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ABSTRACT
Not fully present: Five artworks by Maddie Leach

This PhD by Prior Publications is a composition of five artistic projects
by New Zealand artist Maddie Leach produced between 2008 and 2019.
The text identifies persistent methodological tendencies in her artistic
practice that combine an obstinate attachment to making something
happen and willing cooperation with incompleteness, inconclusion, and
variation. A central question emerges of how commitment to an artistic
decision is maintained while also leaving things undecided. The art works
under discussion have occurred in diverse geographic locations in New
Zealand, Ireland, Sweden and Canada. They include a coastal boat shed
in Wellington (Perigee #11, 2008); a park in a former Jewish neighbourhood
in Cork (Evening Echo, 2011); the sea floor of the Taranaki Basin (If you
find the good oil let us know, 2012–2014); a record store in Gothenburg (The
Grief Prophesy, 2017), and an early twentieth-century monument in New
Westminster (Lowering Simon Fraser, 2019). Their material results have
been equally diverse: a barrel of mineral oil transformed into a large concrete
block, new versions of a black metal instrumental recorded on 12" vinyl, lunar
weather forecasts, a remote lamp-lighting system, letters to the editor of a
local newspaper, an electronic billboard, and a graphic novel.
Together these five projects offer a contribution to sculptural-conceptual
practice with a clear lineage to site-specific and place-based practices. What
is distinctive is the way each project demonstrates sustained fidelity to an
artistic idea while remaining attuned to encounters with uncertainty—
functional absences—that play an integral role in challenging, reorienting,
or strengthening the project’s logical operation and public reception. The
term functional absence is a re-working of James Meyer’s notion of functional
site inflected towards Alain Badiou’s concept of the void, which he develops
from set theory. Demonstrating this influence, functional absences are
considered as interruptions in the artistic imaginary at work, arising from
something previously invisible or unincluded, which requires legitimisation
and recognition within the project. They may have stronger or weaker effects,
but there is always a process of rearrangement around the absence, and the
artistic project does not proceed as it was before.
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INTRODUCTION

I see nobody planting trees to-day in such out-of-the-way places, along
the lonely roads and lanes, and at the bottom of dells in the wood. Now
that they have grafted trees, and pay a price for them, they collect them
into a plat by their houses, and fence them in—and the end of it all will
be that we shall be compelled to look for our apples in a barrel.
—Henry David Thoreau, “Wild Apples: The History of the Apple Tree”
For some months the working title for Part Two of this text has been “And
the apple project in Chicago?” The origin of this question was a conversation
I had with educator, researcher, and my friend Mick Wilson about Evening
Echo in Cork, Ireland. Mick asked me about “the apples” in reference
to another project, not included in this PhD, called Signs and Wonders Shall
Appear, staged in Chicago in 2010.
The apples Mick was thinking of grow on an archipelago in Lake Michigan.
High Island is part of this chain of islands. Now uninhabited, it got its name
because it offers one of the highest vantage points in the lake, the result of a
perched sand dune created by prevailing westerly winds. Most of the island
is covered by forest regrowth, but one can easily find the residue of human
activity: plough equipment; parts of an early twentieth-century truck;
a boiler chimney; the corner of a log cabin with thick white caulk; two small
huts, called Alpha and Omega; and an old apple orchard growing in a large
clearing near the centre of the island. Established around 1912 by members
of a communal religious society named the Israelite House of David, I have
visited this orchard twice. In November 2008 the trees had lost their leaves.
Small bright red-and-yellow apples lay on the ground decomposing in the
brown grass, with only a few remaining on their branches. In September 2010
it was prime apple season. One tree had apples larger than the others, with
a distinctive aromatic sweet-sharp flavour. When you took a bite the inside
slowly turned pink from the skin. The apples from this tree made the best
apple pie I ever tasted, and I named them “Israelite Apples”.
Apples do not reproduce true to type, meaning that a tree grown from
seed will produce different apples from its parent tree. Wild apples usually
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produce what growers and enthusiasts call “spitters”. Chance, therefore, is a
central factor in their palatability and appeal. Online forums cite daunting
odds of about one in 20,000 that a “really good apple” will result from seed.
The technique of grafting, on the other hand, employs a process of selection
and juncture that carefully binds the bottom portion of one plant (rootstock)
to a tender shoot (scion) from the top portion of another plant. A successful
graft means that new tissue from the cut made on each component interlocks
to form a “living continuous connection”.1 When I saw the House of David’s
abandoned orchard it had produced apples, untended, for about seventy-five
years. It seemed probable that some of the trees had grown from seed and
I happily speculated that the tree with the Israelite Apples was the result of a
chance event.
In 1862 Henry David Thoreau despaired at the erasure of chance
in the cultivation of apples. In his essay for The Atlantic, quoted above,
he articulated a fierce defence of the rogue tree, the pleasure of roaming,
unexpected discoveries, and the interruption of the senses by the sour taste
of a “crabbed” wild apple. Grafting, on the other hand, is a method of riskreduction in which an unpalatable or unremarkable apple tree becomes
a productive host for a more desired variety. The host tree is sometimes
referred to as a “volunteer tree” for its capacity to assist the growth of the
grafted branch.
Qualities of grafting have remained in mind as I have written this
document, influencing my arrangement of artistic projects, methods, and
philosophical ideas. It has been a process that bears some equivalence
to working with rootstock and scion; techniques of selection, introductions
at the juncture—the effort to establish what my supervisor David Cross
liked to call a “tissue of correspondence” between projects. Had I chosen
a different set of “rootstock”, or attached different variants of thought,
I would have a different PhD. This is something David and I spoke about:
how, in my artistic practice (or in any practice), multiple sets of artworks
could be composed and constellated, therefore presenting other possibilities.
As a reminder of what might have been otherwise, the spectre of Signs and

1.

