass 
through the narrow alleys | suddenly caught  | by a familiar scent | the same as I re-
member | in the land I left

I’ll calm my worries at night | under the light of a streetlamp 
| in a muddy puddle | like the pond | in the tar of this street

I’ll learn that everything 
is the same | the same as in the beginning | only my eyes | even more experienced and 
dark | will close serenely | on my conquered uncertainties

anDrO 
PEr sTraDE 
sTraniErE 

TransLaTiOn BY
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Andro’	per	strade	straniere,	

incontrando	volti	noti

di	lineamenti	bizzarramente	ripetuti	

cosi’	lontano	dal	luogo	

in	cui	primi	li	avevo	incontrati

Scorgero’	da	una	finestra	

bimbi	chiari	giocare

ai	medesimi	giochi	

intonando	una	lingua	forestiera	

con	le	stesse	cantilene

Passero’	tra	vicoli	stretti	

colta	all’improvviso	

da	un	antico	profumo	

identico	al	ricordo	

di	una	terra	lasciata

Quietero’	il	mio	affanno	la	sera	

nella	luce	di	un	lampione	

in	una	pozzanghera	fangosa	

come	la	fossa	d’acqua	

nel	catrame	di	questa	strada

Imparero’	che	tutto	e’	uguale

tutto	identico	a	prima	

solo	i	miei	occhi	

ancor	piu’	esperti	e	scuri

si	chiuderanno	sereni

delle	incertezze	conquistate
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Paola	Colombo,	poet,	currently	living	in	Amsterdam	
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WEsTHOPE

The teenagers have nothing to do. Their part-time jobs are 45 minutes away, in Mi-
not. They play sports, join church organizations, or drink to pass the time. When they 
graduate from Westhope Public School, in batches of four or nine or twelve, those 
who don’t go to the oil fields disperse to colleges other places and never move back. The 
older folks who play pinochle and bingo at the Westhope Senior Citizens Center say 
the kids would want to live here if they could, if there were jobs. The kids don’t think 
the town will still be here in ten or twenty years. Instead, they aim for Minot, Fargo, 
Bismarck — sometimes even farther.

Out in the oil fields, past the deer and pheasants, 
past the fenced-off nuclear missile silos, the rigs sit on neat dirt roads. They suckle 
from wells deep below the surface. The oil men are perfecting their drilling technique 
to extract the crude from deposits only one inch thick, but wide. At first light, the der-
ricks look like prehistoric beasts, nodding in rhythm as they extract petroleum from 
iridescent, subterranean lakes. Near the rigs, in shallow pits, flames burn off the waste 
fumes and the flatulent odor.

Farmers around Westhope are turning increasingly to 
sunflower and canola crops instead of the things their grandfathers harvested. There 
are whispers of a biodiesel plant opening in Minot. Windmills line the highway, cap-
turing the harsh energy of the plains.

At first light, huddled in an SUV so large that the 
cab is nearly impossible to heat, I worry about frostbite as Shannon huddles over her 
tripod outside. The thermometer on the dashboard reads 35 below zero. The sun inch-
es slowly upward, the flat light of dawn pinkish on the oil derricks and the snow and 
the black smears of crude where we have walked. I flick on the radio to 660 AM and 
Westhope begins to speak for itself. 

Radio, 660 AM, Jan. 13 When the Ice Worms 
Nest Again, a Canadian song by Robert Service, circa 1948-1951: There’s	a	husky	dusky	

maid	in	the	arctic.	On	a	slab	of	ice	she	sits	and	waits	for	me.	And	some	day	I’m	going	back	again	to	ask	her.	If	

my	little	Polar	baby	she	will	be.	Oh!	Oh!	Oh!	In	the	land	of	ice	and	snow…

Westhope, North Dakota, 
sits six miles south of the Canadian border on open, flat land. Its two-lane roads meet 
at right angles beneath the blue bowl of the sky; the light filters through the dry, clear, 
cold air of the high prairie. It’s January, and temperatures here drop far below zero, 
reaching highs of two or three degrees in the early afternoon. Vehicles come equipped 
with block heaters, so engines can be plugged in to prevent freezing in the depths of 
night. Usually people just leave their trucks running.

When a single truck passes us on 
the highway out to the oil fields, the exhaust hangs behind it like a tail, heavy in the 
frigid air.

Five hundred and fifty people live in Westhope, and all of its small houses 
have occupants. Main Street has a few small businesses: the newspaper, Opdahl’s 
Grocery Store, a Cenex gas station, the CanDak bar, a pizza parlor, and the Heart-
land Cafe. The people who work in town make ends meet by pooling these salaries 
with husbands working on farms or oil rigs. Sometimes people move here from other 
places, looking for the bucolic ideal, a safe place to raise their kids. But jobs are limited 
to oil fields and farming, so the strangers soon pack their things and move south again.
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Westhope Standard, Sept. 6, 2006, “Addicted to Oil? You Bet Your Lipstick,” by 
Gretchen Randall: (NAPSA)	In	his	State	of	the	Union	speech	earlier	this	year,	President	Bush	said	America	

is	‘addicted	to	oil.’	Correct,	but	hardly	a	surprise …	What	we	rarely	think	of	is	all	the	other	products	in	which	oil	

is	a	key	ingredient,	such	as	lipstick.	Petrochemicals	are	also	used	in	the	aspirin	that	relieves	headaches	and	

prevents	heart	attacks,	the	crayons	our	kids	use — even	diapers,	DVDs,	cameras,	bandages,	balloons	and	golf	

balls …	Actually,	we’re	addicted	to	‘foreign’	oil.	Today	we	import	about	60	percent	of	our	oil	and	petroleum	prod-

ucts — much	of	it	from	unfriendly	countries	such	as	Venezuela.

Westhope Standard, Dec. 13, 2006, 
Letters to Santa: Dear	Santa,	I	want	a	toy	shotgun.	I	also	would	like	a	big	tank	that	I	can	hop	in	and	drive.	

Can	I	have	some	army	men?	I	will	leave	you	some	cookies,	and	milk	and	carrots	for	the	reindeer.	Thank	you, 
Kade Huber / first grade.

This Land of Mine: An early history of Westhope, N.D. 
and its community, Leonard and Bette Lodoen, Westhope: self-published, 1976: The	

most	fabulous	fact	of	our	history	is	the	conquest	of	this	land	for	settlement	and	farming.

Some	will	be	of	the	

feeling	that	we	should	have	left	the	land	to	the	beaver	and	the	buffalo.	It’s	an	old	Indian	saying	that	the	land	

should	never	have	been	turned	‘wrong	side	up’.	Many	settlers	were	convinced	of	this	fact	back	through	the	

years,	and	pulled	out.	Some	of	us	it	takes	a	little	longer	to	convince …	Old	timers	didn’t	refer	to	the	great	plains	

as	the	Great	American	Desert	for	nothing.	We	live	in	a	semi-arid	climate.	We’ve	come	to	know	that	we	survive	

only	by	proper	conservation	of	our	land	and	water…	Thanks	to	the	efforts	and	fortitude	(or	just	plain	guts)	of	

our	fathers	and	grandfathers	before	us	this	is	no	longer	a	‘no	man’s	land’	at	the	end	of	the	earth.	We	can	make	

no	contracts	with	mother	nature;	we’ve	learned	we	have	to	knuckle	under	to	the	country	and	mother	nature	

and	accept	whatever	she	sends	our	way.

Shannon Benine and Kathleen Belew traveled to Westhope, 
North Dakota, in January, 2007. The photographs are compiled from several of Be-
nine’s trips to the town, where her distant relatives once homesteaded. The found text 
fragments come from local sources, and all are transcribed from the originals without 
changes in emphasis, language, or presentation, except for the use of ellipses.

Untitled handout, Penny Ballantyne’s class, Westhope Public School: A	speculator	called	

Stoltz	bought	a	town	site	one	mile	east	of	Richburg.	This	is	where	Westhope	is	today.	He	thought	the	RR	would	

go	here.

There	were	many	thieves	in	the	area	and	A	man	was	hung	in	1902	for	murdering	a	Willow	City	man.	As	to-

day,	there	were	dishonest	people	as	well.	A	lot	of	wonderers.

In	1903,	the	state	informed	Richburg	the	RR	would	

stop	1	1/2	mile	short	of	Richburg	the	new	station	would	be	called	Westhope…	September	of	1903	they	started	

moving	Richburg.	They	would	put	the	buildings	on	skids	and	move	them.	Sometimes	business	would	continue	

on	as	usual	while	the	buildings	were	being	moved.	The	farm	crop	was	good	in	the	year	1903	…	The	RR	did	however	

continue	on	and	reach	the	area	where	Richburg	had	been.

Westhope Standard, Sept. 13, 2006: Bot-

tineau	County	Sheriff	Steve	Watson	reported	to	The	Standard	recently	that	arrests	have	been	made	in	the	

burglary	of	the	Mohall	Country	Club	on	August	12.	Glen	Gilstrap	and	Shawn	Laber,	both	of	Mohall	were	arrested	

for	breaking	a	window	of	the	Club,	climbing	in	and	stealing	alcohol	and	candy.

Westhope Standard; Jan. 
10–Oil Permits; December 29, 2006: Staghorn	Energy,	LLC,	Rohweder	1-11,	wildcat,	SESE	11-132N-

75W,	| Emmons	County,	1987’	ground,	661’	fsl	and	659’	fel,	tight	hole	|	Staghorn	Energy,	LLC,	Wohl	1-5,	wildcat,	

NWNW	5-133N-75W,	|	Emmons	County,	2070’	ground,	661’	fnl	and	659’	fwl,	tight	hole	|	PDC	Corp.,	Anderson	11-24H,	

wildcat,	NWNW	24-161N-91W,	|	Burke	County,	2038’	ground,	265’	fnl	and	650’	fwl,	tight	hole

Sign over the door 
of the kitchen in the Heartland Cafe, 80 Main St: Staff	Only	Except	Myron

Westhope Stan-
dard, Feb. 8, 2006 (SPM Wire) North Dakota can still claim it’s one of the safest 
states in the country: Attorney	General	Wayne	Stenehjem	recently	released	North	Dakota’s	crime	statis-

tics	for	2004,	compiled	from	information	provided	to	his	office	by	local	law	enforcement	agencies	across	the	

state.	The	report	also	shows	statistical	trends	for	the	past	decade….	The	‘violent	crime’	category	includes	

murder,	rape,	robbery	and	assault.	Violent	crime	comprised	4.4	percent	of	the	total	index	offenses	reported.	

The	total	number	of	violent	crimes	reported	was	528,	an	increase	of	5.8	percent	from	the	499	violent	crimes	

reported	in	2003,	but	fewer	than	the	553	reported	in	2002.

Westhope Standard, Dec. 13, 2006, 
Opdahl’s Grocery, Specials: Our	Family	Apple	Cider	1	gal.	$1.89	|	Progresso	Soups	18.5	oz.	$1.38	| Pills-

bury	Cake	Mixes	18.25	oz.	95¢	| Dakota	Maid	Flour	10/lb		$2.09	|	McCormick	Gravies	.75	oz.	79¢		| General	Mills	

Corn,	Rice	&	Wheat	Chex	2/$5.00	| Kraft	8	oz.	Cheeses	$1.88 | Totino	Pizza	5/$5.00	| Our	Family	Bone-In	Half	

Hams	$1.65/lb	| Our	Family	Bone-In	Whole	Hams	$1.55/lb		| Cloverdale	Boneless	Whole	Hams	$2.68/lb	| Clover-

dale	Boneless	Half	Hams	$2.78/lb	| Our	Family	Turkeys	89¢/lb		| Lutefisk	Reg	$7.54/lb	Now	$5.49	|	Brawny	Paper	

Towels	8	Rolls	$7.49	| Dole	Bananas	39¢/lb	| 5	lb.	Red	Potatoes	2/$3.00

Kathleen	Belew,	PhD	candidate	American	Studies	at	Yale	University,	currently	living	in	New	Haven	(CT)
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Is this hunt merely delusional? An acute case of apophenia, a psychological condition 
where the sufferer sees connections where none exist? The classic conspiracy theory 
disease, supposedly Klaus Conrad, who coined the term, described apophenia as a 

“specific experience of an abnormal meaningfulness.” This possibility does explain the 
irrational range of responses we have to the harmless objects that fill our lives. Even 
the slightest of gestures and even the barest of collections and even the most minimal-
ist of treatments can produce a disproportionate response from our logic faculties. Apo-
phenia, therefore, also helps explains the copious amounts of text used in explaining 
the collected works of director Michelangelo Antonioni. But that is irrelevant here, 
point is, given even the smallest stimuli, and we will see a hidden hand.

I say we blame 
the whole thing on specters. Hokey, perhaps, but never forget the eighteenth century 
German scientist Georg Christoph Lichtenberg. He wrote a series of what he called 
Waste Books, these included aphoristic texts that he worked on and revised for de-
cades, these witty collections heavily influenced the writing styles of Nietzsche and 
Wittgenstein, to name just two of his more famous followers. It was Lichtenberg who 
strove to make the aphorism a serious form of philosophy, and who in the glow of the 
age of the Enlightenment saw nothing wrong in proclaiming:

“There	 is	 a	 great	 difference	 be-

tween	still	believing	something	and	again	believing	something.	Still	to	believe	that	the	moon	influences	

the	planets	betrays	stupidity	and	superstition,	but	again	to	believe	it	displays	philosophy	and	reflection.”

There is nothing wrong with parapsychology, assuming you have tested your hunches. 
Why not? Even in the middle of nowhere there is always a lurking presence in the shad-
ows, an event whose machinations we cannot see. If we called these traces apparitions, 
that would be a risky proposition, someone would just accuse us, again, of apophenia. 
Little do these doubters know that despite common appearances, it is tough for those 
with apophenia these days, for one thing, there’s all the damn fences and barriers ev-
erywhere. So much concern for the border — makes it hard to see. Which just sends the 
web of connections into darker territory. The horizon line seems as treacherous as ever. 
Maybe the shorter depth of field view is better.

Preposterous really, anyone telling you they 
can summarize the complex web of belief systems is angling for something. Just the 
thought of trying to glibly survey this territory, makes it easy to believe Neil Young is 
still right when he sings, “I gotta get away from the day-to-day running around, every-
body knows this is nowhere.”

Which isn’t the same as nothing, nowhere always has 
something, some scrub, tumbleweed, a forlorn fence, a collection of dust. And it only 
takes a single object to define yourself relative to the world. Objects are the solid mate-
rials we use to mediate our malleable relations with others; often, in the case of vandal-
ism, say, or defacement, we allow our treatment of objects to stand in for how feel 
about the person(s) the object belongs to, the class of the owner the object signifies, or 
the contained power the individual represents. In the case of theft, the object simply 
needs to be liberated from its current context and the person who gives meaning to the 
thing. Point is it is those invisible connections between individuals, the connections 
that are multiplied, as by a prism, when they connect with a mediating object that we 
usually spend copious amounts of  time hunting for. 
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It has been said an aphorism is a thought with its horizon removed, in this way an 
aphoristic thought is a direct challenge to our optical nature. No ability to see where 
we are coming from. “Believe some of what you see and none of what you hear.” With-
out a horizon, no sense of overview is possible. Our view is truncated, stilted, defined 
within itself, but not within a larger expanse. An aphoristic thought defines the world 
by ignoring that a world larger than itself exists. Relying on aphoristic thought for 
navigation, at the ready you’d have a large amassed collection of specifics, an equal 
number of thoughts for the equivalent number of events or situations. In this case it 
might be nice to have a collection of specifics you could turn to, as shorthand reminders 
of the terrain, fence posts.

