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When I started to consider this combined
exhibition and workshop project at CSWC
(Center for the study of world civilizations,
Tokyo Tech) I went through many of the anxi-
eties that I and many artists go through when
deciding what work it might be right to show.
Most artists would, I think, always prefer to
exhibit the last thing they had done; the thing
which they feel is most relevant to them at the
time. But the danger of this is that what might
seem most significant to the artist might appear
to be out of context and incomprehensible to an
unfamiliar audience.

Nevertheless, I decided to exhibit the most
recent work I had made. Not just because it
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was my most recent work but because it is a
work that I think marks a significant shift in my
practice, and I was not really able or prepared
to spend a great deal of time discussing work to
which I did not feel entirely committed — that
feeling will almost certainly change and I'm sure
I will again become a little more enchanted with
my older work.

The work I exhibited is called A Translation of
La Sima (The Chasm) by Pio Baroja 2009. 1
decided to use this short story of Pio Baroja (A
well known Spanish author belonging to the gen-
eration of 1896) after reading The Savage
Detectives by Roberto Bolafio. This is a novel
about a fictional group/movement of poets com-
mencing in the 1970s in Mexico City and chart-
ing their development to the present day. It's a
wonderful story about the motivation and desire
towards making art potentially overwhelming the
art itself. The two main, though often absent,
protagonists of the story are self declared poets
whose poems we never see. They want to be
poets because they aspire towards a life lived at
one remove from social/cultural expectations or
constraints.

I don’t recall exactly the context in which
Baroja’s story is used in the book. I think it
appears in a section where the action has moved
to Barcelona. The Chasm is a story about a goat
that escapes from its flock and falls into a deep
cave. The old goatherd sends his young grand-
son after the goat but he unfortunately falls in
after it. The grandfather is distraught and goes
to fetch help to get the boy out. Many come to
see what they can do but they begin to fear,
through speculation and superstition, that the
devil lives at the bottom of the chasm and
decide that they cannot possibly rescue the boy
and hence leave him to die, listening to his des-
perate moaning and wailing for three days and
nights. In a way it is a story about irrational fear
and the tragedy of allowing our actions to be
dictated by our customs and assumptions about

the world.

I had intended my work with this story to be a
more or less straight-forward translation piece,
much like the ones I have made before where I
perform direct oral translations of Spanish texts
into English before an audience. However, when
I began to think about how to stage the per-
formance a number of questions suggested
themselves to me. In previous works the per-
formance of the translations had been staged for
a rather indeterminate audience — that is to say
that they were open to anybody who should care
to come along. The documentation of them had
also always been more or less straight forward
— providing as far as possible a studiously objec-
tive and unembellished record of proceedings:
rather puritanical, declaring itself as a necessary
evil. I began to wonder whether this ‘straight
forward’ approach, which I had enjoyed charac-
terising as being modest, thoughtful and unpre-
tentious, might in fact have more to do with my
fear of allowing the work to get away from me
and meet the world in a less controlled way. I
suppose I was concerned that I might be enter-
taining a faux-monastic/neo-modernist pretence
of limited means and truth to materials in the
work in order to mask a kind of inhibition about
considering more wholly how the work really
related to other people.

So, in the first instance I decided that I would
ask someone else to film the work and that that
person would be someone who would do more
than simply point the camera but rather engage
with the process of filming in a more active man-



WIKz7ua=7) No.455

June 2010

ner. Naama Yuria had been a recent student of
mine at Goldsmiths and I knew of her capacity
to make really engaging films (movies she likes
to call them) in collaboration with others. She is
also a very direct and immediate person who is
very eager always to break through any social
convention she encounters. I think I knew that
she would be able to challenge the process of
my work and even ridicule it but from a produc-
tive perspective that was about the development
of a better work and not about the destruction of
the work.