Encyclopaedia Britannica Online, “Graft: horticulture”, last modified 4 January 2019,
https://www.britannica.com/topic/graft.
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Wonders Shall Appear emerges in this introduction. This “apple project”,
discounted in favour of other projects, has hovered as something of a wild
seed. To acknowledge it now is an instinctive measure on my part, a means
to try and address the niggling question of why I left it out.
Introductory tutorials on set theory in mathematics generally begin
by clarifying that a set can be composed of anything but—in order to establish
what exactly belongs to a specific set—there should be “unambiguous”
rules for membership. One of my early notebooks contains several pages
of diagrams and lists of project titles, revealing restless groupings of artistic
works under consideration. Some pages later the result is a set of five artistic
projects made between 2008 and 2019: two in New Zealand (Perigee #11
and If you find the good oil let us know), one in Ireland (Evening Echo), one
in Sweden (The Grief Prophesy), and one in Canada (Lowering Simon Fraser).
The original title I gave this selection was “Imagination in Public: Narrative
Form in Public Art Practice”, and my PhD proposal broadly identified the
terms of membership as “their reliance on the circulation and social re-telling
of a narrative (or story) arising from context-based research”. I also suggested
they “proposed a public practice in which the absence, or partial presence,
of physical objects and actions requests an imaginative act on the part of a
viewing/visiting audience”. {Narrative, absence, imagination, publicness} is why
I thought these five artistic projects belonged together.
The thing that strikes me now is how these terms could also be applied
to other projects I have produced. Beside Signs and Wonders Shall Appear,
there was Let us keep together (2011) in Tasmania, Australia; I was using
Six Watts when you received me (2013) in Christchurch, New Zealand; The
Blue Spring / Mata Air Murni (2015) in Jakarta, Indonesia; and 28th October
2834 (2015) in Perth, Australia. These projects also have a strong relation
to techniques of narrative, situations of absence, appeals to imagination,
and a publicness in which expected moments fail to materialise, objects are
elusive, stories develop, and cerebral work is required of audiences to fill
in the gaps. Therefore, I may not have constructed unambiguous terms
of membership to which I could attribute my selection of five projects. The
implication being that the artistic projects included in my PhD set could
readily be exchanged or replaced with others.
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There are different ways I could address this problem. For example,
by describing {narrative, absence, imagination, publicness} as a kind of meta
set from which there are different subsets, to which different artistic projects
belong. The five projects included in this PhD could then be defined as one
of the possible subsets. Alternatively, I could make an adjustment to the terms
of inclusion, in order to establish a specific membership for this set of five
projects. Both options seem plausible and viable, but I think the latter allows
for greater insight as to why these five artworks are placed in relation to each
other, and to what they unambiguously belong.
The crux of the matter—their sense of belonging— is functional absence,
a term I have adapted from American art historian James Meyer’s essay
“The Functional Site; or, The Transformation of Site-Specificity”. First
published in 1995, Meyer’s text contributed to trans-Atlantic discussions
on developments in the sensibility of site-specific practices in North America
and Western Europe. It sits in proximity to other texts of the same period
by Mary-Jane Jacob, Hal Foster, Suzanne Lacy, Rosalyn Deutsche, Lucy
Lippard, and Thomas Crow, among others.2 Meyer’s essay establishes
a particular distinction between the work of Richard Serra and Robert
Smithson in his effort to define the conditions of “literal site” (Serra) and
“functional site” (Smithson). In his view, the difference is an affiliation
to uniqueness, permanence, and an insistence on perceptual experience
versus movement, distribution, process, and temporariness. Meyer goes on to
suggest that the “functional work explores an ‘expanded’ site: the art world
… a site within a network of sites”,3 raising the figure of the artist as “nomad”,

2.

See, for example, Mary Jane Jacob and Karen A. Paluzzi, Culture in Action: New
Public Art in Chicago (Chicago: Sculpture Chicago, 1993); Hal Foster, “The Artist
as Ethnographer”, in The Return of the Real: The Avant-Garde at the End of the Century
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1996); Suzanne Lacy, ed., Mapping the Terrain: New Genre
Public Art (Seattle, WA: Bay Press, 1996); Rosalyn Deutsche, Evictions: Art and Spatial
Politics (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1998); Lucy Lippard, The Lure of the Local: Sense
of Place in a Multicentered Society (New York: New York Press, 1997); and Thomas
Crow, Modern Art in the Common Culture (London: Yale University Press, 1996).

3.

James Meyer, “The Functional Site; or, The Transformation of Site Specificity”, in Space,
Site, Intervention: Situating Installation Art, ed. Erika Suderberg (Minneapolis: University
of Minnesota, 2000), 27.
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an observation prefiguring Miwon Kwon’s now seminal book from 2002, One
Place After Another: Site-specific Art and Locational Identity.4
My use of the term “functional absence” retains an affection for the “restless”,
itinerant mobility at the heart of Meyer’s definition of functional site.
Initially, I was interested in linking the role of narrative (observed in my own
practice) to the discursive tendencies and “semantic chain” of sites Meyer
identified in the, then-new, site-based practices he was discussing.5 This
supported already established descriptions of my artworks as distributed
and diffuse constellations of places, objects, people, and stories; or what
New Zealand-based art writer Martin Patrick described as “not exactly
sculpture, not precisely performance, and not land art per se”.6 More
importantly, the notion of a chain or “vectored relation” provided an entry
point to understanding the operational effects of what was readily considered
absent in my artistic projects. For example, that there would be no Perigee #11
without the absence of a forecast storm, no Evening Echo without the absence
of a Jewish community, no Lowering Simon Fraser without a missing section
of a monument’s plinth.
I now think of these as “marked” or indicated absences that can be distinguished from unmarked absences. This is because I have come to recognise
two variants of functional absence as generative in the development of my
artistic projects. The first variant begins with a recognition of something
seemingly overlooked or going unnoticed, for instance: an inverted pentagram
drawn on a map of Keillers Park in Gothenburg or the multiple relocations
of the Simon Fraser monument in New Westminster. In this variant an
absence is observed and included (marked) at an early stage of the project’s
conception. In contrast, the second variant—unmarked absence—describes
the unexpected arrival or sudden subtraction of something from the situation
of a project. This variant contains an unforeseen absence with the potential

4.