Perhaps a number of drawings, whether on paper or on the 
wall, that trace the fences along barriers barely remembered. Two-dimensional forms 
with optical illusions created by old fashioned techniques — black/white, texture, plane, 
negative space, patterned buzz — to stand before us, as solid. These drawings would 
immediately take their place as a worldview, making irrelevant any notion of an over-
view, or truth in accordance to the big picture. This archive will have by necessity be 
constantly edited and changing, drawings being crafted, documented and destroyed so 
others can be added to the catalog. Ephemeral like dust, because of their multitude and 
expendability, these documented restraints will keep coming, traces of activities that 
delineate.

Will these copies of fences, borders, barricades, etc. still function as fences and 
places of demarcation? Hardly, a more accurate descriptive might see these drawings 
as tone generators. Specters of badlands, evocatively detailing any number of barely 
cloaked moods. In this way an aphoristic approach would be advantageous. Instead of 
focusing on the donut, you’d focus on the hole. Even if the actual colloquial phrase 
from the Great Depression is, “as you go through life make this your goal, watch the 
donut, not the hole.” 

The negative space, the truncated point of view is where the specters are seen. What 
kind of specters? Definitely the variety Karl Marx identified, the kind artist Mark 
Lombardi diligently tracked in his maps of the connections between the powerful and 
the moneyed. The kind heartfelt believers of all stripes see when their order is threat-
ened. The kind Extra Voice Perception is said to locate: haunted beings from the be-
yond.

Here this proposed graphic inventory might become a catalog of the symptoms of 
Apophasis, the rhetorical device whereby you allude to something and make it an ex-
ample, by denying that it will be mentioned. (For example, I haven’t been making 
Harold Mendez’s artwork an issue in this text.) Don’t look at the depicted fences, but 
what they keep out. This archive of undepicted wastelands —wastelands being where 
barriers are erected of course — could call attention to certain contemporary political 
situations, certain recent historical events, certain emotive responses to the conditions 
at hand, chain links rattling in the winds.

Anthony	Elms,	assistant	director	of	Gallery	400,	artist/writer,	editor	of	White	Walls,	currently	living	in	Chicago
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“MY BLanKnEss  
EXQUisiTE”  

Photographs have many inherent failings, and one thing that they can never seem to 
do is get us through. They can bring us, expertly, to any number of thresholds, in front 
of a scene, an object or a figure, but their dimensional collapse–of time and space–will 
never allow us across. They are intractable in this refusal. The problem, though, is that 
they do not make this intention clear. Vilem Flusser, writing in 1983, asserts that the 
danger of what he calls “the camera program” is its illusionary suggestion of access: 

“technical images,” as he calls them, are screens that we mistake for maps. We scan a 
surface and conclude that we have gleaned the understanding that will let us through. 
This, he insists, is never the case. We are eternally captured in the misreading of sur-
faces that suggest entry but suspend agency. The transparent illusion of the medium 
keeps us hostage from experience. But Flusser holds out a hope for the possibilities of 
the camera image. A “Photographer,” as he heroically defines it, is “a person who tries 
to make photographs with information not contained in the camera program.” 2

Michael 
Robinson’s image series, The World is Not Enough, offers many photographs of ex-
plicit thresholds: screens, windows, windshields, televisions. Already there is a partic-
ular doubling of the flat threshold that the photograph asserts. But this is not the half 
of it. The pictures stand beyond a layer of opaque white marks, themselves reproduced 
beyond the frame of the final image: an image of a world beyond a physical threshold, 
suspended behind three laminations of framing and distance. This is particular flat-
ness indeed.

In front of these photographs, one’s eyes snap immediately to the white over-
painting in the image. The marks feel narratively discursive within the modernist lan-
guage of traces, time and thought: an atomized mapping of temporal subjectivity. But 
they are not alone. True to the function of the artist’s medium– Wite-out corrective 
fluid–these marks expose a gesture of addition that is also always an act of obfusca-
tion. They cover up, and they do so with no attention to the depicted frames and spac-
es beyond them. The drawing speaks to the surface, but is unconscious of the image. 
We learn from these marks that the surface has no regard for the scene. Here, then, is 
where the accumulated depth of flatnesses collapses. These marks insist–along with 
Flusser’s critique of photography, and Merrill’s un-read missive–that we are not get-
ting through. 

Everything	 is	 cryptic,	 crystal-

queer	James	Merrill

The poem tells the story of a trip to the post office–an attempted ex-
change between our speaker and his distant sweetheart: a postcard to be sent, a letter 
to be retrieved. But this is not how it goes. The letter is trapped beyond the dim pane 
of a broken post office box, the service window is un-manned and the stamp machine 
unyielding. Finally, and without explanation, both un-read letter and un-sent post-
card are washed into unreadability by the wet snow of a winter morning: words melt-
ing unspoken into white surfaces.

The poem is called “Getting Through”1, a phrase 
that, in light of the story’s failures, smacks of bitter irony. But I suspect a lurking sin-
cerity of meaning here. What, after all, is getting through? Perhaps some pictures will 
resolve the uneasy focus of these words.
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Yet, as with the poem, these pictures do not feel like refusals. Robinson’s compound 
photographs foreclose representation but open onto the image’s surface as the site of 
transaction between the viewer, their desire and the image. The marks map the recipi-
ent’s history of longing –for meaning, intimacy, history, understanding–projected and 
laid over the picture. And this, of course, is where Flusser would want us to read the 
invisible text of the illusionary experience of picture-viewing.

With photographs it is 
always, in some sense, only on the surface of this technical mirage that we can locate 
experience. As with letters between lovers, the sheet of paper is always explicitly not 
the object. It is, though, the instantiation and documentation of desire. This, then, is 
why Robinson’s photographs–like the dissolution that animates the poet’s melting 
postcard text –insist that the still image is always agitated. The images live in our dy-
namic acts of projection, not the false pedagogy of penetration.

Why, we might still ask, 
is the world not enough? And how, exactly, are we getting through? I will hazard that 
these two questions are more or less the same, and further, that their unwinding lies at 
the feet of the romantic and phenomenological discourses of the poetic image. Bache-
lard’s Poetics of Space –a text much-loved and mostly misread by photographers–talks 
of the image’s dramatic emergence from language into the reader’s imagination as the 
perpetual and powerful dynamic of presence in the reception of poetry. It is a process 
almost explicitly anathema to the presentational realism of the photograph. Bachelard 
calls it a “sudden salience on the surface of the psyche,” and here we are brought back 
to Robinson’s pictures. They are not images of the world because the world, excerpted 
and fossilized in the picture plane, is never enough. Rather, they are maps of the view-
er’s deeply cathected processes of projection. We make it ours by desiring of it, and 
that alchemy–ever enacted and deferred–is photographed here. 

But are we still not getting through? Merrill concludes his narrative of failed transmis-
sion with the following lines:

The	stationary	store’s	brow	drips,	ablaze

Where	the	pink	sun	has	struck	it	with	the	hand

Of	one	remembering	after	days	and	days–

Remembering	what?	I	am	a	fool,	a	fool!

I	hear	with	joy,	helpless	to	understand

Cries	of	snow-crimson	children	leaving	school.

The poet reclaims not 
knowing and not having– the inconclusiveness that characterizes unfolding experi-
ence–as the suspended and radiant point of self-consciousness. We are salient to our-
selves through the liberation of desire from its supposed object. We are getting through, 
but only–and intimately–to ourselves.

1.	Merrill,	James,	From	the	First	Nine,	Poems	1946-1976	(New	York:	Athaneum,	1976),	pp.	99-100.		2.	Flusser,	Vilem,	Towards	A	Philosophy	of	Photography.	

trans.	by	Anthony	Mathews		(London:	Reaktion	Books,	2000),	p.	60.  Merrill, James,	From	the	First	Nine,	Poems	1946-1976	(New	York:	Athaneum,	1976),	pp.	

99-100.	 Flusser, Vilem,	Towards	A	Philosophy	of	Photography,	trans.	by	Anthony	Mathews	(London:	Reaktion	Books,	2000),	p.	60.	Bachelard, Gaston,	The	

Poetics	of	Space,	trans.	by	Maria	Jolas	(Boston:	Beacon	Press,	1994),	p.	xv.

Nicholas	Muellner,	artist,	writer,	curator,	currently	living	in	Ithaca	(NY)
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So, I want to write a 
story. To write a story I need a room. Virginia Woolf advised me to lock my door 
against my partner walking in, but I choose to mark my borders verbally. I work from 
nine to five, but also emphasize the importance of boredom in my creative process. I 
guess this way of working can be found in regular jobs. Writing is mainly hard work, 
which I can do myself or delegate to my assistant. Using my assistant’s ideas is smart, 
if I may say so. This way I don’t have to pay her extra. Note: Young writers also don’t 
want to get paid.

I imagine the storyline of my story when I’m waiting for the train or—
when I am in your country — driving my car. I formulate beautiful sentences while 
walking my girlfriend’s dog (when I agreed to do so because she needed to get up early 
for her work). I make my beautiful transgender neighbour into a character; capture 
my tears while walking through a shower of rain or let dice. Dictate the amount of 
words I. May use per. Sentence but in the. End I need a room to write my story. Sto-
ries differ from room to room. I need a room that influences my story. I wouldn’t have 
written this story if I hadn’t worked in this room, would I?

My room has a view. In a 
room with a view I give myself breaks from my struggle with my material by standing 
in front of my window watching the outside world. My view depends on the location of 
my room. Please note that any view is fine for my art. It depends on my image of art 
which view I prefer: a cottage’s view on a lake and mountains or a small cold room’s 
view on the suburbs of my favourite cultural capital.

I have heard about a writer who 
described the view from her/his room. She/he couldn’t stop her/his hand from 
scratching down words in her/his silent room. She/he wanted to grasp the meaning 
of her/his gesture. She/he wanted to be able to feel her/his own body again. The mo-
ment she/he accomplished that, she/he wanted to make her/his gesture meaningful 
to others. She/he was a writer now and not a housewife, but for what reason? She/he 

concluded she/he needed at least one other person to witness her/his gesture and to 
under scribe the necessity of her/his writing. And this is the way it happened. She/he 
showed her/his daughter that she/he was writing. Her/his daughter was very enthu-
siastic. She/he taught her/his friends how to write their own testimonies. Her/his 
friends were excited. She/he wrote books for thousands of readers. More and more of 
them started to write the books that they wanted to read. Their struggle for words was 
an inspiration to others. Their desire to write for each other kept them writing. Their 
networks of words were real. 

I don’t recall their books becoming art.
I did the urinal. Sev-

eral. Amateur theatre. Masturbation pieces. Suicide. Paintings of tears. Lost objects. 
Silence. Dancing lessons. Drawings by children. Drawings by a computer robot. The 
peanut butter floor. Videos of masturbation pieces. Train trips. Pornography. Web-
sites. Meditation. Hypnosis. Plastic surgery. The hacking of digital art. The re-enact-
ment of masturbation pieces. 

My art is a product of its time: philosophical if wished; 
controversial when granted. My originality is not authentic, nor the construction 
around my art. I know a bit of art history and understand the choices of the artists I 
admire. My art is full of presumptions. The moment I understand there is nothing 
more to art than politics and economics, I make up the essence of my art in order to 
keep up my production. 

 I need an audience to be able to write this story. My story is 
conditional. My readers determine the form of my story. I want them to understand 
my story, don’t I? Or buy my story. The form of my story IS my story. When this 
story is A0 size on the walls of an exhibition space, I am saying something completely 
different than when it’s in a publication. It’s up to me how much I want to tell my 
readers. I‘m convinced one or two pages are enough. There are readers asking me 
where the rest of my story is. There are more, who don’t notice my story. But. If. 
Then. There is one reader, who truly appreciates my work. Thinks my work is excel-
lent. I am sure I will like this person. My own reader’s appreciation fulfils me with 
satisfaction. We become friends.

I am telling my reader stories. My words are not real. 
My stories are not true. I hate inequality between my reader and me. I don’t want to 
insult or hurt her. I want to show her how art works. I want to teach her how she can 
become an artist herself. I want to emancipate her. Give her the tool to get her own 
message across. Enter into an equal discussion with me. I want to talk about what it 
means to be an artist today. A woman. Black. Lesbian. White. Straight. A black les-
bian white straight woman artist. I want to relate to her and share my purpose of art. I 
need to believe it matters that I read her story and she reads mine. 

Suzanne	van	Rossenberg,	artist,	writer,	philosopher,	currently	living	in	The	Hague
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“I	 felt	 we	 were	 doing	 the	 right	 thing	 for	

this	little	girl—but	that	didn’t	keep	me	from	feeling	a	bit	of	unease,	and	that’s	as	it	should	be.	Humility	is	im-

portant	in	a	case	like	this.”	Douglas	Diekema,	Ethicist	On-Call,	Seattle	Children’s	Hospital	1

“When	we	allow	something	

in	the	world	to	signify	what	we	lack,	we	light	it	up,	confer	upon	it	a	kind	of	more-than-reality.”	Kaja	Silverman 2

HUMiLiTY,  
LOVE,  
anD THE
CasE  
OF  
asHLEY X

TEXT BY

MiCHELLE YaCHT

KirsTEn LEEnaars 
52-57

O F  B E i n G  a n D  O F  H a V i n G ,  O F  
T H E  s P a C E  B E T W E E n  Y O U  a n D  M E

arTisT

ents argue that if Ashley remains child-sized,  they can continue to care for her at 
home, which will mean better care for Ashley. You can read her parents’ description 
and justification of the Treatment on the their website3, and a quick Google search on 

“Ashley Treatment” will yield over a million polemics in response. Whether or not one 
thinks the Ashley Treatment was a good idea4, one cannot help feeling unsettled. Is it 
wrong to dismember a person without her consent? Definitely. Stunting a young girl’s 
growth and removing her sex organs also seems to partake in nauseating sentimental 
ideology that idealizes the feminine as innocent, childlike, and domestic. Ashley’s par-
ents have done themselves no favors by nicknaming Ashley their “Pillow Angel.” 5	

However, locating Ashley’s “adulthood” in those very body parts seems to likewise re-
duce the subjectivity of women to their bodies. Is womanhood located in a uterus? No. 
Are women human because they have breasts? Of course not. Is a 40 year-old woman 
who lacks these organs a child? Pfft! Focus on Ashley’s loss, and the phrase “brain of 
an infant” sticks in your throat. Focus on the shoddy healthcare for which this treat-
ment compensates, on the probability that healthcare won’t get any better in time to 
help this family, and it seems wrong to privilege Ashley’s “natural” physical whole-
ness over her parents’ ability to care for her.

The above photo is part of an album of 
family photos included in the parent’s website; the “unsettling” factor crystallizes in 
these images. In each picture, the faces of Ashley’s family are obscured, but Ashley’s is 
visible. Why would these parents choose anonymity for themselves, but leave their 
daughter exposed? According to Ashley’s parents, this uneven anonymity is because 

“this story is about Ashley. ” 6 It is a vague response that allays no nervousness. Ashley 
may be the star, but she shines all the brighter for her lone vulnerability. I think these 
photographs capture something about Ashley, and about why this case is so unsettling, 
and it has to do with the role of Love in Ethics, in so far as ethics is about how people 
ought to act with regard to others.