1 '_alllrl:lal"ul'ﬁ"r'ﬁ-
i“ ﬂnﬂ . : 7 |}|.F|l"d m’? ik
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It is a difficult work I think because the point
of it, the attempt to translate the story, is only
really understood within the context of a broader
narrative that articulates various aspects of the
relationship between two people who are setting
out to make a work of art together. I think there
is a really interesting transfer of power between
the two of us, and between the two of us and
Matthew de Pullford, who commissioned the
work. The central part of the work still depicts a
translation/interpretation process but it is dis-
turbed by Naama’s impromptu participation and
by the rather eccentric staging that she directed
for the work. I enjoy this image of an older artist
being ridiculed but also refreshed by the partici-
pation of a younger artist. I am also very inter-
ested in the teacher learning from and being led
by the student, and the way in which this
exchange of roles between teacher and student,
man and woman, older and younger person con-
tributes towards the development of the student
by making them aware of the responsibility they
earn to deploy the knowledge they have gained

judiciously. The student might overtake the
master, but the master does not disappear, and
regardless of his limitations he still has a capaci-
ty for judgement that the student respects.

sl E S B ERMEE

I think the work has a much more open spirit
than much of my previous work, and though we
didn’t discuss it in any detail I felt quite sure
that it would provide a beneficial background to
the workshops by making the students feel
somewhat at ease about what they might be
expected to achieve and about how discursive
and experimental they were encouraged to be.

I started the workshops by outlining for the
students some concerns of my own work and by
introducing them to the work of Vito Acconci.
Knowing that none of them studied art as their
main subject and that many of them would not
have had experience of making art before it
seemed important in the short period we had to
introduce them to methodologies that might give
them confidence in their own ability to produce
work by exploiting their existing skills. I also
included the work of Vito Acconci because he is
an artist whose practice has developed in signifi-
cantly varying directions depending upon his
concerns at any given moment. He started as a
poet but realised that he was more interested in
the structure of the words on the page, which
led him to be an artist. Following a successful
career as such, during which he made canonical
works, he realised that he was no longer inter-
ested in his work being addressed by an audi-
ence of viewers but in it being engaged with by
participants. He therefore changed his practice
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to become a designer/architect and set up a stu-
dio working with a team of people to pursue
commissions mostly arising from architectural or
urban developments in public space. I thought
Acconci’s flexibility and nimbleness as an artist
might inspire the students to understand how
possible it might be to claim a territory from the
basis of having an interest in it rather than
imagining that such a claim would require evi-
dence of skills within the chosen field.

The students had been provided with some
web links relating to my work and Vito Acconci’s
before the lecture and many of them had come
prepared with some interesting thoughts and
questions about this.

Following my initial talk I introduced the proj-
ect, which was for the students to produce a
work on the Saturday that was to be based on
an activity that they would anyway be undertak-
ing. I thought it would be interesting to counter
an assumption that art might have to be made
around significant subjects and to suggest
instead that they might try to make something
out of their every-day activity. I placed no con-
straints on what medium they might use but did
suggest that (given the time constraints) video,
photography or some other such digital medium
might be most appropriate.

I should mention that at the beginning of my
presentation I handed my video camera to one
of the students and asked her to video tape the
proceedings as she saw fit and then to hand the
camera to another student when she bored of
doing this and so on. I didn’t explain the ration-
ale for this. I had a sense that by activating the
presentation as a potential site also for making a
work the students might get some sense of the
idea behind the project. I also outlined for them
that by representing something they did every
day they might gain a different perspective on
that activity and learn to see it in a new light; to
understand how that activity might look from a

different perspective and to get a sense of what
might be its critical implications. I wanted through
the filming also to suggest to the students that I
was committed to reviewing my own activity and
attempting to work with it to similar ends.

I asked them to be ready to present for the
following session an idea of what they would be
working with on the all-day Saturday session
when they would be making their work so that
we could discuss how they might best go about
it. I categorically banned them from telling me
what their work would be as I was concerned
that their process on Saturday should not simply
be one of manufacture but one in which they
were fully engaged in the conceptualisation and
production of something that would absorb
them. I was also eager that they might be influ-
enced and encouraged by listening to each oth-
ers’ presentations.

I must admit that I had underestimated the
difficulties of carrying out a workshop with large-
ly non-English speakers. And though I counted
with the help of a teaching assistant and
Professor Hidano himself (who amazingly took
time out of his busy schedule to attend all the
sessions) working with the students made me
very aware of the extent to which one relies on
consistent interaction and feedback in one’s
teaching practice, at least where the teaching of
studio practice is concerned. I found myself hav-
ing to trust that discussions that began to take
place between students were productive as I
knew that to interrupt them in order that their
substance might be translated for me would lead
to them ending. This lead to me really not know-
ing what to expect on the second day when the
students were due to make their presentations
about their proposed work. I was anxious that I
may have pitched a task that was too complex
for students who may have had very little expo-
sure to contemporary art and whose prior
assumptions may have been that art practice
comprised work made through traditional media.
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