Miwon Kwon, One Place After Another: Site-specific Art and Locational Identity
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2002).

5.

Meyer’s original text was produced for the exhibition Platzwechsel: Ursula Biemann, Tom
Burr, Mark Dion, Christian Phillip Müller, held at Kunsthalle Zürich in 1995.

6.

Martin Patrick, “On False Leads, Readymades, and Seascapes”, in One Day Sculpture
(Bielefeld: Kerber Verlag, 2009), 63.
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to change the artistic work through a disruptive or redirective effect, and
which must be taken account of.
The influence of philosopher Alain Badiou is evident in these descriptions,
and it is from a novice perspective that I have gleaned some of his ideas
to assist my own thinking towards functional absence. Badiou developed his
complex ontological project Being and Event in direct relation to a branch
of set theory concerned with axiomatic relations (self-evident or logical
deductions). He uses this framework and the presentation of the “empty set”
to advance a fundamental correlation of “situation” and “void”. Situations are
what scholar David Brockman playfully, and usefully, describes as “roughly
equivalent to a mathematical set … groupings of entities and qualities and
happenings: books, housing developments, jazz recordings, cats, religious
systems, yucca plants, and so on”.7 In short, there are things determined
as belonging to a situation, and things that are excluded. In axiomatic
logic one cannot exist without the other, and Badiou refers to “that
which is deemed not to ‘belong’” as the void of the situation.8 My curious
yet tentative grasp of these ideas has helped establish some operational
differences between what I am calling marked and unmarked absences.
The artworks in this PhD occur in specific contexts, places, and sites that
are (or temporarily become) public: parks and urban spaces, newspapers,
bodies of water, buildings, and online locations. They have manifested
differing combinations of conceptual and material processes through objects,
images, sound, text, and language; they have all used public funds to support
their production. For these reasons I gather them under the designation “a
public art practice”. When Badiou speaks about art, his orientation leans
heavily towards works of poetry, theatre, and music created by a canon
of European male artists.9 He assigns specific moments of creative and

7.

David R. Brockman, No Longer the Same: Religious Others and the Liberation of Christian
Theology (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 147.

8.

Ibid., 148.

9.

For example, Badiou cites the work of Mallarmé, Rimbaud, Matisse, Picasso, Duchamp,
Brecht, Schoenberg, Wagner, Cage, and Beckett, among others. In an essay for Radical
Philosophy, Peter Osborne observes that Badiou’s philosophy “appears impervious
to feminism. It takes a roguish self-satisfaction in its heterosexism.” See Peter Osborne,
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formal invention to these men, and I have been left wondering how his ideas
could accommodate conceptual art, performance art, site specific art, public
artworks, and artworks by women. Perhaps subconsciously, I have responded
to these perceived absences by mobilising aspects of Badiou’s thought and its
consequences on my own artistic practice.
Returning to my quest to unambiguously define the connection of these
five artworks, I observe how this strikes a counterintuitive nerve in relation
to methodological aspects of this PhD that have strategically considered
uncertainty in the face of decision-making. It is a fearsome proposition to be
unambiguous, alerting my well-developed tendencies towards methods
of obstacle avoidance. In Part Two, you will see I have referred to this
dilemma as “arising somewhere between the careful maintenance of an
incomplete account, on the one hand, and a demand for more complete
theorisation on the other”. However, putting this contrary impulse to one
side, I think it is possible to offer some form of answer.
What immediately unites these five artistic works is that each project
reveals a combination of marked and unmarked absences operating within
it. The marked absences gain early legitimacy in the artistic process, whereas
unmarked absences carry an “illegitimate” status that requires (or sometimes
forces) their acknowledgement or inclusion. For example, in the case
of Perigee #11 there is the absence of a forecast storm on 28 August 2008 and
a catastrophic storm event on 20 June 2013. In Evening Echo there is a park
devoid of a Jewish community for which it is named, an unlit lamp, and the
arrival of a rogue Christmas tree. In If you find the good oil let us know, a barrel
of mineral oil and a submerged concrete object never shake a phantom whale.
The Grief Prophesy develops a sonic artefact in relation to the site of a man’s
death, then encounters a refusal of copyright for its distribution. In Lowering
Simon Fraser, my proposal to further reduce the plinth of a colonial
monument met an unexpected lack of Indigenous approval. As marked
and unmarked variants, these are what I consider to be functional absences
operating with stronger or weaker effects. Importantly, it is in conjunction
that these variants create a unique cartography of absences and voids within