The debate over the Capital “E” Ethics of the Ash-
ley Treatment has fluttered around a few key concepts. On the one hand, we have her 
parents’ fitness— their loving devotion or callous selfishness, the sweetness or grotesque-
ness of their “Pillow Angel” idealization, the courage or cowardice of their “Ashley 
Treatment” pragmatism. Then, there’s the issue of Ashley’s humanity—whether she 
possesses it, how best to respect it, what constitutes violating it. On still another hand, 

This photo depicts the family of Ashley X, a young 
girl whose brain stopped developing 3 months after 
she was born. She underwent a series of rather drastic 
procedures, dubbed the “Ashley Treatment,” which in-
volved attenuating her growth with hormone therapy 
and precluding menstruation and breast development 
by removing her uterus and breast buds. Ashley’s par-
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there’s the common anxiety about humility that always comes up in experimental medi-
cal cases, also known as the concern about “playing God.” This time, this anxiety is cu-
riously expressed by Douglas Diekema, one of the 18-member Ethics Committee that 
approved the Ashley Treatment: 

I	 felt	 we	 were	 doing	 the	 right	 thing	 for	 this	 little	 girl—but	 that	 didn’t	

keep	me	from	feeling	a	bit	of	unease,	and	that’s	as	it	should	be.	Humility	is	important	in	a	case	like	this.	7

Diekema’s 
“unease” is comprehensible enough; I feel it too. Diekema presumably experiences the 
added discomfort often accompanies decision-making; it registers the loss of possibili-
ties that results from making a choice. Regret is common even when one feels one has 
made the right decision (breaking up is hard to do), and even when decisions are minor 
(buyer’s remorse). Here, unease assures Diekema that he has the proper respect for 
the gravity and complexity of the problem. In this way, unease actually alleviates him 
from further mulling rather than provoking more deliberation; feeling bad makes him 
feel better. 

The specific “unease” Diekema finds “important” for “a case like this” is “hu-
mility.” There’s a lot to read in this sentence. What kind of case is this? Why should it 
provoke humility, of all feelings? Who feels the humility, and before whom or what is 
he humbled? Why is humility important, as opposed to, say, dignity, which merely 

“get[s] in the way,” according to Peter Singer, another Ethicist-by-trade who’s weighed 
in on the case?

“a CasE LiKE THis”
A case like this, above all things, is creepy, and its creepiness derives not only from the 
glamorous carnage of the Ashley Treatment itself, but also from the way in which this 
carnage really can seem “ok,” given Ashley’s state of mind and the state of healthcare 
in the US. If healthcare were more affordable and available, there would be no Ashley 
Treatment. Social services being what they are, however, it is not so surprising that 
Ashley’s family sought radical measures. It is certainly arguable that the ethical debate 
surrounding the Ashley Treatment distracts us from the material problem of provid-
ing proper healthcare to people who need it. However, the particular case of this par-
ticular girl reveals a lot of widespread anxiety about who gets to enjoy human rights at 
whose expense when there aren’t enough resources to go around. And when are there 
enough resources to go around? The Ashley case is a case that invites very cold, utili-
tarian thinking.

To warm things up, one must acknowledge Ashley’s rights as a subject. But how? 
Ashley’s brain stopped developing before she could learn to understand or produce 
speech, and not even her parents are sure whether she recognizes them or herself. 8 
Ashley, therefore, is utterly impenetrable; there is no way to know what, or if, she is 
thinking or feeling. She cannot be consulted about anything, and since she requires 
constant care, avoiding all measures that require the consent she cannot give is an in-
sufficient solution. Thus, projecting desires and antipathies onto Ashley — that she 
likes opera, or likes her hair to be tidy, or that she doesn’t want to be sexually molest-
ed — is a fundamental part of taking care of her. 

Projection is also at work in Diekema’s 
“unease.” Unease, for Diekema, is the mark of a thoughtful adjudicator, since it ac-
knowledges complexity by accounting for the validity of counter-arguments. Dieke-
ma’s unease registers and pities Ashley’s “counter-argument”—the loss of height, 
breasts, and uterus. This unease is the closest Diekema can get to consulting Ashley; 
he imagines the unease he would feel in her place, unease that he believes she cannot 
feel. The answer to this simulated empathy is, of course, contradictory. On the one 
hand, consultation must yield Ashley’s indifference. Indifference is all Ashley can ex-
press in this case; though hunger might make her cry for food, an ethical dilemma ex-
plained systematically to her will not likely produce a useful response. This assumed 
indifference makes the entire enterprise possible. On the other hand, Diekema’s im-
possible empathetic discomfort, his imagining of Ashley’s protest, is what seems to 
rescue him from making a decision that assumes too much about Ashley’s (non-exis-
tent) preferences. Just as Ashley’s parents must project their desires onto Ashley in or-
der to care for her, the ethics committee, in order to be ethical, also must indulge a fan-
tasy of accounting for Ashley’s humanity, a humanity they have to conjure in order to 
make sure it isn’t there.

“HUMiLiTY is iMPOrTanT in a CasE LiKE THis”
Uneasiness is one thing, but why humility? Presumably, doctors are always “playing 
God”—that’s just Science—and it is always important for them to avoid letting this 
God-play go to their heads. Why is Ashley’s case especially humbling? Indeed, her 
family feels this humility, too; to ensure that “this story is about Ashley,” they obliter-
ate their faces with black boxes that are as empty, flat, and inscrutable as Ashley’s 
consciousness. Since the pictures are digital, one cannot even argue that their faces are 
there, hidden, behind layers of black pigment. There are no hidden faces; there are 
only black holes that allow Ashley to emerge in relief, just barely: 
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If Humility is the recognition of one’s own limitations, one’s lack, what limitations are 
Ashley’s parents recognizing when they are humbled before their blank daughter? 
What lack does Diekema recognize when he is faced with making decisions about the 
future of a person who may not ever know the difference? Why should this story be 
about Ashley? Why shouldn’t it be about healthcare, or about disability rights, or 
about feminism?

Love, according to Kaja Silverman, is allowing someone to signify for 
the fundamental lack that constitutes our subjectivity and drives our desire. This does 
not mean that the beloved possesses what we lack. Instead, in the same way that the 
word “cat” arbitrarily signifies a four-legged, whiskered creature, the beloved signifies 
the lack that is root of our desire. Because the relation is arbitrary, the beloved, in her 
sharp, unrelated specificity, “lights up” with the excess of randomness, the glow of ar-
bitrary associations that blur and expand the edges of the subjectivity the lover can 
imagine for her. Therefore, humility seems like a logical way to make room for loving 
another person.

Humility and love have paired themselves before Kaja Silverman’s 
definition, in the rhetoric of masochism and courtly love, for example. In both those 
cases, the humiliation of the lover, paired with the idealization of the beloved, serves to 
widen the gap between lover and beloved. This process creates hoops through which 
the lover can delight in jumping, obstacles he can nobly overcome, ways to defer and 
increase his pleasure. The courtly love model has historically gotten flack for the way 
in which the idealization of the Lady objectifies her into blankness, lights her up so 
brilliantly that light is all that is visible. 

In Ashley’s case, the pairing of humility and 
love mimics the masochistic/courtly love model, with the crucial difference that Ash-
ley already is an inaccessible, blank object; her particularity consists in the extreme 
degree of her non-particularity. This does not mean that projecting an objectifying ide-
al can have no effect. Rather, projecting desires onto Ashley actually brings her closer, 
makes her more human, more individual, even though this individuality is not “in” 

her. Loving Ashley, allowing her to signify for a lack, lights Ashley up in a way that 
doesn’t wash out her features, which are already washed out, but instead creates fea-
tures for her. Without this love, she is a helpless infant. As the expanding beloved, 
Ashley can be, in a way, a subject. And here is the root of the humility. To love Ashley, 
to act out of love on her behalf, as frustratingly blurry as that is, is the only way to 
treat her ethically; to blur her edges is the only way of recognizing her humanity and 
bringing her into focus. Acknowledging Ashley requires erasing her and starting from 
scratch. No one is should be up for that, despite the rightness of it. 

1.  Gibbs,	Nancy.	“Pillow	Angel	Ethics:	Part	I,”	Time,	Jan.	07,	2007	<http://www.time.com>		2.	Pachmanová,	Martina.	“The	World	Wants	Your	Desire:	[Inter-

view	 with]	 Kaja	 Silverman.”	Mobile	Fidelities:	Conversations	on	Feminism,	History,	and	Visuality.	Published	as	a	special	 issue	of	n.paradoxa	19	 (May	

2006):	 31-41.	 	 3.	 Parents	 of	 Ashley	 X,	 “The	 ‘Ashley	 Treatment’:	 Toward	 a	 Better	 Quality	 of	 Life	 for	 ‘Pillow	 Angels.’”The	 “Ashley	 Treatment.”	 Jan.	 2007	

<http://ashleytreatment.spaces.live.com>		4. To	be	honest,	while	I	can	understand	the	growth	attenuation,	i.e.,	the	desire	to	keep	Ashley	small	enough	

to	lift	easily,	I	do	not	see	the	benefits	of	the	hysterectomy	or	breast	bud-removal.	These	two	procedures	seem	terribly	drastic	and	inefficacious	to	

boot.	Worried	about	menstrual	cramps?	Give	the	girl	an	aspirin.	Worried	about	sexual	molestation?	Removing	breasts	won’t	help	that.	I	also	simply	

cannot	fathom	the	alleged	“discomfort”	of	having	breasts,	which	Ashley’s	parents	cite	as	another	reason	to	prevent	their	development.	However,	

what	I	am	interested	in	arguing	in	this	article	is	how	Ashley’s	parents	and	the	ethics	committee	were	able	to	condone	making	such	a	decision,	and	how	

they	were	able	to	argue	that	it	was	in	Ashley’s	best	interests.		5.	“We	call	her	our	‘Pillow	Angel’	since	she	is	so	sweet	and	stays	right	where	we	place	

her—usually	on	a	pillow.”—Parents	of	Ashley	X,	“The	‘Ashley	Treatment’:	Toward	a	Better	Quality	of	Life	for	‘Pillow	Angels.’”	The	“Ashley	Treatment.”	Jan.	

2007	 <http://ashleytreatment.spaces.live.com>	 6.	 Transcript	 of	 “Larry	 King	 Live.”	 Aired	 January	 12,	 2007.	 <http://transcripts.cnn.com/TRAN-

SCRIPTS/0701/12/lkl.01.html>		7. 	“Lofty	talk	about	human	dignity	should	not	stand	in	the	way	of	children	like	her	getting	the	treatment	that	is	best	

both	for	them	and	their	families.”	Singer,	Peter.	“A	Convenient	Truth,”	New	York	Times,	Jan.	26,	2007	<http://www.nytimes.com/2007/01/26/opinion/

26singer.html>		8.	In	Lacanian	terms,	Ashley	will	never	reach	the	“mirror-stage,”	the	quasi-mythical	“Aha!”	moment	of	human	development	where	we	

recognize	our	subjectivity	as	problematically	distinct	from	the	rest	of	the	world.	Ashley	is	stuck	in	infantile	plenitude,	without	being	able	to	compre-

hend	borders,	prohibitions,	or	her	own	subjecthood	as	separate	from	anyone	else’s.		9.	For	more	on	masochism	and	courtly	love,	see	zizek.	Slavoj.	Me-

tastases	of	Enjoyment:	Six	Essays	on	Woman	and	Causality.	New	York:	Verso,	1994.

Michelle	Yacht,	MA,	English	Studies	at	the	University	of	Chicago,	currently	living	in	Chicago
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1) THE OED’s BELiEF 
Definition: Belief was the earlier word for what is now commonly called faith. The 
latter originally meant in English (as in French) ‘loyalty to a person to whom one is 
bound by promise or duty, or to one’s promise or duty itself,’ as in ‘to keep faith, to 
break faith,’ and the derivatives faithful, faithless, in which there is no reference to 

‘belief ’; i.e. ‘faith’ was equal to fidelity, fealty. But the word faith being, through Old 
French fei, feith, the etymological representative of the Latin fides (trust, promise, 
confidence, reliance), it began in the 14th century to be used to translate the latter, 
and in course of time almost superseded ‘belief,’ especially in theological language, 
leaving ‘belief ’ in great measure to the merely intellectual process. Thus ‘belief in God’ 
no longer means as much as ‘faith in God.’

Etymology: The original eléafa, ileafe, ILEVE, and its short form léafa, leafe, HY-
PERLINK “http://dictionary.oed.com.proxy.cc.uic.edu/cgi/crossref?query_type=word&queryword=beli

ef&first=1&max_to_show=10&single=1&sort_type=alpha&xrefword=leve”	LEVE, survived till the 13th 
century, when the present compound, which had appeared already in the 12th century, 
superseded both. Teut. root *lu-, Aryan lubh-, to hold dear, to like, whence also leve, 
lief: Beloved, dear, agreeable, acceptable, precious.

2) THE OED’s DEsirE
On the other hand, desire has no etymological relationship to love. Its roots are the 
Latin desiderate (v.): to miss, to long for, to think of with a sense of want or regret. 

3) JEnniFEr ET aL’s inTErPrETaTiOn
If anything, desire (desiderate) and belief (fides) are diametrically opposed. 

Desire by its 
very nature is predicated on the absence of love, a state of insufficiency. Belief, on the 
other hand, is not only founded on love, but is also sufficient unto itself. I am a little 
sad about its divorce from faith. But we can support this distinction in the name of 
separation of church and state. 

“Il	existe	à	la	base	de	vie	vie	humaine,	un	principe	d’insuffisence.”	At	the	

root	of	human	existence	lies	the	principle	of	lack.	Georges	Bataille.
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4) MariE MarTinO’s DEsiDEraTE
In Marie Martino’s work, objects and behaviors are presented for the purpose of ex-
amining what is left of belief after faith and desire are gone. The photographs seen 
here  are generalized, and, with the exception of the little hybrid cornicello man, de-
void of cultural specificity. It is perhaps because of their generic quality that they have 
been left behind, whence comes their pathos. But Marie has us cuddled up to these 
objects, so while they may speak to loss, she will not abandon them; instead they are 
converted into fetishes, and thus objects of fragmented desire. 

By contrast, her video, Strip, 
is painfully specific, targeting home, sex, family, and travel as individuated and contra-
dictory human experiences. Like her photographs, Strip dwells in the aftermath of 
loss. As such, Marie implies that it’s possible she has nothing left to lose. But there is 
always more to lose. Our family, for instance, may not represent anything we desire. 
In fact, our family members often stand in for everything we do not desire. At least as 
long as they remain. A landscape of presences that are not the beloved. But more stub-
bornly present than ever. Marie does not want to become her parents, but she may 
need them when the one she wants is no longer there. And so she returns, again and 
again. And still her parents are there. If this goes on long enough, she must acknowl-
edge that she believes in her parents’ presence and no longer believes in the presence of 
her beloved, and so while she does not desire her mother, especially because her mother 
is not her beloved, she loves her mother. And so, in the name of truth, in the aftermath 
of an event (which for now for now I will continue to call loss) she gathers her courage 
and conjures the image of her parents alongside the image of her absent beloved. She 
then places herself, a jagged, slapstick edge, between the two. And that is an act of 
faith: if she is willing to juxtapose the opposite realms of desire and need, then her be-
ing is solidified, in this world of disappearing objects. Yes, it’s scary. She looks like her 
lover. But she also resembles her mother. And so by inference, her mother and her lover 
are placed in resemblance. The specificity of this act defines her world of intimacy, and 
she is no longer split. She reconstitutes herself with the aid of horror, love and humor. 