“Neo-classic: Alain Badiou’s Being and Event”, Radical Philosophy 142 (March/April
2007), https://www.radicalphilosophy.com/article/neo-classic.
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each project—insisting on an unforeseen relation between what was thought
to belong and what was unthought or considered not to belong.
The construction of this document bears some similarity to Thoreau’s
comparison between finding apples at the bottom of a barrel and sowing
wild seeds in out-of-the-way woods. The doctoral context has necessitated
a careful calibration in order to balance the spirit of artistic exploration with
necessities of academic convention, discourse, and the rigours of explanation.
My approach has been to structure this text in three parts: a sequence of “case
studies” that introduce and narrate each of the five artworks selected for this
PhD, a middle section dutifully named “Questions of method and concept”,
and a third section with the more enigmatic title “Somewhere between
a subtext, a parenthesis, and a footnote”. The case studies were the first texts
I wrote. They are undemanding on the reader and can be read in any order.
However, they should all be read before embarking on the second and third
sections. Not surprisingly, the section on method and concept was the text
I found myself most resistant to begin. Emerging slowly, it elaborates ideas
that constitute a significant redirection from what I thought this PhD would
address and the philosophical directions to which it is now oriented. In order
to draw some possible consequences from this reorientation, the third section
returns to the case of Evening Echo and looks towards a new artistic project
in Sweden.
For the degree of PhD by Prior Publications in the Creative Arts, Deakin
University states that this “exegesis” should be accompanied by a “portfolio
creative product”—the exact nature of which I am left to determine. To this
end, you will find the following text only sparsely (or, precisely) populated
with images of the artworks under discussion. It is my intention the reader
accesses a website for a more comprehensive view of each project. The URL
is listed on the contents page.
Finally, five appendices are attached to this document. Each is a transcript
of a conversation held as a “PhD dialogue” in relation to one of the five
artistic projects. They are reasonably lengthy and are an optional supplement
to the three sections described above. Containing the informalities of a
roaming discussion between two or three people, these transcriptions also
offer substantial insights that have informed and grounded parts of this PhD
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in very meaningful ways. For that reason, they are included here for the
archive—for posterity—and in most grateful acknowledgement of my six
dialogue partners.

PART ONE
Case studies

Perigee #11
Wellington, New Zealand
28 August 2008
Evening Echo
Cork, Ireland
2011–
If you find the good oil let us know
Taranaki, New Zealand
2012–2014
The Grief Prophesy
Gothenburg, Sweden
2017
Lowering Simon Fraser
New Westminster, Canada
2017–19
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Perigee #11
Wellington, New Zealand
28 August 2008

Perigee is an uncommon word that refers to the point in the moon’s orbit
at which it comes closest to the earth. Apogee is the point at which it is
furthest away. It’s easy to misspell perigee as perigree, a semantic collapsing
with peregrine, which is also an unusual word originally meaning “foreigner”,
but now used in place of ambulant, wandering, or peripatetic.
There are thirteen lunar perigees each year and it is their capacity to produce
supermoons that generally claims the imagination. The moon must be full
and in perigee for this to happen. The eleventh perigee of 2008 was not
a supermoon event, but it was identified as an instrumental factor in a
weather forecast that I procured from Ken Ring at predictweather.co.nz.
As a found title I thought it indicated the presence of something precise yet
unfamiliar: it could have been a bird, sea creature, or grey fog.
Ken Ring, though he claims otherwise, is himself not credited with great
precision. His Wikipedia entry notes that Ring is also a magician performing
to children under the name Mathman, and caustically states, “he asserts that
he can use lunar cycles to predict weather and earthquakes” and his “methods
are unscientific and widely criticised as fake and pseudoscience”.1 Ring,
however, has persistently produced an annual almanac of weather forecasts
for New Zealand since 1999, for Australia since 2006, and for Ireland since
2010. He claims to have provided forecasts for organisers of the Melbourne
Cup, the Ellerslie Flower Show, Auckland’s Santa Parade, and Gisborne City
Council, and has a loyal following of farmers in New Zealand and Australia.
He is also a vocal supporter of climate change denial. His general thesis for
“alternative weather” is that conventional meteorology fails to account for
the cycles and position of the moon as a significant and influential factor
in weather forecasting.

1.

Wikipedia, s.v. “Ken Ring (writer)”, last modified 3 July 2019, 03:03, https://
en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Ken_Ring_(writer)&oldid=904573252.
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I approached Ken Ring in 2007 after I had spent some concentrated hours
looking through weather data held by the National Institute of Water and
Atmospheric Research (NIWA). I was searching gale winds—southerlies—
recorded at Wellington Airport since 1960 as a way of determining the
probability of a storm-force gale in 2008. I wrote to Ring to ask if he could
verify two dates I had arrived at through my own idiosyncratic method:
18 August and 12 October. He replied:
I do have rain for Aug 18th, but mainly overcast with light scattered
showers and a northerly wind on that day without much force, and fine
weather with light winds for October 12th. I don’t know what your
method was, but mine employs the recycling of moon cycles once all
solar dates have been converted to a lunar calendar…. It is the ancient
method of doing things before metservices [sic] came into being.2
He said, for a $43 fee, he was happy to investigate further.
The selection of these particular dates was bound to the curatorial brief
posed by Claire Doherty for One Day Sculpture (ODS).3 It was a deceptively
simple frame that seemed to demarcate exactly what was required: one
day and sculpture. Further clarification was often necessary to explain that
the sculpture was not, in fact, being made in one day, rather it “occurred
during a discrete 24-hour period”.4 In press releases and on the ODS
website, what constituted sculpture remained purposefully indeterminate
and interchangeable with words like installation, temporality, permanence,
monumentality, public realm, nomadic, interventions, and “place-based”.

2.

Ken Ring, email correspondence with author, 7 September 2007.

3.

The concept for One Day Sculpture was the result of a residency invitation Claire
Doherty accepted in Wellington, New Zealand in 2007, supported by the School
of Fine Arts at Massey University via its Litmus Research Initiative. Perigee #11 was
the first of twenty public projects that took place between August 2008 and May 2009
at various locations in New Zealand. Doherty curated six projects, including Perigee #11.
Invited curators and commissioners produced the other fourteen projects. One Day
Sculpture is frequently shortened to ODS by those in involved with its organisation.

4.

Emphasis mine. “About One Day Sculpture”, accessed 8 August 2019, http://
onedaysculpture.org.nz/ODS_about_ODS.html.
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What constituted a day became more of a problem as soon as the question
shifted to which day?
In 2007 I was renting a small cottage on Breaker Bay Road in Wellington.
It had been built in the 1920s, close to the ground, where the coastal road
turned a corner. The front door opened in two sections like a stable door.
From there Barrett’s Reef could be seen about 500 metres offshore and the
hills of Pencarrow and Baring Head beyond that. Across the road there was
an old boatshed with stucco walls, painted the same blue and white as the
cottage, like houses in Greece I was told. Its origin was uncertain. There were
records from 1952 referring to the boatshed’s “encroachment” on Councilowned reserve land, requiring licensing and payment of a fee to secure its
continued existence. It seemed fairly probable that it had been built without
permission; its small coastal footprint the trace of a trespass.
Breaker Bay lies at the entrance to Wellington Harbour; its narrow trail
of homes is the last you see from the Interislander ferry as it heads into Cook
Strait and towards the South Island. Rough weather is part of the experience
of living close to the coast, where houses and windows are blasted with
salt and the plants that grow best have thick leathery leaves and stay low
to the ground. The area is now considered premium coastal property and
architecturally designed, box-shaped homes with large picture-windows
indicate the affluence that has steadily replaced many of the more modest
dwellings of old-time Bay residents. The sea never gets really warm, but on a
fine summer day it can be clear, good for snorkelers and divers. Facing almost
due south, the Bay is also Wellington’s only clothing-optional beach. A rocky
outcrop marks an informally acknowledged boundary, effectively keeping
nudists and families at a discreet distance from each other.
Abby Cunnane has noted that Perigee #11 continued a condition
of watchfulness, repeating the act of “looking out” that occurs on this part
of Wellington’s coast. Its coastal position, at the end of an island, lends itself
to a position of vigilance:
Breaker Bay is part of the Oruaiti Reserve (formerly Point Dorset
Recreation Reserve). Oruaiti Pā was on the headland at Point Dorset
overlooking the harbour, one of a series of pā on Motu Kairangi (Miramar
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Peninsula)… occupied by Te Atiawa at the time of colonial arrival….
Following this a military fort was proposed for the headland, and from
1905 until 1991 it was used by the Defence Force as Fort Dorset.5
On the morning of Wednesday, 10 April 1968, Breaker Bay residents were
the first witnesses of a stricken vessel. The passenger ship Wahine, nearing
the end of an overnight trip from Lyttelton in the South Island, collided
with Cyclone Giselle, and then Barrett’s Reef, while attempting to enter the
harbour. Meteorologists now call a storm like Giselle an extratropical cyclone,
and its wind gusts of 275 kilometres per hour remain the strongest ever
recorded in New Zealand. Growing up in the 1970s and ’80s in New Zealand,
learning about “The Wahine Disaster” in sombre social studies lessons also
meant encountering the possibility of death at sea. The compelling thing was
that it didn’t happen in the distant Atlantic or Pacific, but here, in Wellington
harbour, with shore in sight. For my generation the grainy black and white
images of the ship, drowning in furious weather, were part of an inherited
national trauma.6

The squeak of a door, a dog barking, a tyre tread upon gravel 7
Ken Ring’s report concluded with a brief summary: “The strongest storm
systems for 2008 for Wellington may be August 27th, 28th, 17th in that
order”. His forecast for 26 to 29 August was less equivocal: “Northern
declination, perigee, southerly storm, downpours, hail, wind and rain”. Taking
the middle option, I chose 28 August, a Thursday.
The boatshed across the road belonged to my landlady Carole, but
my neighbour Don used it for storage. It housed a small plywood dinghy

5.

Abby Cunnane, “These Things Are Agents of the World and They Announce
Themselves: The Sculptural Object in Artworks by Maddie Leach and Bianca Hester”
(master’s thesis, AUT, 2018), 68.

6.

The sinking of the Wahine is considered New Zealand’s worst modern maritime disaster
with the death of fifty-three people.

7.

Martin Patrick, “On False Leads, Readymades, and Seascapes”, in One Day Sculpture
(Bielefeld: Kerber Verlag, 2009), 66.
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stashed among rusted rotary lawn mowers, dilapidated furniture, window
frames, a refrigerator, and off-cuts of timber. A substantial pile of small
smooth stones and blackened seaweed on the floor indicated seawater
washing in under the doors. It was June, and cold, when it was emptied and
we began to renovate the interior. The people who had built the shed had
done a good job on the foundations and the framing; they’d resourcefully
used the boxing timber from pouring the concrete floor to line the ceiling.
There was something satisfying about the dimensions of the building: its ratio
of width-to-length-to-height had produced a simple rectangular box with
a low peaked roof; the kind that would be easy to draw as a pictogram for
“dwelling”.
In a Dropbox archive, I have a folder labelled “Depots and Cabins” containing
images I collected for Perigee #11. It includes a sauna designed by Alvar
Aalto, a Swiss chalet lit up at night in a snowy field, interior and exterior
views of Shackleton’s Antarctic hut, and some Department of Conservation
tramping huts in New Zealand. It also has one picture of a small timberpanelled hut with a sign nailed to the door stating “Provision Depot for
Castaways Only”. Depots like this one were built in the late 1860s, on the
sub-Antarctic Auckland Islands, by the New Zealand government as a
response to the probability of shipwrecks for vessels traversing this part
of the Southern Pacific Ocean. They were maintained until 1927. In the
photograph, large tree branches lean towards the pitched roof and a man
wearing a white sweater, dark trousers, and black woollen hat stands nearby.
There are names of people, boats, and places carved into the wood around
the door: St Johns, Harding, J. R. Clarkson, Roberts, E. B., Anjou, Compadre,
Hackney, London, Glasgow, Liverpool. My folder also has stills exported
from Charlie Chaplin’s The Gold Rush (1925). One of them, shot from the
interior of a wooden cabin, shows Chaplin wrapped in a snow-dusted blanket,
opening a planked door; a blizzard blows behind him and icicles hang from
the eaves above.
I mention these two images, taken in the first decades of the twentieth
century—one in the real Antarctic South, the other in Hollywood’s fauxArctic North—as they share a material language of which there were traces
in the boatshed’s remodelled interior. But it was the quality and character
of “door” in these two shelter-spaces that particularly took my imagination.
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In Perigee #11, heavy stainless-steel hinges and brass door handles were
carefully selected for their capacity to achieve a solid, satisfying click
as they closed.
In his essay on Perigee #11 Martin Patrick located these qualities within
a different historical referent, describing them as a “quasi-Minimalist set
up”.8 The early works of Carl Andre are cast into the picture as Patrick
draws in Minimalism’s earnest “matter as matter rather than matter
as symbol”.9 Yet, importantly, he adjusts the relationship to that lineage
with “quasi”, suggesting (or suspecting) that matter here was only ostensibly
what it seemed. Exclaiming, “Here I was in this mad sculpture”, he notes
the horizontal “wrap” of new cedar planking lining the walls, the planks’
distinctive smell, rows of copper nails, a viewing window, a small hanging
lamp, and a VHF radio scanner mounted to a wall, receiving occasional
bursts of interchange on local shipping channels. Invoking the spectre
of Michael Craig-Martin’s Oak Tree (1973), Patrick discerns a request for
cerebral work to be undertaken: “Inasmuch as the boatshed on Breaker Bay
was simultaneously a viewing station, framing device, isolation chamber, and
a shelter from the (non-)storm, it also flickered ambiguously in this strange,
intermediary state: both/and, either/or, within/without”.10