5) aLL THinG’s COnsiDErED’s “THis i BELiEVE.”
I hate what they’re doing. A sea of individuals espousing individual beliefs. They get 
to read them out loud on public radio, so we are not even spared the individuality of 
their voices. I feel so manipulated. That woman who said she believed in grief. I agreed 
with her! I wept when she spoke of weeping, and vowed to join forces with the Right 
to Grieve. Because we don’t understand exactly what happens when people are al-
lowed to mourn properly, but we know all too well what happens when they’re not. Is 
this what it’s come to? A nation of pre-screened individual beliefs? So what if I agreed 
with her? This is not free speech. This is speech eviscerated of political belief, This is 
National Public Radio throwing us a bone. Still, I will not secede from the broadcast. 
In the aftermath of a loss of faith, these undesirable objects continue to populate the 
field, and we listen, because, unlike other disappearances, they are still there. In this 
view, we can say that belief has been relegated to the realm of personal opinion.

6) THE OED’s OPiniOn
Definition: a. Report, rumour. b. A view held about a particular issue; a judgement 
formed or a conclusion reached; a belief; a religious or political conviction. Formerly: a 
plan, an intention (obsolete).

Jennifer	Mongomery,	film	maker,	currently	living	in	Chicago
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The photographs remind me of moments, emotions, or feelings that I cannot name, 
things that — in the telling — loose all their power and truth. Things that because they 
are unnamable become the real  “stuff” we humans share.

Living in New York, I can-
not leave the house without seeing thousands of images. Thus it is all the more strik-
ing to me that something as knowable as a photograph could leave me with such mys-
tery.

Sitting in a café the other night after having successfully obtained a free dinner I 
had an argument with a peer of mine. It was his contention that artists do not really 

“do” anything”— that is to say compared to political leaders or social activists artists are 
relatively powerless. To further his point he asked me to consider Van Gogh—who 
died, as we know, penniless and miserable (or so the tale goes) and for what? It was 
my contention that the very assessment of one’s value is an extremely relative argu-
ment, one that shifts greatly depending on your personal values. If we see an individu-
al’s worth based on their impact it is necessary to question how impact is measured. 
Did Van Gogh help put food on anyone’s table, help end a war, or start a revolution? I 
guess not, yet has he inspired generations to reach for a less tangible impact?— one 
where expectations of reward or return on one’s efforts is mute. Is it not okay that we 
do not know art’s value? Is it not okay for our beliefs to manifest in unquantifiable 
terms? Is that not closer to how we really feel about the world anyways? Is that not 
why we make art in the first place?

On February 1st 2007, I was sent three digital im-
ages of Selina Trepp’s photographs and asked two questions— “What do we believe in 
as a society today?” and, “What are the consequences?” I, as a writer for this publica-
tion, was to use the images as a departure point to address the questions. I liked these 
questions. It seemed an opportunity to discuss important thoughts and come to sig-
nificant conclusions about the world we live in. 

When I sat down and really looked at 
the three images a funny thing happened—instead of revealing answers to the ques-
tions they resisted confirming any one option I might assert. The work was asking me 
play in the stillness of the unknown or the unnamable. Trepp’s photographs appear to 
be fleeting moments surprisingly captured on film and while at the same time fanciful-
ly staged and carefully lit “set-ups”. The places seem real and unreal at once. I feel fa-
miliar with the spaces and yet they evade local. I’m unsure of what time of day the 
photos were taken and even began to wonder how these places even materialized. It 
seems like the world I live in yet I ask myself “Where am I?”
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Paula	Wilson,	artist,	currently	living	in	New	York
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Around six, the radio begins to chime a slow morning rhythm, and he returns from his 
wanderings back to the couch, to the radio. He takes a cigarette between his rough 
fingers and dusts off the burnt tobacco from its tip. He is always leaning in too close, 
his sun burnt eye placing him a few inches away from things. Once lit, he can relax 
into the pillows on the couch.   

It is a second bed, the couch. And like the rest of the house, 
it is always kept and clean. Sometimes it is covered by a black and pink striped cover 
that clashes with the red snowflake curtains. Which usually does not go with the vari-
ous tablecloths that are changed every week. The house takes on a strange miss-
matched appearance of items that have lasted decades if not longer. Hand washing has 
preserved them, as it has preserved the sinewy muscles of his youth. 

‘Sex, Thrive, Null, 
BEEP’ The radio is on air, and the weather forecast promptly begins. This is what 
the morning has been building towards. Andaki stops, and while he listens, he inter-
prets the strange language. When a storm is coming, he pinches his lips in, raising his 
oil black eyebrows he  moves his arms like he is directing the wind. If it is cold and still, 
he dramaticly freezes, darting his eyes left and right above his round whiskered cheeks. 
I usually come downstairs to the second bed for this, giggling at his childlike humour. I 
think of him like a little seal from a Disney cartoon, as he reaches over to squeeze my 
cheeks and kiss the fat under my chin. 

If the weather is right, he starts a new pot of cof-
fee and begins the long process of loading guns and adding on layers to go out over the 
ice and hunt. When the winds are too strong I can usually steal him under the covers 
for another hour. One hour, never longer. There is bread to bake, boats to haul over 
the ice, lamps to fix, and the heater will need more oil from the general store. 

Andaki 
has broken and fixed nearly everything in the house, walked through every fjord. He 
is a remnant moving in patterns from a survivalist past, filling in the time that welfare 
brings with  smoldering cigarettes in every room. And still he is always laughing, and 
playing his guitar that misses a string.

He’s a get-go person with 
nothing to do, yet Andaki is constantly doing. At 3 in the morning he moves from bed 
to couch with a unlit cigarette butt in his hand. He passes through the small kitchen to 
pump a cup of coffee from the bottomless pot, dipping a finger into last nights meal. 
In the living room, he sets a beaded doily under his cup, leaning at the same time to 
prop the cigarette carefully on the edge of a nearby ashtray. He turns the radio knob 
until a small light glows in the room, though at this time of night the only broadcast is 
silence.  

These are his rituals, and most mornings I sleep right through. Sometimes in 
my dozing I hear him shuffle a deck of cards, or fumble with his puffy blue coat by the 
door at the foot of the stairs. Sometimes doors are opening or closing, the thump of 
picking up binoculars or setting them down. I usually drift out again, knowing he is 
making some ideas about the weather, or going to the well for water, or just breathing 
in the icy air and peeing onto the rocks below.
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Rebecca	Moran,	artist,	writer,	currently	living	in	Reykjavik
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less crime–someone breaks into his house and assaults him–that is eating away at his 
intellectual life and will soon kill him. Desperation motivates him to overcome mortal-
ity in the usual way, the production of children. Not the best reason to have children, 
for sure. And are we sure that the woman’s desire to rescue (or “continue”) him is not a 
fraudulent illusion produced by her captivity? In such a condition, one’s “free choice”–
the keyword of an ethics that addresses individual moral obligation, i.e. duty, or “per-
sonal responsibility”– is deeply compromised. One’s hands are tied.

Two of the stories 
occur on Simeon’s birthday, his thirtieth and thirty-first. By his thirtieth birthday, 
Simeon had resolved to seek a wife. He aspires to be“a proper, assigned man,”as op-
posed to living“nowhere,”“unassigned,”“undesignated” – which is to say, anonymous-
ly and alone. It’s not that he is somehow belatedly experiencing sexual desire for the 
first time, or that he has until now been neurotically blocked: the narrator briefly men-
tions past girlfriends,“Madeline, Alice, and Madeline again.” These relationships 
were no cake walk: according to his grandmother,“if Simeon was not careful and gave 
himself to every woman to break, he would love less and less each time” (one might 
call this a diminishing-returns theory of romance). Simeon’s birthdays are marked not 
by celebrations, but by encounters with strangers. He doesn’t actually go into the “fun 
park.” At its entrance he sees a man who appears to be waiting for someone. Perhaps 
Simeon notices him because the author codes him as passive: Simeon recognizes him-
self in the man who waits. The hostage -taking that follows is apparently a daydream 
in which he imagines a life for the waiting man. The author signals this departure 
from literalism by having the narrator say that the man was “probably” waiting for a 
woman with whom to “possibly” go on a date. Yet Simeon himself doesn’t go on dates. 
He watches: “Simeon gazed into the fun park into all these twos and fours, all these 
even numbers” –that is to say, couples and families. For someone who apparently 
wants to be married, Simeon doesn’t try very hard: he lets others come to him. When 
he isn’t preoccupied with others, he dreams day and night, and his Grandmother con-
ditions and directs his behavior. He is solitary, yet desires companionship in the form 
of a wife or a child like Tristan, recalling to mind Bruno Ganz’s angel in Wings of 
Desire.

How will Simeon know when he has found his love, or at least someone to look 
after? How does anyone know, for that matter? At the risk of sounding melodramatic, 
what gives one the mysterious conviction that another person is one’s true love? How 
do you trust the other? Is it fair to expect someone to trust another as the pious believe 
in God? Jorge Luis Borges speculated, in an essay addressing the meeting of Dante 
and Beatrice in heaven, at the end of his journey, that “to fall in love is to create a reli-
gion with a fallible god.” 2 The present story takes place in the registers of myth, fanta-
sy, allegory, and fairy tale, yet one senses that its elements bear weighty meanings in a 
highly complicated personal narrative: a sort of roman à clef in fairy tale form. It is as 

“‘All	You	Know	Is	True’:	A	life	of	lived	time	gets	lost	when	you	die.	Memory	

is	supernatural.	Your	body	decomposes;	memory	gets	embedded	in	nature.	Beyond	or	beneath	the	destruc-

tion	and	renewal	of	life	is	something	indestructible.	It	is	love	itself,	the	magic	lie.	Everything	you	have	experi-

enced	is	genuine:	this	is	the	essence	of	enchantment.	No	one	can	know	what	is	in	somebody	else,	or	what	oc-

curs	between	two	people.	You	hold	an	elemental	and	non-rational	conviction	that	what	you	have	lived	makes	

you	who	you	are.	A	dark	light	preserves	you.	Instead	of	trusting	something	transcendently	or	mortally	other,	

you	trust	in	yourself.	This	is	properly	called	satanic.”

Ethical theory, one could say, aims to under-
stand how one coordinates one’s sense of self with regard for others: for the other as 
other, rather than only a component of oneself, which the other also inevitably is. Irena 
Knezevic’s “On Being Buried Alive” addresses this problem in the domain of roman-
tic and familial love. One may wonder if it makes sense to theorize an ethics of love, 
since ethical theory usually presumes or addresses an impersonal relation between ab-
stractly defined entities. It is difficult to imagine such a relation that does not involve a 
kind of hostage-taking, in the sense that one feels hostage to another (as Marcel expe-
riences his infatuation for Albertine in “La Prisonnière”1), or in which one is taken hos-
tage. The distinction is a fine one. The “man in the blue suit” (we are never given his 
first or last name) resolves to invite his love “into his space and keep her there until she 
realized that there was no other man but him.” In what seems more like a metaphor 
for existence than factual occurrence, the man in the blue suit is the victim of a sense-
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As opposed to blank, or flat, Simeon just seems absent most of the time. He imagines 
other men caught up in the vicissitudes of desire, which he appears to retreat from 
even as it remains his sole concern. The narrator assigns Simeon’s alarm clock to “the 
world of lost, disposed-of creations,” a domain one could say he himself inhabits. 5 It is 
just that the world is somehow wrong, making it difficult if not impossible to “act nor-
mally.” But his apparent absence is deceptive; he is damaged yet imaginatively exuber-
ant. Fantasy is a constitutive element of his life (as it is, arguably, of everyone’s, but 
more vividly for some): hands bloodied during a dream; the glow of cities underneath 
the roots of trees, heaven seeming to be underground; the man whose mind is con-
sumed by a cancerous absence. The author evokes a life in which the precise (whether 
anatomical or linguistic), the magical, and the mundane exist simultaneously. Through 
fantasy Simeon arrives at the conviction that he needs others in order to live; Tristan 
is surely a candidate for such an other. Simeon’s life enters a new phase, which changes 
who he is, even as what he has lived thus far is indestructible.

1.		Marcel	Proust,	The	Prisoner,	trans.	Carol	Clark	(London:	Penguin,	2003).	Also	translated	as	The	Captive.	See	also	countless	Harlequin	romances,	and	a	

jazz	 standard,	 “Prisoner	 of	 Love,”	 recorded	 by	 Perry	 Como,	 Billy	 Eckstine,	 and	 James	 Brown,	 among	 others.	 2.	 Jorge	 Luis	 Borges,	 “The	 Meeting	 in	 a	

Dream,”	translated	by	Esther	Allen,	in	Selected	Non-Fictions	(New	York:	Viking,	1999),	pp.	298-301.	The	text	was	first	published	in	1948.	3.	See,	among	

many	others,	Linda	Hutcheon,	A	Poetics	of	Postmodernism:	History,	Theory,	Fiction	(New	York:	Routledge,	1988)	and	Amy	J.	Elias,	Sublime	Desire:	Histo-

ry	and	Post-1960s	Fiction	(Baltimore:	Johns	Hopkins	University	Press,	2001).	For	novelistic	exemplars	see,	above	all,	Laurence	Sterne,	The	Life	and	

Opinions	of	Tristram	Shandy,	Gentleman,	and	Italo	Calvino,	If	on	a	winter’s	night	a	traveler.	4. See	Paolo	Virno,	“Childhood	and	Critical	Thought,”	trans.	

Alessia	Ricciardi,	Grey	Room	21	(Fall	2005),	7-12.	Also	see	Peter	Sloterdijk,	Critique	of	Cynical	Reason	(Minneapolis:	University	of	Minnesota	Press,	1988).	

5.	Giorgio	Agamben’s	description	of	this	realm	as	“limbo”	is	particularly	beautiful.	See	Agamben,	The	Coming	Community,	trans.	Michael	Hardt	(Minne-

apolis:	University	of	Minnesota	Press,	1993),	pp.	5-7.

if the story was written for one particular person who would be able to decipher its oc-
culted meanings. A love letter. The form of the story itself, which the author calls “self-
generating” and literary critics call metafictional 3, presents a love relation in the form of 
a conversation between storyteller and auditor. Love is not an ineffable feeling, some-
thing beyond words – it materializes here as verbal exchange.

In other words, to para-
phrase Simeon’s grandmother, love enters through the ear. It would be easy to mistake 
the storytelling pair for rivals or enemies, as their exchange is marked with the audi-
tor’s irritated editorializing and the storyteller’s threats (let’s imagine that they are a 
woman and a man, respectively, for the sake of convenience; the converse could also 
easily be imagined). Their apparent relation of dominance and submission–I don’t 
know how else to put it–wittily exteriorizes a dynamic that implicitly takes place be-
tween author and reader. Any reader, after all, “submits” to the telling of a story. The 
mischevous auditor continually attacks the storyteller. But the storyteller also knows 
how to discomfort–or hurt–her. When the auditor fails to display good manners 
(“bon-ton”), he threatens on one occasion to abandon the story, and on another to 

“butcher her for future” by talking about how “true love does not exist.”(The auditor, 
for all her cheek, is a bit of a sentimentalist.) She replies, perhaps in relief, with theat-
rical displays of acquiescence: “I’m apologizing. Imagine me giving you a royal bow, 
and kissing your hand.” And later: “I am sorry. Please stay. I will be good, like a con-
crete pedestal.” There is implied here something like a definition: being in love entails 
that each person knows just what it takes to ruin the other’s life.