Nothing really happens
The address for Perigee #11 was given as Boatshed 805, opposite 171 Breaker
Bay Road. The announcement card simply stated the expected inclement
weather forecast for 28 August 2008, with Ken Ring’s words “Northern
declination, perigee, southerly storm, downpours, hail, wind and rain” printed
in black text on a white background. The duration was noted as midnight
to midnight.11 In addition, printed texts appeared on the weather page

8.

Patrick, “On False Leads”, 63.

9.

Carl Andre quoted in Anna C. Chave, “Minimalism and the Rhetoric of Power”, Arts
Magazine 64, no. 5 (January 1990): 44.

10. Patrick, “On False Leads”, 63.
11. One Day Sculpture used an identical format for an “announcement card” for all twenty
projects. Each artist selected an image for the front face, while the reverse side had

17

of Wellington’s daily newspaper the Dominion Post on the 26, 27, and 28 of
August. These texts were borrowed from the Beaufort Scale, a measure used
to standardise empirical observations of weather to descriptions of wind
forces on land and sea. The scale has been updated since its original version
in 1805, but still includes evocative phrasing such as “breaking crests”,
“spindrift”, “whistling heard in overhead wires”, and “barricades blown over,
damage to circus tents and canopies”. The three sequential texts printed
in the Dominion Post ranged from Force 7: Near Gale, to Force 8: Fresh
Gale, to Force 9: Strong Gale (the point at which circuses should operate
with care).
I don’t know if anyone visited Perigee #11 after midnight or in the early hours
of 28 August, but throughout the day about one hundred people came and
went. ODS had arranged for attendants to be present from 9 a.m. to 6 p.m.
and they kept an unofficial tally. Photographer Stephen Rowe had been
employed to document each of the projects.12 Steve arrived about 7:30 a.m.
and his first images concentrate on the pristine details of the boatshed itself,
and views from the outside and from the interior looking out. In his images,
the morning light has a grey indeterminate quality, low cloud sits on the
hills, and sea in the background is ruffled. By the afternoon the scene has
changed noticeably: the sky has cleared, it’s sunny and bright. The sea is blue,
still a little ruffled on the surface, but almost calm. In one picture, two
women wearing black coats stand outside, eating ice-creams, looking at the
sea. Their hair shines in the sun. Behind them, the fat old tawny-coloured
dog from down the road sits on the grass with his tongue out and looks
at the photographer. It’s an undramatic, “funny ha-ha” picture of a convivial
moment, no doubt similar to other moments on the day as visitors wandered
in and out of the shed.

a consistent ODS brand design for title, date, time, place, and website information.
These cards were posted to mailing-list recipients throughout New Zealand and
internationally.
12. At the time there was informal discussion with the ODS project team on the role
of documentation in relation to the temporal conditions of One Day Sculpture and,
more specifically, requirements for the forthcoming book. The capturing and circulation
of images after-the-fact was evident in commissions Doherty had produced with
Situations in Bristol, in particular the concept of what was informally called the “moneyshot” operating as a signature image for a project.
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Invoking Vivian Mercier on Beckett’s Waiting for Godot (“a play in which
nothing happens, twice”), Patrick suggests for Perigee #11 that “it’s quite
possible that nothing really happens”.13 For a visitor making their way
to Boatshed 805, a quick empirical assessment of the day’s weather
would have evaporated any expectations of a storm arriving. Logically
then, discussion of the storm’s non-appearance became an easy topic
of conversation with others who were also standing around. Observations
about the pleasantness of the day—“In Winter!”—softly unravelled any sense
of risk Perigee #11 had wagered. Speaking about the weather was, therefore,
a practical conduit to speaking the artwork.14 For those twenty-four hours,
the boatshed was at the centre of a larger diagrammatic arrangement,
structured around pseudo-mysterious forces emanating from the moon, radio
waves, and a marginal belief system of prediction. Its practical effort was
directed towards the materialisation of a weather event for which Perigee #11
placed the building into a basic state of readiness. Beyond that, a condition
of “watchfulness” (as Cunnane alerts us to) was inhabited and performed
by those who visited.
The following morning, 29 August, there was a small tag, drawn in black
marker pen, on one of the newly painted doors that opened to the shed’s
slipway. It said “other” in quotation marks. A polaroid image had been
propped nearby on the floor. Taken at night, with a flash, the boatshed’s
cedar planks form a backdrop to an empty bottle of whiskey and someone’s
sturdy wool-stockinged ankles, distinctive black and brown leather shoes, and
long denim skirt. A female figure, one assumes. Otherwise everything was the
same as it had been the day before.