The auditor’s truculence 
is complemented by Tristan’s sweetness. He is impossibly cute, and idealized as intel-
lectually curious and well-mannered in ways that the storyteller claims adults aren’t. 
Children, or child-like characters, neither jaded nor disenchanted, are agents of wonder 
who demands marvelous storytelling or who, because all but locked up by parents, is 
on the verge of seeing a tree for the first time 4. Nature thrills Tristan: “the boy’s eyes 
expanded and he gripped his hat tighter, his heart pounded, as well as his pulsating 
hair stems.” But even as this story discloses the wonder of discovery, their main char-
acter is for the most part strangely affectless. It’s not that Simeon is chronically sad, or 
melancholic, or depressed. He has not adopted a stance of resignation, like his neigh-
bor, the generic Nachbar. The Nachbar performs his misery (picnics notwithstand-
ing) in carrying out home improvements on Sunday mornings, when according to con-
vention he should be resting. An exhaustee trying to steal time, he puts his carpentry 
skills to use in the construction of his own coffin. His dedication to such a habit sug-
gests that he represents the “Last Man,” the shopkeeper, the petit-bourgeois settled on 
the anticipation of death as a form of living. Andrew	Yale,	English	PhD	candidate	at	the	University	of	Chicago,	currently	living	in	Chicago
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Doing house work while Simeon is sleeping.”

“Simeon? With teeth, shoes, sleeping clothes?”

“You are ahead again. I will stop if you do not adhere to 

bon-ton. Or worse, 

I will start talking about how true love does not exist. 

That will butcher you for future.”

“I’m apologizing. Imagine me giving you a royal bow, and 

kissing your hand.”

“All right. Of course, Simeon always dreams on Saturday 

night. Mostly of teeth growing, swelling, jaw-mouth 

space getting smaller, inability to open the mouth, teeth 

coming together with such might that they shatter them-

selves and explode, they clamp together like bear traps 

and the gums feel each other for the first time. Grandma 

always said that the day this dream makes him feel pain, 

someone will die depending on the location and signifi-

cance of the tooth. Simeon never felt pain in his dreams. 

Today he dreams of landscapes, simple smells, and fish-

ing in silver frigid rivers, of being clean, so light and free 

of dirt that soil rejects him, making him levitate, honor-

ably, like clouds. And he hears hammering. It is not the 

neighbor to Simeon, but the pedal on his grandma’s pia-

no. Pianomeister is checking intonations and Simeon is 

so little that his zyphoid arch levels with the white sol-

dier keys. Grandma told things to Simeon, one of which 

was the secret of preserving and capturing love. Grand-

ma would direct her treefingers into her ears and say that 

love is like a disease. A sickness, specific to ears. An in-

flammation was the ability to experience love: the ear 

infection was the occasional phenomenon of love. The 

more relationships, the less hearing. So, if Simeon was 

not careful and gave himself to every woman to break, he 

would love less and less each time. Until his hearing was 

gone and life unrecognizable. So, Simeon kept himself 

whole. And where the indentation for his wife should 

have been, on his bed, there was just air. Still, he would 

touch the emptiness. The bed was his talaria, winged 

sandal. Piano pedal morphed into a clock alarm, knifing 

into ears five times a week. And Simeon, without provo-

cation, extended his index finger and before he was able 

to navigate his arm, he slapped the clock on the head, 

killing it, breaking its moustache. The noise didn’t stop. 

The neighbor was dripping with tears. He has finally 

built his own coffin. And then, absolute silence. Outside 

Simeon’s house were woods where no birds sing. Simeon 

is not worried. He used to live in there. Now he lives no-

where. Unassigned. Undesignated. Night was falling very, 

very quickly.”

“It is not Sunday morning anymore?”

“ Simeon was sitting up in talaria. He had already forgot-

ten his grandma. Sadness and nostalgia for the idealized 

and nonexistent. It was Sunday and Simeon knew that he 

had to get up and recall how to react.”

“What about his hands, teeth, shoes, room?”

“The room: south wall door, north wall birch bedpost, 

with tordua baldachino, carved to resemble barberini. 

On the left & right side of the bed, little tables, left clock 

corpse, right lamped, with books. Beige cotton bed linen, 

comforter (goose down) light blue, cashmere (30%) wool 

(40%) rabbit (x%) turquoise blanket (Simeon’s favorite). 

Just above the bedpost were books – dusty, uncared for, 

orphans that Simeon abandoned. But kept. That is the 

room. There!”

“That was poor, insufficient. What about the wood that 

shelf is made of? Where are the windows?”

“That is not important, there is a mess. Dead clock on the 

table, its guts on the floor a little. Simeon has to get up, 

put on his velvet slippers (red) with silver S.G. engraved 

in some opulent 18th century script lettering, go to the 

kitchen, where behind the door hangs a wooden broom 

(miniature & 1:1, for little & moderate messes, since 

Simeon never made enormous ones) and dust collector 

that will sweep the remains of deceased clock and bury it 

in the world of lost disposed creations. And Simeon does 

it, and comes back to his bedroom in red velvet, Green-

ley slippers, to neaten the bed. He, a neat man whose 

sanity consisted of straight lines, which made the choice 

of spiral Bernini bed columns somewhat confusing. After 

the room was mentally correct, Simeon took the green 

bathrobe that was hanging on the bedroom door, placed 

it over his red and green striped sleeping gown (that he 

bought as a set including a matching pointy sleeping hat, 

that Simeon never wore, thinking that his coworkers 

were right in scaring that it could make him bald) and 

headed to the bathroom to do what he does practically 

every morning: wash the blood off. Ever since he was lit-

tle Simeon thought it unnatural that people woke up 

with bloody hands and faces. His mother —”

“What? Blood? Morning? That’s ridiculous. You haven’t 

even shown me Simeon’s face, and already you are going 

further. Baseless. You are the laziest story-maker in the 

history of fiction!”

Tractate #4: On Simeon’s First Day

Simeon’s dearest embodied weightless treasure soul’s 

wine appears. No words can make a combination power-

ful enough to redeem how he lived his life and gratify the 

reward that somehow was given to him like a coin found 

at the bottom of an unswum lake, pure aurum or aureli-

um or something else that signifies purity amid inaccessi-

ble, all devouring filthiness that signified him.  Simeon 

was left in a plane where nothing could trace devotion to 

him. Lethe cryptogram. He no longer craved anything, 

amidst the blackest trees and all that he believed as a 

child was there. 

 

0
“How shall we begin?”

“Maybe with the room?”

“Why?”

“Because it contains someone.”

“Then you should start with the description of shoes, 

hands, and eyes. I know those are your 

favorite.”

“No. I want for you to listen. What do you hear? Any 

thing?”

“I hear nothing.”

“Are you sure? I hear hammering.”

“Hammering? Of people punching holes in the street? 

Beating Iron? Shooting bullets into moving disinfected 

red circles?”

“No. No! You have to be patient.”

“Is it an artist? In a museum, being angry?”

“Stop interrupting. Calm down. This hammering is not 

that kind. It comes from below.”

“From below?”

“On a Sunday morning when exhaustees try to steal time. 

It is the neighbor (Nachbar). 

On Being Buried Alive – 2002
Irena Knezevic
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“Do you want to hear about why true love does not exist?”

“No.”

“Then be quiet.”

“Sorry.”

“As I was saying, Simeon’s hands were first bloody on the 

morning of 17 October, when he was eight. He panicked, 

thinking that he was sleepwalking and accidentally 

broke a glass window, cabinet, dish or something. He ran 

to his mother, as always when something unexplainable 

happened to him, like a philologist runs to a dictionary of 

old Greek. His mother was not surprised, and she took 

Simeon to her tall bed, sat him down so that his toes 

could not reach the carpet, and told him that there comes 

a time in every boy’s life when he wakes up with bloody 

hands after a night of dreams, and from that morning 

forward the boy will have to groom and wash his hands 

just like he washes his teeth. There was a dark light in 

the dreams, and the light wanted to be seen even if it 

meant blood. She said that this happens to everyone and 

that he will, just like everybody else, have to take the 

soap, wet it and the hands and wash, scrubbing until his 

skin was white again. As usual his mom was right, as she 

was about his chin, underarms, hair, breakouts, girls, 

girls behaving strangely, girls arousing him, kissing, cor-

rect interests, correct middle school, correct college, cor-

rect insurance firm, proper part of town to live in, proper 

apartment, neighbor’s obsession with coffin carpentry, 

Madeline, Alice, and Madeline again, promotion, bigger 

lunches and her own death. And Simeon washed and 

scrubbed today again, with his special kalium and natri-

um soaps, because mother said that they were the best, 

no odor, no residue, just whiteness. Simeon scrubbed 

and usually it took him around two minutes, but today it 

was taking longer and longer, and after what seemed like 

time freezing, he turned the hot water on and placed his 

nails into the skin, until scratching turned into cutting, 

cutting into anesthesia, and Simeon’s blue eyes bulged 

out, like lottery balls waiting to be plucked, his tall fore-

head turned watery silver, his brown-red hair stood up 

and then limped from exhausting steam. Heart was run-

ning 100m races, threatening to start tall jumping. Sime-

on grabbed the sink, his body bent in half, his moustache 

touching the faucet, and organized his breath. He looked 

at his hands, scarlet, glowing, emanating scorn, ridicule. 

Nothing. Simeon turned the water off, dried his hands 

and looked at the mirror. Mother died in her sleep. There 

was nobody to advise him this time. He went numb from 

dizziness in his stomach. The neighbor downstairs re-

sumed hammering. Simeon started laughing. The coffin 

was not ready after all. And then Simeon remembered, 

oh how stupid he was to forget. God bless you, Prof. 

Knoll! Simeon knew what to do.”

*

“Professor Knoll.”

“The regular: brown tweed suit, V-neck, tie, check shirt, 

teardrop nose glasses, knowledge eye folds, bags includ-

ed (nightly book opening/closing/flip). Professor who 

said that whenever he had a problem with physiological 

phenomena he would go to the deepest part of his house, 

in Simeon’s case the basement, and wait for an answer.”

“What, that is preposterous. If this was me I would call a 

doctor or look in an encyclopedia, or just call someone 

smart and ask!”

“Well, Simeon was a lost scholar before Dr. Knoll and the 

fatherless life screamed hungry and empty. Simeon 

stormed down the hall, out of his flat, spiraled down the 

stairs that pulled him like an eel’s tooth, until air was 

stale and heavy, drenched with dark. The room was at 

the end ofstairs, pointless, doors, greasy, wall broken, 

barred, the heart of city’s comfort, garbage stained, 

sweaty from money, greasy from blood. Simeon extended 

his finger and slid the book out.”

“What book? Are you skipping again?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Well, I am tired, at a dead end. I do not know what to tell 

you.”

“That is not plausible. Just tell me something I like “

“The only things you like are naked girls, apricot smell & 

zumbul.”

“Well? Damn! That is a lot to some people. Don’t project 

your insecurity at me! I am fine here, and you are not 

living up to your reputation! Just start talking as always. 

It will work. I demand that you finish” 

“You demand? Ha? You know what? I am going back to 

sleep!.”

“I am sorry. Please stay. I will be good, like a concrete 

pedestal.”

“Whatever. Fine.”

“One more thing. Please don’t turn this into a story about 

how love doesn’t exist.”

“Ooh, I would never do that. Look at my honest full teeth 

smile!”

“You stopped at: sweaty from money and greasy from 

blood. You know. The end of stairs in the basement, 

where Simeon looks for answers.”

“And there the drunk dark described a chair clutching on 

to a woman, 

dressed only by clouds of cold.”

“She is nude? Stop making fun of me!”

“No, this is no joke. It is Francesca, and you know that on 

Renaissance paintings, 

women are always nude.”

“All right.”

“The shadows described Francesca. Her arms are tired, 

shoulders slumped. Her body gave up on something, it is 

like pieta, the chair resembling Madonna, trying to con-

tain her all limp. Simeon’s gut yells at him that he should 

not disturb. The blood. He has to. Francesca’s black hair 

moves. She fluidly gets up. Stands with feet on chairlap. 

She detaches and stays in the air, fighting the clouds of 

cold, like in water. Hanging hair touches Simeon’s head. 

Finally her eyes open. Simeon realized that Dr. Knoll 

was right. The eyes knew everything. Like fast water, 

unbruised by stones, clear, fast unempty. The wind 

comes in unannounced, and starts helping her swim in 

the air.

‘Che lei vuole?’ her voice transported by wind, evapo-

rates.

‘I want you to tell me how to wash off this blood. Profes-

sor Knoll told me you always know.’

‘Il libro sol suo scaffale.’

‘But all of them, I know, they are books of no knowledge, I 

put myself to sleep with them. 

This is why the shelf is above my bed.’

‘L’oliva verde.’

‘I do not own an olive green book. All my books are cus-

tom bound. Navy blue.’

‘L’oliva verde.’

‘I will check again.’

‘Paolo Verra?’

‘I do not know him. I can’t tell you if he will come here.’

‘Dimenticarlo.’

All of a sudden all the force escapes the air and she col-

lapses on to the black floor. She gets back on the chair, 

undirtied. Simeon was in his room the next second. He 

stepped on his bed (unusual) and extended his hand. 

With his index finger he slid the book out. It was the first 

on the shelf. I think I will stop here.”

“Why?”

“Because, as you said, I am a bad storyteller.”

“I hate you.”

“I am stopping now.”

**

“Simeon extended his hand and slid the book out. The 

cover. He has never seen it before. Never before. Prof. 

Knoll died. Old age, 83. He was found snorting small 

frogs in a swamp, face up. The last thing that he saw was 

seaweed that looked like NH3, triple bond, and he was 

happy. The color of the book and the deep swamp mud 

water were identical. Simeon’s brain blood bloomed. ‘Hy-

drogen gas’ Knoll said, ‘it cannot stay alone, not hydro-

gen. When you put a fire to it, it goes BOOM!’ Prof Knoll’s 

definition of love. Or maybe, Knoll never died. Maybe he 

was inside of a china shop; face down, eating ancient 

milk porcelain that collapsed with him. Maybe Knoll was 

dead always. But all that does not matter. What is impor-

tant is that it is not him at the door now.”

“At the door? There is someone at the door? But Simeon--

the book? 

What is the point of the previous passage?”

“There is someone else at the door. Not an old man. Not 

sporadic and exhausted by life. The sound that the 

knuckles made on the varnish was light, like the bones 

were instruments of bamboo – shy, spongy sounds. Sime-

on knew this was not the Nachbar. He was a grave car-

penter or something else involving torturing wood.”

“Dear creator, maybe you should read the dictionary. You 

are quite boring.” 

***

“Yes! Have you read up?”

“Yes.”

“What was the word that you liked best?”

“Simeon’s 31st birthday.’

“What?”

“I thought that you asked about who was at the door?

“No, but who is it?”

“In order for you to appreciate the enigmatic person on 

the welcome rug you have to listen to a story about Sime-
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on’s 31st birthday.”

‘The book, the book on the shelf! Hmmm, I guess that the 

dictionary did not help.”