13. Patrick, “On False Leads”, 65.
14. This could also be thought about in relation to the idea of “speaking nearby” associated
with film-maker Trinh T. Minh-ha. In an interview with Nancy Chen, Minh-ha
describes this as a technique to “make visible the invisible” in order not to speak
“about” a subject but speak in proximity to it. Her interest is in “a speaking that
does not objectify, does not point to an object as if it is distant from the speaking
subject or absent from the speaking place…can come very close to a subject without,
however, seizing or claiming it”. Nancy Chen and Trinh T. Minh-ha, “Speaking
Nearby: A Conversation with Trinh T. Minh-ha”, Visual Anthropology Review 8, no.
1 (1992): 86–87.
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From a correspondent: One of the greatest and suddenest storms on record has just
been experienced here, with results both strange and unique 15
In 2010 I moved from Breaker Bay to live north of Wellington, on its west
coast, and never had much of a reason to return to the Bay. Before I left,
a neighbour, living a few doors down the road, contacted Carole about the
shed to ask if he could keep his wooden boat there. And so, “it was once, and
now [was] again, a boatshed”,16 complete with yellow lifejackets strung neatly
on rope looped across the roof beams.
On 20 June 2013, an extratropical cyclone hit New Zealand and was
described by NIWA as an “extreme event” with “record wave heights of 15m
peak to trough recorded by a buoy offshore from Baring Head in the Cook
Strait”.17 It lasted three days and there were reports that the road around
Wellington’s south coast was virtually impassable. Where I was living, large
trees broke and fell heavily, and soil slipped down hillsides. The storm offered
a potential addition to the Beaufort descriptions: “trampolines flung into
powerlines”.18
Scrolling through news pictures and media reports I saw a familiar blue
wooden door, part of its frame and hinges still intact, lying among rocks,
broken chunks of asphalt, seaweed, and plants. The caption read: “A
separated door on Breaker Bay Road”. Further on, there was an image of a
teenage boy in gumboots, his foot resting on an eviscerated tree stump next
to a piece of truncated power pole. A bright white rectangular window
frame has come to rest against a fence beyond him. Still further, and there
it was: “A crushed Breaker Bay boatshed” captioned a picture of boatshed
805 partially collapsed on its foundations, roof intact, minus two of its four
walls. It looked as if the slipway doors had come loose, it had filled up with
sea water, and burst outwards with an explosive force. The pitched roof

15. The opening lines to Chapter VII in Bram Stoker’s “Dracula” (London: 1897).
16. Patrick, “On False Leads”, 63.
17. Wikipedia, s.v. “2013 New Zealand Winter Storm”, last modified 28 September 2018,
23:21, https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=2013_New_Zealand_winter_
storm&oldid=861646163.
18. Ibid.

20

listed heavily towards the remnants of its eastern wall. Later I heard that
Jason (the neighbour who had been storing his boat in the boatshed) salvaged
what remained of the cedar planking and used it to line the interior of his
own garage. When I look at Google Maps now, only the slipway remains and
perhaps some of the original foundations.
In her curatorial statement Claire Doherty observed:
Perigee #11 also occurred as rumour, as text, as topic of conversation,
as quest, and as a site of sociability in public space, always slightly out
of grasp, occurring in the promise of a future that did not arrive.19
As I look at the pictures of the crumpled building, the word “promise”
might be better replaced with “curse”. It was as though Ken Ring’s forecast
had hovered over it like an omen, casting a future that did arrive. In the
winter of 2013, the boatshed was far from One Day Sculpture and no longer
anchored in an artwork per se. These belated, dramatic images presented
me with a new conceptual dilemma as to their inclusion in the narrative
of absence that was Perigee #11.

19. Claire Doherty and David Cross, One Day Sculpture (Bielefeld: Kerber Verlag,
2009), 58.

Perigee #11. Breaker Bay, Wellington, 28 August 2008. Image courtesy of Stephen Rowe.

“A crushed Breaker Bay boatshed”. Wellington, New Zealand, 20 June 2013.
Image courtesy of Phil Reid/ Fairfax NZ.
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Evening Echo
Cork, Ireland
2011–

The Evening Echo was the name of a daily newspaper in Cork that was first
published in 1892. It was often shortened to simply “The Echo” and from
about 4:00 p.m. each day, as one approached certain street corners in the
city, a distinctive elongated cry of “ECH-OOOOOOO” preceded one’s arrival
and trailed one’s departure. This melodic string of notes and vocal emphasis
was the preserve of the city’s “Echo Boy” street-sellers. For Cork’s inhabitants
the calls performed a daily return similar to a church bell; a sonic marker for
the arrival of evening and close of a working day. In winter, when the sun sets
around 4:30 p.m., one could almost feel a collaborative effort to call in the
twilight hours to the city.
In March 2019 the newspaper was sold to the Irish Times Group and
formally re-branded as The Echo. It also announced a shift in circulation from
an evening to a morning newspaper. With that shift, The Irish Times reported:
“It is expected that some on-street selling will continue as it becomes
a morning title”.1 There are a series of archival clips about Cork’s Echo Boys
on YouTube. One video, from 2008, has an interview with Michael O’Regan
who has been selling papers at the same “pitch” on Patrick Street for thirtynine years. When asked by the interviewer, “What kind of change would you
like to see in Cork?” Michael pauses to survey the street up and down and
eventually says, “Well, I would like to see changes for the better, you know.
Times are different now, times have changed … there’s different nationalities
of people here now in Cork, you have Polish, Lithuanian, you have Romanian
… you have all kinds of people … well, it’s very hard to say”.2

1.