“Professor Knoll died in a train crash. In his embrace he 

was holding an 18x19 cm wood panel painting. It was 

red with sharp edges. The train saw a person standing on 

the tracks. It tried stopping but it jumped out in its whole 

on the green grass and trees sickling them, imbedding a 

new course, where Prof. Knoll’s thyroid accepted an om-

nipotent penetration by the top left side of the panel. Ve-

netian and crimson and the red of Knoll’s blood became 

pallete-knived, mixed, after the paint varnish got dis-

solved by professor’s hemoglobin, five minutes and 7 sec-

onds after the initial dermal tear. Prof Knoll never—“

“The book!”

****

Simeon’s 31st Birthday | 0.05 edition carry-on

“So, Simeon decided to become a proper, assigned man. 

As he grew he realized that he had no ambition to con-

tinue himself. He was afraid that even though he was 

fully grown, he was incapable. On his thirty-first birth-

day, Simeon rode the trolley, and on the next stop, sever-

al before his home, a small, blue-eyed, blond, thin-legged 

kid (wearing Bermudas, and suspenders that probably 

served as skinlash whips to his foes) and the kid started 

talking to Simeon:

‘Sir, Sir, would it horribly bother you if you gave me an 

expert grown-up opinion or just an evaluation?’

The kid was polite (nothing like adults). It must have 

been the fact that he was all dressed in different shades 

of green. His shirt was avocado green ending at the prox-

imal ulnar area with an ivory button. The suspenders 

were dry-cactus green, Bermudas corduroy-Christmas-

tree green, shoes military-brown green, laces beige 

green, knees new-grass-in-the-spring green. All he need-

ed was a green hat, and he had it too, at least a residue of 

it, a pink line across the forehead.”

“Where was the hat, then? Lost?” 

“No, the hat was in his hand. Simeon thought that this 

kid, this kid could not be bad. It was just impossible.”

“What did he say to the kid, then?”

“He said:

‘Certainly, ask your question.’

The boy sat reflecting Simeon’s position, put his elbows 

on his knees, and prompted his head as close to Simeon’s 

as possible into a pose of most serious preparative curi-

ousness:

‘Have you heard about trees?’ asked the kid.

‘Yes.’

‘What do they serve for? I have never seen one and I have 

been reading about them.’

‘Trees? Have you ever been outside of this city?’

‘No. My parents are very busy, so all I ever saw wee flow-

ers; orchidea, tulip, all available in the winter garden. I 

am amazed by them. They ARE beauty. Especially mag-

noliae. I do not like girls much but if I ever marry I want 

it to be a girl magnolia flower. But no, I have never seen a 

tree. Parents will not show me anything beyond our 

study, so I have decided to run away from school today in 

order to find one, a tree, and now it is too late in the day, 

and I must go home, and I cannot find any trees, or may-

be I have found them but I missed the phenomena since I 

have no idea how to recognize one.’

‘Why are you so interested in trees? I mean, you must 

have something else to learn about, you being so small 

and everything.’

Simeon leaned into the same inquisitive position. The 

red beard of Simeon and the kid’s freckled nose were 

only a palm away (a big palm, a landworker’s). Simeon 

could smell the boy now. He smelled like silver window 

reflection that blinds the eyes.

‘My parents are busy [they substituted money for love 

from fear that they might fail to provide for him, is what 

the boy really wanted to say]. I have no friends. The chil-

dren, they hate my behaviors and offerings. I cannot beat 

them or talk to them. I haven’t got proper clothes for 

playing, so even if I had a friend I would risk alienating 

my parents by rejecting or staining their clothing. They 

try so hard. A change in my behavior would indicate fail-

ure to them, and they do try so hard to become good 

parents. Me asking for sport shoes and expensive gears 

would crush them; it would be a grand hassle, at smallest. 

This way, I choose the colors and they just bring what 

they think is best from the family tailor. They do not 

have the time to waste to go around carrying me.’

‘What about trees? Why are you interested in them?’

‘I have read that you can climb them and build sanctuary 

houses in them where it is possible to store favorite 

things and experience them every time you go in there. I 

have read that trees have no sense of pain and can only 

give life and oxygen. They will not hurt me if I climb 

them, all that they need is water and sunshine and hair-

cut-maintenance once in a while. Sun is available almost 

constantly outside of the city; I can learn how to main-

tain the trees, and when they do not have enough of it, I 

can provide water. They would be perfect friends for me 

since they cannot see or move. They would not care 

about my dress, or me being smaller than them and they 

would not beat me. I asked many people on the train, 

have they seen a tree around, but nobody would talk to 

me or direct me. They do not take me seriously, not even 

the driver. This is why I am lost. It just seems surreal 

that a being so perfect for me exists in this world, and at 

this point I am let down. Trees seem like a myth to me. I 

guess I should just give up. I almost-’

‘-I have touched them almost every day! When I was your 

age. They are amazingly beautiful (pulchrae). But when I 

was 4 years older I abandoned that life since people could 

not see things as I did. I used to see things between the 

forest and the-’

‘-Forest!? What is that?’

‘A place in nature where there is a city of trees.  Your 

books should have mentioned that.’

‘Wow!’ 

Not regular awe, the boy’s eyes expanded and he gripped 

his hat tighter, his heart pounded, as well as his pulsat-

ing hair stems.”

“Wow, storyteller, I see now how long it took you to get to 

this part about the roots. It must be very interesting.”

“It is important.”

“So, continue.” 

“Simeon thought that roots of trees had cities underneath 

that needed to be hidden from the world. You see, when 

he was close to a large root of a, let’s say, hrast tree, the 

soil would just become transparent to him and he would 

see lights and the glow of a structure that he could only 

describe as a city.”

“That is what he said to the boy?”

“Yes, approximately. So, Simeon continued, 

‘I started drawing maps of them and these maps I took 

home to show to my mother and she said that all she 

could see were trees feeding on the bodies of dead people. 

I looked at the drawings and went back to the olive or-

chard where the lights were the dimmest and I could see 

people buried underneath, young and gloom-glowing. 

Root-hair was enveloping them and they were looking 

straight up into the sky like these old trees were not even 

there, transparent. I could not really believe in god after 

that and go to church, so every Sunday I went sick so I 

could stay home alone and then defect into the forest. 

The people were helping trees grow and I could no lon-

ger comprehend that there was a difference between 

earth and heaven since heaven seemed to be under-

ground, life did not seem to end and description of death 

as being buried into the ground with eyes closed could 

no longer be a true premise. I started maintaining the 

trees and watering them, clipping them; it was logical 

that I should have a part that was not inert.’

The life of the forester was magical like a Rubik’s cube. 

Simeon grew better in every way.

‘One day I started seeing the lady. At first she would just 

wink at me from underneath the tree, then she started 

moving and finally one day she tried to get up.’

‘Were you scared?’ asked the boy.

‘A little, but not because I was afraid of her. It just seemed 

that she was not supposed to be doing that. She did not 

talk but somehow I knew that she wanted to be moved a 

tree to the left where she was closer to her husband or a 

man of some other sort. I helped her. I un-dug a part of 

the root and pulled her brown tree hair that morphed 

with the tree root. The root did not let go. I was too weak. 

I could not do it. After hours I gave up and she cried 

through the wind, not leaving me alone. Not at home, 

not outside; wind gets everywhere. I found a pair of ear-

plugs so I could sleep at night, but her voice vibrated my 

body, and I knew that it was there without having to 

hear her. I got used to it. After a while the vibration put 

me to sleep. Even now I’m hearing her. It is how I am re-

ally truly sure that I am still alive. The interruption of 

that memory could only mean death. One night, the vi-

bration faded. I fell down from my bed and rushed to the 

kitchen. The only good digging tool was my mother’s la-

dle. The earplugs were still in my ears and I was running 

to the forest to undig the lady. This time I was not going 

to let up. I was going to tug until I could feel my arm pull 

my scapulas out of the socket, and I split my sternum. I 

arrived and my olive forest changed. The ground was 

brown, the roots were saturated with soil. The orchard 

was gray-blue and dark as all of the world is before dawn. 

There was no wind. I turned like a dog chasing tail and 

realized that there were no lights. I could no longer see 

beyond the ground. I took my earplugs out and all I heard 
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was deep devouring force of sea advancing and receding. 

I knelt down and started digging to find the point of 

transparency. It was gone.’”

“Are you sure? How is that possible? Why can’t he see 

anymore?”

“As I said, Simeon, as all children, was accustomed to 

grass soil, all that was yellow, blue as his first crush’s 

eyes, and red as blood erupting from a freshly carved sar-

torious wound into nice cold clear water. He saw her, the 

lady, holding her child over her lap in a perfectly square 

glass pool on the white sand where trees ended and the 

beach began to eat up the black, sometimes brown, dusty 

olive orchard soil. She held her child even though she 

was dead and the child was staring at her as if she was 

only sleeping, like a Buddhist monk, meditating, some-

how having a power to prevent the moment when the 

water in the pool diffuses all into scarlet red. Moving 

time in nanoseconds by will alone, making the clusters 

of blood open in the water as red wax does, or red ink, 

when placed in a single drop into a bowl of milk.”

“You are kidding, only a writer could make that situation 

plausible.”

“What?”

“Only writers use red ink, and if they have a cat, the 

white milk bowl is plausible.”

“You are horrid. It does not matter. It is a simile.”

“Again I think that you are the laziest, most primitive au-

thor, if you can be called that of course, put in the same 

category as Nietzsche, and he was a loose appropriation 

of the term. Whatever. You annoy me with your constant 

discrepancies. Be damn thorough! I mean, the writer, he 

must really be careless to allow his ink pen into the 

kitchen or his milk bowl in the work room. He must have 

a sudden craving for alcohol (bourbon), all authors are 

drunkards, or he must be in his study having some kind 

of parochial uncontrolled spasm.”

“Parochial and spasm are not your words. And you are the 

most inattentive audience of all. The writer has nothing 

to do with the story, the story is about Simeon on the 

edge of the woods seeing a dead mother who/that has 

the ability to freeze time so she can give her child a last 

present, the sight and memory of her own death. Simeon 

went home. He told his mother about the glass pool and 

even took her to the woods, but she was not able to see 

as he. She started thinking that Simeon might become an 

artist and mad like Antonin Artaud, and right there and 

then as he gesticulated at the root of the olive, there, in 

perfect pantomime how the pool was there too, Simeon 

even came close to the lady and disrupted her hair and 

right there and then Simeon’s mother gave up on him, 

and he felt it. In a couple of days he noticed that his 

mother no longer cared if he was back from play, from 

the beach, from the woods, at all. So, he decided to stop 

going away; hungry for the smell of his mother, he be-

came a proper, arranged man, and as he grew he realized 

that he had no ambition to continue himself. He was 

afraid that even though he was fully grown now, he was 

not capable. He feared that there was no hope for him. 

He looked at the boy and said:

‘The forest is magical. I will take you there. We will go 

together. What is your name?’

‘Tristan,’ Tristan answered.

‘Let’s take you home. It’s late. Where are your parents? 

Where do you live?’

‘I do not know how to get there.”

Simeon decided that he wanted the boy to be around 

him, but Tristan’s parents did not forgive the fact that a 

stranger knew more about Tristan in one afternoon than 

they ever noticed. They were not grateful for the return 

of their son. Somehow the thought of him being abduct-

ed suited their guilt better. Not trees. Escapism is cow-

ardice. Empiricism, not idealism. Trees are a waste of 

time, and clothes.”

*****

Tractate #1: On the man in the blue suit and other 

blue phenomena

“Simeon started looking for a wife. The night of his thirti-

eth birthday, Simeon was walking past the fun park that 

was paying a visit to the city, and there at the entrance 

was a man, probably waiting for a woman to come and 

possibly go with him on a date. He had the flowers ready, 

wallet bulging for any extra expenses, his best clothes 

(suit without a tie, all blue except the buttons on his 

shirt, which were white). The flowers were arum lillies 

(Richardia æthiopica); the woman he was waiting for 

was special, exotic, something that he had wanted to at-

tach to himself in most beautiful and basic ways. The 

man waiting loved fish, and whenever he could he wore 

blue to show the world that he was always diving. That 

morning and day, while Simeon was cleaning his house 

and preparing for the picnic he made for his Nachbar and 

himself, the man in the blue suit was visiting a doctor, 

concerning some Roentgen shots of his brain. He found 

out that there was a tumor in his head that had been 

there since the man in blue was purple from a fight in-

volving a burglar who came to his house, took what he 

needed but forgot to leave in time. The burglar was tired 

from all the lifting and fell asleep, waking to a sound of 

the owner coming back, and he grabbed the handle of 

the first door that he saw, broke it off, and threw it at the 

mastoid process on the neck of the man in the blue suit. 

Then the thief came to the body and kicked it as much as 

he could for he was angry that he had to do this kicking. 

The robber ran down the stairs out of the building, leav-

ing all the loot behind, and from that day onward he con-

sidered himself a murderer. But the housebreaker was 

not a murderer. The ambulance came, and the woman in 

a white dress and a red plus on her bonnet saw the man 

in the blue suit lying there all bent, on the bases of the 

floor, unerect, unbelonging, downed. He was taken to 

the hospital, thinking that if only the thief had asked for 

the things, he would have given them to him: things did 

not matter as much to him as skin wholeness, and there 

was not a great deal of value in them – the man in the 

blue suit was not rich, he was a musician. The doctor 

said that ever since his injury there was this hole in his 

head that turned into a mass of useless matter and it had 

been expanding, eating up more and more thoughts. The 

Nothing was eating opinions, judgments, views, and feel-

ings faster and faster. So the man in the blue suit had no 

time for lamenting, he understood that time is a factor 

and he was waiting for the woman, knowing that she 

was precious, and he bought flowers, to have her come 

into his space and keep her there until she realized that 

there was no other man but him, until she agreed that he 

was the one she would continue, and their child would 

love music and flowers and it would have no father, the 

man in the blue suit would be gone but very much still 

present, still alive, continued. The woman was a percus-

sionist. Her black hair curled from the staccato vibration 

of the snare drum; her fingers would sometimes disap-

pear in virtuosic velocity. Her body trembled slightly 

from residual vibration. She wore a yellow-beige dress, 

chiffon, flying in the wind like a kite. She took the flow-

ers and put one in her hair and later on she put one on 

her sternum, and she lost the dress, and the petals 

matched the color of the sheets in the apartment of the 

man in the blue suit. 

Simeon gazed into the fun park into all these twos and 

fours, all these even numbers. He decided that he want-

ed someone like Tristan to raise as his own. That night 

after the fun park he dreamt that there was a terrible 

storm-earthquake, and that he and his family were in 

danger, that an awesome black tree started growing in 

the stone basement, a tree which had branches that 

punctured the windows of the house, growing through 

the roof, breaking only what was not designed for such 

force. Simeon tried to be happy that there was no possi-

bility of that since he did not have a wife or a family, or a 

house, and his body bent at the waist, sitting upright, ter-

rified in bed, cramped more and more until it was no 

longer a choice to ignore how large the bed was. Space. 

Too much space. Too spacious to be called practical. 

Two days later there was an earthquake, like a rocking 

bed to sleep, warm, almost unnoticeable. Simeon 

dreamed through it. He woke and tidied his home. He 

bought scents and plants, he dusted, he mopped, he 

washed his clothes.”
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THE	MAD	TEA	PARTY
A cheerful piano tune, a fresh draft beer, an invitation, just like the set table, described 
in Carrols Alice in Wonderland, looked to Alice arriving at the house of the March 
Hare. 
 In front of the March Hares little house, in the shadow of a tree, an enor-
mous table is set out for tea. Of the great many places, only three seats are taken. 
Crowed all together on one corner of the table, the March Hare, the Mad Hatter and 
the Domouse are having a tea.
	 ‘	‘No	room!	No	room!’,	they	cried	out	when	they	saw	Alice	coming.	‘There’s	plenty	of	room!	Said	Alice	

indignantly,	and	she	sat	down	in	a	large	armchair	at	the	end	of	the	table.

	 ‘	Have	some	wine’	the	March	Hare	said	in	an	encouraging	tone.	Alice	looked	around	the	table,	but	

there	was	nothing	but	tea.	I	don’t	see	any	wine’	she	remarked.

	 ‘There		isn’t	any’,	said	the	March	Hare.

	 ‘It	wasn’t	very	civil	of	you	offering	it’,	said	Alice	angrily.

	 ‘It	wasn’t	very	civil	of	you	to	sit	down	without	being	invited’,	said	the	March	Hare.’ (Alice	in	Wonderland	,	

Lewis	Carrol	1865) 
 Alice, angry and confused, is happily surprised when the threesome seems to 
tolerate her after all and sets her a riddle.
 Sheer logic will save her from confusion, Alice believes. 
 ‘Why	is	a	raven	like	a	writing	desk	?’	

a sPaCE CaPsULE WHiZZEs THrOUGH sPaCE
It is night on earth. We see the headquarters of the European H.E.L.L.O project some-
where in the far north of Finland. Inside, an air of great excitement. The men and 
women of the European H.E.L.L.O project watch their computer screens intently. 
They push coloured buttons and operate all kinds of machines.
 154.863,553 miles further, it is about to happen. The space capsule of the 
H.E.L.L.O project enters Mars’ atmosphere.
 ‘Sweden,	lets	get	this	thing	on	the	ground’ The whole team is tensed up. 
A few seconds later, we see the Mars Exploration Robot making a safe landing.
 The members of the H.E.L.L.O project-team heave a sigh of relief, cheering 
and hugging each other. On the computer screens, the first images appear shot by the 
exploration robot. ‘Thank	you	Germany’

 Now the real work starts. The quest it is all about: the search for life. ‘If	there	

is	life,	the	Dutch	will	find	it’, a sturdy voice speaks.
 A young man sitting behind the robot’s control panel skilfully manoeuvres 
the robot across the surface of the unexplored planet.
 Then, suddenly, the exploration robot transforms into a mobile-bar, bar 
stools included, draws a beer and puts it on the bar. Music starts playing and above the 
bar a neon sign flashes on. ‘Biertje?’ (Beer?) the sign reads, a slogan of the Heineken 
beer brewery.
		 ‘Now	we	wait’, is the bar-robots operator’s reply to the bewildered looks on the 
faces of his colleagues
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	 ‘Soccer	players	coming	to	the	Netherlands,	not	knowing	the	rules,	this	we	have	to	prevent	at	all	

costs,’ Iron Rita must have thought.
 (Dutch soccer team looses big time.)
 ‘Why	are	ravens	like	writing	desks?’

 Since March 15th 2006, everybody (read: everybody with a non-western 
background) who wishes to reside in the Netherlands for a prolonged period, has to 
take the civic integration examination. 
 The exam takes place at the Dutch embassy or consulate in the country of 
residence of the ‘candidate’. After checking passport and paperwork, photos and fin-
gerprints are taken. 
 Then the actual exam can take place, which goes as follow;
 ‘The	exam	is	taken	via	a	Telephone,	which	is	directly	connected	to	a	computer.	Before	the	exam	

begins	the	candidate	again	receives	a	short	description,	in	Dutch,	of	what	he	or	she	is	expected	to	do.	The	

candidate	hears,	through	headphones,	the	question	asked	by	the	computer.	The	candidate	has	to	speak	his	or	

her	answer	to	the	headphones.’

 From: Basisexamen inburgering The civic integration examination abroad, 
IND/Immigration and Naturalisation Service, 2006

The ‘candidates’ are being scanned and tested on their qualities as Dutch citizens by a 
sort of exploration robot.
 A radio-controlled- ideal-citizen-scan- machine testing alien life forms?
 ´ Have	you	guessed	the	riddle	yet?’	the	Hatter	said,	turning	to	Alice	again.

	 ‘No,	I	give	it	up,’	Alice	replied.	‘What’s	the	answer?’

	 ‘I	haven’t	the	slightest	idea’,	said	the	Hatter.	

	 ‘Nor	I’,	said	the	March	Hare

Heineken	commercial-	The	European	H.E.L.L.O	project–©	Heineken	Nederland	to	see	the	commercial	check	:		HYPERLINK	“http://www.mauricebogaert.

nl/european%20HELLO%20project.htm”	 http://www.mauricebogaert.nl/european%20HELLO%20project.htm	 | Alice’s	 Adventures	 Wonderland,	 Lewis	

Carrol(	1865),	The	Complete	Illustrated	Lewis	Carrol,	1996,	|  Wordsworth	Editions	Ltd,	GB |	Nostalgia	for	an	Age	That	Never	Existed-	Prairie	Home	Inva-

sion	Jello	Biafra	and	Mojo	Nixon	,	1994		|  Basisexamen	inburgering	The	civic	integration	examination	abroad,	IND	/	Immigration	and	Naturalisation	Ser-

vice,	department	of	Justice,	2006,	The	Netherlands

BACK	TO	THE	FIFTIES	
Since a couple of years a neo-conservative wind is blowing though the Netherlands. 
Not so long ago, most of the Dutch were proud of that little county and how it, every 
once and while, managed to amaze the rest of the world with things like liberal drugs 
laws, gay marriage and euthanasia policy.
 But then, for some reason the ‘poldermodel’ (consensus politics) and the 
multicultural society, went bad. 
 A new conservative wind brings xenophobia and a longing for the unspoiled 
fifties reign supreme. 
	 “Nostalgia	for	an	age	that	never	existed” as Yello Biafra calls it in the song with the 
same title (1994). 
	 	All	the	stars	had	a	pretty	face	

	 Children	and	negroes	knew	their		place	

	 Blocks	of	happy	families	

	 With	Moms	and	Dads	all	in	love	

	 Or	are	these	wholesome	memories	

	 Really	from	reruns	on	TV

Tolerance has vanished. The multicultural society of which we, until recently, spoke 
with pride, is now considered a failure. Drastic measures need to be taken. Stricter 
laws are called for concerning asylum seekers, integration and immigration.
 The fact that the number of asylum seekers is dropping for years in a row 
doesn’t seem to matter at all.
 Rita Verdonk, ex-prison governor en ex- director of the bureau of inland se-
curity and now minister for Integration and Immigration, enforces the asylum and 
migration laws with chilling toughness. Her nickname is IJzeren Rita (Iron Rita).
 Verdonk’s policy is knows many highlights like the fire in a prison for refu-
gees at Amsterdam airport in which eleven persons got killed; sending homosexual 
asylum seekers back to Iran, despite the fact that in Iran acts of homosexuality are 
punishable by death; and, perhaps most infamous of all, the affaire around the Dutch 
citizenship of the member of parliament Ayaan Hirsi Ali.
 And then there is the affaire around the soccer player Saloman Kalou, from 
Ivory Coast. 
 In 2005 Kalou was invited to join the Dutch national soccer team and there-
fore applies for a Dutch passport. Part of the procedure consists of the inburgering-
sexamen  or ‘civic integration exam,’ which is an invention of Verdonk. All ‘newcom-
ers’ have to do an examination to prove their knowledge of Dutch society and Dutch 
language. (Correction. Read: all newcomers from a non-western background).
Kalou doesn’t pass the exam, doesn’t get a Dutch passport, and thus is not able to play 
for the national soccer team. Maurice	Bogaert,	artist,	currently	living	in	Amsterdam
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I believe the human condition of ones nation is mirrored in its architecture. Often I 
have to wonder about the human being I see behind, perhaps within, this façade, my 
facade. It is within this image that can be seen, the economic, political and cultural 
state of mind of a society as a whole. One has to consider that the planning and execu-
tion of certain forms of architecture, as Bauman puts it ‘mirror the social order’ 1. When 
I look at Tbilisi I can clearly see the layers, the frivolous remnant of her glory days, the 
communist doctrines saddled in monolithically monotonous concrete apartment blocks 
and the newly obscene villa’s on the cities horizon, built by the ‘nouveau riche’. Can I 
see however where this lineage leads us. I can, I think, but I fear it just enough not to 
say it.

Zygmunt Bauman’s observation that architecture and urban planning emerge 
in Modernity as the vehicles through which a social order is produced and that ‘the lid 
of order would never be tight enough to escape entirely from the wilderness’ suggests 
that however hard an attempt might be made to squeeze out the unintentional, it will 
always return in some form or another. Whether through the anxieties that produce 
the wish to bury traces of past architecture, or through a will to bury past histories and 
memories. 

I live in a former Soviet Union state sprinting blindly towards the West and 
wanting all it represents. It takes no time to stand still and listen, or look back. It is a 
gangly teenager uncomfortable within his/her own skin, with flailing limbs, eager and 
unable to discern, unsure yet where to go, or to be more precise, how to get there - stumb-
ling over shadowed blocks from its past. This current state of my country creates real 
situations more absurd then any made up story. 

“No wonder 
utopias chose architecture and urban planning as both the vehicle and the master-met-
aphor of the perfect world that would know of no misfits and hence of no disorder; 
however much they differed in detail, they all lovingly detailed the carefully segregated 
and strictly functional urban quarters, the straight, unpolluted geometry of streets and 
public squares, the hierarchy of spaces and buildings which, in their prescribed vol-
umes and austerity of adornment, mirrored the stately sovereignty of the social order. 
In the city of reason, there were no winding roads, no cul-de-sacs and nounattended 
sites left to chance–and thus no vagabonds, vagrants or nomads.”1

One way to come close 
to understanding the inherent dynamics of a city is to just simply look around. To go 
out for a stroll and take notice of the built environment around you. When I go out for 
a walk in Tbilisi–the city of my birth–I observe the architectural leftovers from de-
cades earlier, weathered landmarks, trendy copy cats and shiny new statues soon to 
become a reference to a future past. The city is a growing organism stacking history 
upon history-building toward a not so well defined future.
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We can look at what is already there, or has already happened, from an historical per-
spective, the other option is to consider architecture in relation to direct personal en-
counter, but what is necessary is a third set of formulations looking at the complex dy-
namics of denial, control, desire and fear. What I would like is some way to look at our 
own environment that somehow helps us to understand the constructs of ideology and 
culture. I propose we all walk around in our own cities and start to cherish every bro-
ken stone we encounter, every crack in the wall, every ugly new building that arises. 
Understand that all these elements are inter-related, one cannot exist without the other. 
One needs the ugly, the deteriorated, the sad, to recognize what is considered beautiful, 
the pristine and the good.  It is a cliché, but one can find beauty in imperfection. I sug-
gest trying to fall in love with your city, it would be like falling in love with a person 
and all of a sudden the imperfections of the beloved one become special. Nothing more 
charming than broken front tooth, or a crooked nose, a sad temper - when in love, it all 
becomes very dear.

1.	Baumann,	z	(1992,	p.xv)	Intimations	of	Postmodernit,	London:	Routledge		2.	ibid

A tall apartment building was erected in a posh neighborhood in Tbilisi, right next to, 
or more accurately, in a public park. The commisioner of this project had to bribe pow-
erful government officials in order to secure the appropriate zoning credentials for this 
effort . The building was erected and ( Lets not discuss ‘looks’ now…) as it turns out, 
the elevator could not be installed because the building had started to lean. Nobody 
wanted to live there any more – regardless of its prestige, not to mention the extrava-
gant number of units that had been sold prior to the start of construction. Alas, it was 
all but a myth. The building did not lean. It was planned from the beginning to not 
function so that the apartments would go on the market again for a very cheap price 
and could be bought for hardly no money at all by the original investors…  How much 
and which part of this story is true, no-one knows, but one can certainly see the silhou-
ette, if not the stain, of humanity within these circumstances.

Bauman suggests that be-
hind the motivation of control and the imposition of order and evocation of reason, it is 
possible to detect an underlying anxiety, present within the architecture and planning 
of any urban environment. This underlying anxiety carries with it the suspicion that 
the world is somehow chaotic, for without some notion of the possibility of the eruption 
of chaos or disorder what motivation might there be behind the imposition of order?

What concerns me is our inability to perceive things in their totality. We focus on only 
one thing at the time. We close our eyes for the things we do not wish to acknowledge, 
we run blindly after our own goals. We build our dreams, but we refuse to found them 
within our own history, or secure them in our lived reality.  We only want a high speed 
connection to an imagined brighter, better place where we can control and erase our 
surrounding environment with the click of the mouse.

Sophia	Tabatadze,	artist,	director	of	GEOair,	currently	living	in	Tbilisi
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Searching for clues that could help me clarify my gloomy thoughts about photogra-
phy’s existence, I searched for the point where reality had ceased to exist as a comfort-
ing or unsettling technologically reproduced authentic image of truth. Leaving us with 
nothing but a big black hole that we, the photographers, kept on trying to capture 
through our looking glasses in our own creative and artistic ways. I opened ‘The Prac-
tice of Everyday Life’ by Michel de Certeau at the chapter ‘Believing and Making 
People Believe’ that starts with a quotation of Duchamp.6

Knowing, believing, seeing. 
Positivism’s ‘seeing is believing, therefore knowing’ turns into — according to Duch-
amp, ‘knowing is nothing more than believing’. Thus: believing is determining both 
knowing and seeing. According to DeCerteau—who I hoped, could teach me some-
thing about how I could make others believe something I wanted them to believe (or 
know)— photography is all about a convincing vision. Seeing is transformed by belief 
itself.7 

This caused another question to arise in my tortured photographers mind: are 
we then still able to see what we do not believe in?8 When will photographic images 
cease to convince us completely as visual evidence? And how does this effect the mean-
ing of a photograph as a document?9 When De Certeau argues that stories and fiction 
are determining our beliefs and therefore our knowledge10, can we then still distinguish 
reality from fiction?11,	12,	13,	14,15

On a gloomy November evening in Helsinki, I found myself look-
ing at a poster of a hovering UFO in a smoky bar in a cellar with too many locals and 
loud rock music.

I shot the picture casually, just as documentation of the scene to capture 
the image and the text on the poster.16 

After downloading the image on my computer, 
another image appeared. One I didn’t see when I took the photograph. 

In the image the 
reflection of a lampshade that was hanging above the pool table appeared, and ironi-
cally mirrored the shape of the UFO. I was pleased with how this picture had made 
itself, without my initial recognition. It created not only a document of the poster, but 
added an element that could be called the photogenic, something that is only to be 
found in photography. It is the element that makes a photograph a photograph and 
not just an image, this quality that is instantly recognized as ‘genetic’ of its medium. 
By flattening the space, it created a new space in the surface of the poster; photography 
had taken away one dimension and added another that had been invisible before. 

Innumerable questions arose, con-
fronting me with my own ongoing love and hate relationship with photography: In 
what sense do I consider myself to be a photographer? Why do I keep believing in the 
power of photography, or the photographic image? Why do I create images myself?2 
What is the relationship between believing and imagining?3 And where did reality 
go?4	Or truth? And why would I care about that anyway?5 

Dear Kirsten, 
Some time ago, you asked me to pro-

vide a contribution for your publication. How, you asked me, 
as a photographer (or as I would rather say as someone with a 
fascination for photographic images ) did I see the role of pho-
tography, in relation to the question posed, “what do we be-
lieve in as a society today ”? 

My mind wandered off into the realms 
of the paradise of photographic imagination and the endless 
hunting grounds of its theory. 
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I understand the primitive attraction of the images of Abu Graib or more recently, the 
hanging of Saddam Hussein. They are so persuasive in their roughness and direct-
ness. In both cases the accidental photographer becomes an important actor at the 
scene. His role plays a crucial part in the interpretation of the images being taken.18 It 
is not about making an image but being there at the right time; instant mediation of a 
direct and personal experience, sharing it with the world: Is there anybody out there?

An interesting paradox exists within the use of these lowfi hightech media. 
These technologies produce images of a deteriorating quality, due to an explosion in 
quantity. Size matters, less (kilobites) is more (images): our brain fills in the missing 
pixels, leaving room for the potential of becoming iconic images. We are seeing less, 
but more. 

Personally — as someone working with photographic images — I have to admit 
reluctantly, I stopped being worried too much about the authenticity of my own imag-
es. It has always been inherent to the medium that it can be tampered with, whether 
in front or behind the camera. What photography has always reflected and will do in 
the future will be as real or as unreal as we see ourselves. What we believe to see will 
be nothing more, or less, than a reflection of our competing beliefs and our effort to 
substantiate them. (I am not convinced that this answers your or my questions 
though.)

Warmest regards from Rotterdam, 
Kim Bouvy 

After seeing my own picture of a reproduction of a reproduction of something that 
most likely didn’t exist, I wanted to find out the truth about the poster. I did a google-
search on images with the tagline ‘I want to believe’. It resulted in a number of differ-
ent versions of the poster, with various shapes and forms of both landscape and UFO, 
in color and black and white. Which one was the true original and where did it come 
from? 

It seemed that the assumed original, which looked less authentic than the one in 
my picture, was created especially as a set prop for the popular series The X-Files, 
hanging in the office of Special Agent Mulder.

HYPERLINK	 " javascript:ol('http://en.wikipedia.org/

wiki/Image:Msf74.jpg');"http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Image:Msf74.jpg	

Another image on a weblog of a 
fan showed the following image of the set, on which the poster in the office is visible, 
but with a different poster. 

Where did the original stop and its reproduction begin? 
Had the reproduction turned into an equally or even more authentic variation of 

that a lie could also be defined as a truth that is not 
acknowledged by enough people to be true, therefore 

the original? Did I care? Did the fans, wanting to ob-
tain the real thing, buying the original poster on the 
net, care?

Isak Berbic’s remark about the new myth 
that photographs lie16, kept lingering in my mind. 
Have we now arrived at a point in (visual) culture 

a lie? Will a lie eventually become a truth, as long as 
a majority of people believe it to be true? And what 
will the role of photography be in this process in the 
future?17 Will it be made redundant as a proof, or 
will it become more important since it can be eternal-
ly reproduced, without transformation, creating and 

becoming another simulacrum, no longer needing reality to be able to create its own 
new and improved one?

The basis of photography has always been its relationship with 
reality. To believe in something in today’s society is not so much about trying to find 
out a truth that is fixed and therefore comforting. We are being convinced by the cred-
ibility of words and images that make use of advertisement strategies. Whether it is 
one single winning World Press Photo or series depicting the presumed authenticity of 
certain ethnic groups (who will finally get paid to have their portraits taken),11 they 
are all part of an image machine that is all about credibility and not about reality. 

i WanT TO BELiEVE,	a	trajectory	in	footnotes		 1:	authenticity	versus	credibility		2: 	Vilem	Vlusser,	Toward	a	Philosophy	of	Photography,	London	2000	p.	9	

/11)		3:	Vilem	Vlusser,	Toward	a	Philosophy	of	Photography,	London	2000	p.	9	 4:	Andy	Grundberg,	Crisis	of	the	Real,	1999,	p.216	 5:	ibid	6:	“I	like	the	word	

believe.	In	general,	when	one	says	‘I	know’,	one	doesn’t		know,	one	believes.”Marcel	Duchamp,	Duchamp	du	signe	(Paris,	Flammarion,1975,	p.185)	quoted	

in	Michel	de	Certeau,	The	Practice	of	Everyday	Life	(Berkeley,	1984,	p.	177)		7:	Michel	de	Certeau,	The	Practice	of	Everyday	Life	(Berkeley,	1984,p.186/187)		 		

8:	Minoru	Shimzu,	Wolfgang	Tillmans	-	truth	study	centre,	Cologne	2005		9:	Terrorists	‘use	Google	maps	to	hit	UK	troops’	Daily	Telegraph,	13	Jan			10:	Mi-

chel	de	Certeau,	The	Practice	of	Everyday	Life	(Berkeley,	1984,p.	186)		11:	(www.world-portraits.com,www.anpphoto.com/worldportraits.jpg)	www.anp.nl			

12:	www.worldpressphoto.com,8	Feb	2007		 13:	Andy	Grundberg,	Crisis	of	the	Real,	1999,	p.181			14: Tourists	in	Cabriolet	on	winning	World	Press	Phototurn	

out	to	be	first	aid	helper	and	locals[18-02-2007]		www.photoq.nl			15:	The	old	myth	that	photographs	tell	the	truth	has	been	replaced	by	the	new	myth	

that	they	lie.Isak	Berbic   16:	Andy	Grundberg,	Crisis	of	the	Real,	1999,	p.	196			17:	ibid,	p.212			18:	ibid,	p.198

Kim	Bouvy,	photographer,	art	critic,	curator	at	the	Dutch	Institute	for	Architecture	(NAI),	currently	living	in	Rotterdam
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Traveling as a journalist, through a country like Abkhazia, it is impossible not to no-
tice how ordinary people try to keep up appearances. They make a point of saying that 
they are a nation, a people. They like to tell you that they are an exemplary union 
dedicated to democracy, so we being journalists, and they, needing very much to im-
press upon the funding mechanisms of the united states, the European union and the 
world bank, bring us to meet countless non descript NGO’s, free media outlets and 
grassroots organizations. All to appease George Soros and the Open Society Founda-
tion. They like to tell you that they elect their leaders or they choose to follow those 
who have lead them through conflict. Every street corner is shadowed by billboards 
with life size images of glowing presidential candidates. They go so far as inventing a 
history that fuels and legitimizes the ongoing conflict with their neighbors, They are, I 
must say sadly, much like children playing house. They pretend for the time being, 
placing themselves within a fabricated mindset that satiates their lack of thirst for the 
present and numbs a fear of the future. Or perhaps it satiates their lack of thirst for 
the future and numbs their fear of the present. And still, they proudly work to keep up 
appearances. 

For all of this, this endless despair, I cannot begin to describe how tough 
people were. How undeniably capable people were, living with and through misery, 
poverty, and the hopeless task of harnessing a dignified future.  How incredible a peo-
ple must be to live apparently regular lives amidst the absurdity and chaos of their cir-
cumstances.

We sink back in our chairs at the Abkhazian Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
after requesting an interview with the president. Taking into account the post-Soviet 
Union autocracy, this might take a while. But not one minute later the head of the 
Abkhazian protocol department runs outside and tells us to come quickly–the presi-
dent wishes to speak to us in 15 minutes. When we get there we hardly have the time 
to set up the camera, or prepare our interview, before the president arrives.“The presi-
dent only has 15 minutes time to speak to you”–but this seems easily stretched to 45 
minutes. An impressive looking guard stares at us suspiciously throughout the entire 
interview. None of the five phones sitting in the presidential office ring during our 
conversation.

Last winter I visited, together with 
a colleague, Abkhazia. It is a non-existent state although it has declared itself an inde-
pendent entity subsequent to the war of 1992-93 with the Republic of Georgia. Prior 
to the conflict, Abkhazia was an autonomous republic and a de-facto resident of the 
Republic of Georgia. Since the conflict Abkhazia has been almost entirely isolated 
from the rest of the world, lagging, if not suffering under the weight a world wide web 
of economic embargoes. 
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The same goes for Palestine. Corruption, poverty and serious violations of human 
rights and democratic values do not inhibit the adoration that the people bestow upon 
their leaders. In particular the now deceased Arafat. I have never met Arafat, but I did 
meet with the second in command at that time, Mr. Faysal Al-Husseini, who passed 
away years ago. Like Arafat he was involved from the beginning with the liberation 
movement of the Palestinian people, first working from Tunis and later from the Ori-
ent House in East Jerusalem, the symbolic PLO headquarters in the symbolic capital 
city. The reception from our Palestinian host was stunning. All followers present fell 
to the ground, humility bent low to the icon called leader. The “vice-king”, Mr. Faysal 
Al-Husseini entered the hall. He entered a leader, an icon, the future of all on this side 
of the Israeli armed border, a scion, raised among the brothers of faith and of freedom. 
His real position was quite the opposite. He showed us his collection of passes with 
which he tried, everyday, to again to be able to return to Jerusalem, and daily, to no 
avail.  He spoke of his own impotence within the State of Palestine and the peace pro-
cess. Still he was impressive. He was dressed like a leader, acted like a leader and was 
certainly perceived to be the leader of a nation to be. He seemed to carry the promise 
that without him there would be no future.

It is difficult to imagine a nation without 
leadership. The iconic leader, spawned by propaganda, is perhaps understandable, but 
the expansive role the leader takes on nowadays in certain democratic societies is stag-
gering. The lessons that a journalist learns, in often staged, ridiculously vaudevillian 
pressrooms, within these non-existent countries, are often frighteningly applicable to 
ones own country. Look at your daily newspapers, and wonder at how it happens that 
even the most clumsy, prickish of presidents, like perhaps, George W. Bush (although I 
could have easily said like let’s say our own Dutch premier Balkenende ) are shaped 
into leaders through endless analysis and opinion polls, all to reassure the public that 
their leaders stupidity and rigidity must be serving a greater goal. And that is how 
anyone can be turned into a leader, simply because it appears to be, we cannot be with-
out one.

Before the Islamic revolution in Iran in 1979 and the Orange Revolution in the 
Ukraine in 2004 incredible numbers of people walked about their cities and towns 
with stencils and spray paint and tattooed the streets with the busts of future leaders, 
Khomeini and Yushenko sainted the asphalt, the cobblestone, the walls and the light 
posts, imprinting the minds of roaring crowds with a tactile vision of their future. The 
revolutionary leaders had become, through these actions, permanent icons. These tac-
tics were in no way a juvenile effort played out by spray -eager revolutionaries, but 
were well played out strategies. Part of an intentional campaign to serve ups the next 
sovereign leader of the revolution. The proposed leader, now icon, prepared the way 
for a smooth transition following the days of the subsequent tumult and some would 
say, a monolithic leadership. A new leader, or perhaps, another icon, had been created 
before the old one had been replaced.

With the newly installed and reverent icon in place, 
but a few more ingredients seem essential to placating a population. Feigning that ev-
erything is really well taken care of is often enough for the citizenry to be mulled into a 
stasis of trust and, of course, a common enemy is always a good excuse to explain away 
the things that are taking a bad turn, even when they do not have to necessarily steer 
that way.  Examples are readily available within the recent histories of Kurdistan 
(Iran, Iraq, Turkey) and Kosovo (Serbia).

Arnold	van	Bruggen,	historian,	journalist,	documentary	maker,	currently	living	in	Amsterdam
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Our world is based on simulated experiences of people, through an image, an icon, and 
a projected self-identity. Virtually everybody is a somebody through the immediacy of 
the digital age a public space where anonyminity is rewarded, through a cat-and-mouse 
social politic. The nostalgic neighborly exchange, Can I borrow a cup of sugar? is now 
replaced by the overheard cultural mantra, Did you get my email?. Speed dial is a form 
of salvation that equates boredom, simultaneously with the battle cry of I am busy. 
 
Jean Baudrillard tells us, the cities of the world are concentric, isomorphic, synchronic. 
Only one exists and you are always in the same one. It’s the effect of their permanent 
revolution, their intense circulation, their instantaneous magnetism. The realization 
that the overlap of computer language has given rise to its own concentric isolation, a 
glorious indulgent world of fetishization based on self-entertainment. As public space 
increasingly moves digital, wi-fi connectivity disrupts the sense of place, already miss-
ing in many urban contexts to one of anyplace. Within the paradigm of mythology, 
Narcissus desired to see the image of himself, admiring beauty of the ego, the physical 
stasis replicated in the current cult of Me. Here pathology exists in the creation of a 
reality that is continuously evolving in the ritual of where positioning oneself though 
hyperlink, pixilation and prestige. Enter the culture of My Space where the malaise of 
current world connection to others is secondary to the reality of a world mirrored with 
disconnect and social fragmentation. 

 If you lived here, you would already be home a pop-
ular American slogan for urban real estate sales, now operates as a dysfunctional vin-
tage signage in the age were we live everywhere at the same time. This occurs within 
the continuous celebration of smugness as unique as it is bland, erasing every moment 
with a delete button. The merging cultures in which we live, a space in which we have 
grown to adapt that sings to the programmed melody of me, myself and I generation. 
A non-dialogical place where demonstrations of the obvious political conundrums and 
follies are replicated in cyberspace, as we are too busy feeling fragmented, decentered 
and dysfunctional in the post-post-ism presence of another human being. Narcissus 
can still replicate his phantasmagorical image walking down the street, the reflective 
ego now occupied with handset and blue-tooth device at a high speed of the www.Fla-
neur. The simultaneous replication of self as denoted with iconic image on a cell-phone 
complete with camera to create a mirror of self in the privacy of a new public space of 
private consumption. As a culture, what do we believe in beyond our selves? 

 It is only 
through the act of conversation not with self, or a dotcom device, yet with another per-
son in which the dialogical patterns of daily life can converge within the neighborhood. 
Creating connections in the social world beyond the World Wide Web is creating a 
place for human touchstone close to home, the one outside our front door. When was 
the last time you had a conversation with your neighbor?

The architectural experience 
of the city is now imprinted with a global language that collides with the ever-present, 
but missing, physical experience. A sense of place becomes a lesser form of social crite-
ria, which, in turn, is based on a form of automatic touchtone entertainment. In a 
world where every place or any place will do, the beige bland and urban constructs of 
new urbanism are now lit up with the echo of Can you hear me now? 

 In contemporary 
culture, the expansion of the superficial is constantly questioned and inevitably layered 
as a digital synapse. A new generation, who finds the art of conversation a dying con-
cept, is enclosed in a veritable automobile. It is the age of the multi-tasker, the one who 
understands a rapid response and who can create a new language through uniformity 
out of a text message. Here, boredom manifests itself as an acceptable past time to 
spur connection, responsibility is a platform with a haunting tone of apathy for a new 
generation. As Time Magazine recently dubbed, The Person of the Year is You. In 
order to truly connect, we must converse verbally as a daily exchange with others in 
conversation, where neighbor meets neighbor. 
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Stuart	Keeler,	artist,	curator,	writer,	currently	living	in	Chicago
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This	publication	appears	in	the	context	of	the	UIC’s	MFA	2007	thesis	exhibition	and	explores	the	notion	of	‘belief’	in	our	so-

ciety.	Working	with	notions	such	as	dreams,	fantasies,	hope,	myth,	faith	and	legend,	the	suggestion	is	put	forward	by	the	

contributors	that	‘believing’	is	a	pervasive	force	at	the	heart	of	our	lived	reality.
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