Laura Slattery, “Cork’s ‘Evening Echo’ to Become ‘Echo’ in New Life as Morning
Title”, The Irish Times, 24 January 2019, https://www.irishtimes.com/business/
media-and-marketing/cork-s-evening-echo-to-become-echo-in-new-life-as-morningtitle-1.3769613.

2.

“Cork Echo Boy”, YouTube video, Musiclea, 9 July 2008, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=UWSfHMdRxaQ. In the 1990s Ireland entered a period where immigration
significantly outweighed emigration. Cork received new immigrant communities from
Poland and Central Europe, and more recently from Africa and the Middle East.
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Evening Echo seemed like a good title because of its deep embeddedness in the
place itself. The two words carried a daily textual and aural presence in the
city. When detached from the newspaper, they contained a kind of found
poetry: the word “Evening” lending its soft, mutable time signature and
“Echo” its connection to inevitable return.
In 2008, I lived in Cork for two months during an International Artist
Residency with the National Sculpture Factory (NSF). My apartment was
on South Terrace across the road from a small synagogue, painted in pale
blue, with a wrought iron fence and locked gate. At the end of the road,
by the South arm of the River Lee, was a footbridge across to the city centre.
I later learned that it was sometimes called “The Passover” by local residents.
Walking in the other direction towards the Factory, one passed a small,
unremarkable park. It had a shape hovering somewhere between an oval and
a triangle and a large stone wall on its southern border, behind which sat the
County headquarters for Bord Gáis Éireann (Gas Board of Ireland). To the
east were rows of small two-story houses on Marina Terrace, Geraldine
Place, and Eastville, along with the oddly named Hibernian Buildings. At the
entrance was a plaque, mounted on a rock, that stated it had been named
Shalom Park in 1989.
On the drive from the airport my taxi driver had said, a little apologetically,
the area was known as “Jewtown”. Later this colloquial nickname was
described by others as an affectionate reference to a Jewish community who
had lived around the park in the first half of the twentieth century. The land
for the park was gifted to the city by Bord Gáis in the 1980s and had been
previously used to house large tanks for gas storage. In 1998, soil near the
park was excavated by teams of workers wearing white Hazchem suits and
sent for testing in France for suspected contamination by a “tarry residue”.
Miriam Farrelly, a representative of Bord Gáis, assured reporters the soil
posed no health hazard and the testing was “standard procedure” for planning
permission.3 In 2008, Gas Works Road was the official address of Shalom
Park and the forced proximity of those loaded words seemed to have gone

3.

Aileen Mulhall, “Fears Voiced over Gais Site Contamination”, Evening Echo,
30 September 1998.
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unnoticed. Since then, Bord Gáis has been renamed Ervia and Gas Works
Road is now redirected in Google Maps as Rockboro Road.
In 2008 the newest addition to this part of the city was the Elysian apartment
complex. Towering above Shalom Park, and remaining largely untenanted
for several years, the Elysian was described by The Irish Times as “a Celtic
Tiger Mary Celeste adrift in the recession”.4 At the time, it held the title
of the tallest building in the Republic and local rumour was that the building
managers turned the lights on and off in empty apartments to create a sense
of warmth and inhabitation.5
These personal observations were the beginnings of the Evening Echo project.
I identify them here as a sequence of modest but active encounters with
people, places, and objects that were, in part, the result of lived experience
in a new geography and, in part, derived from procedures of observation,
information searches, collection, and reflection. My father’s mother’s family
was Jewish, but Judaism was not something I knew much about. In my
twenties, at the Holocaust Museum in Washington, DC, I had learned that
my Dad’s mixed parentage would have categorised him as Mischling, had
he been subject to Nazi Germany’s Nuremberg Laws in 1938. In Cork, I felt
a tacit curiosity in my proximity to the little synagogue, the Passover bridge,
and a park named Shalom.
I visited Cork three more times in the next three years. What unfolded was
a self-initiated artistic project, supported by core partnerships with NSF and
later Cork City Council (CCC). The subsidence of the Jewish community
was already well known, but my proposal for Evening Echo developed
a physical and temporal method of connecting the park more actively
to its name Shalom, activating a latent melancholy around disappearance
and a revived sense of duty on the part of the city. There wasn’t any
other neighbourhood in Cork with a name like “Jewtown”; somewhere

4.

Shane Heggarty, “Cork’s Elysian Is a ‘Mary Celeste’ Adrift in the Recession”, The Irish
Times, 31 October 2009, https://www.irishtimes.com/news/cork-s-elysian-is-a-maryceleste-adrift-in-the-recession-1.764400.

5.

Matt Packer, “What Comes Around”, in Evening Echo (Cork: National Sculpture
Factory, 2011), 8.
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that so clearly denoted those who had lived there. Though no one I spoke
to seemed to have any close association to Cork’s former Jewish citizens,
it was clear, after one hundred years, they were considered “Corkonian”.
At the time of writing, Evening Echo remains present in Cork as a public
artwork, albeit on the edge of visibility. Its existence is formalised in a
Promissory Agreement with Cork City Council that records pragmatic,
procedural details for the care and operation of the work. The document
also includes a section headed “Project duration and constituent roles” that
confidently states: “All parties acknowledge that it is the artist’s intention
for Evening Echo to exist in perpetuity”. It then proceeds to name Cork City
Council as custodian and the National Sculpture Factory as advocate.
There are people who have had, and continue to have, a fundamental place
in the realisation of Evening Echo, but it was Fred Rosehill who held a central
position in the development of the project and its subsequent uptake
by city officials. I knew Fred from 2008 until his death in 2016. We first
met in a local café after I had telephoned the number for the Cork Hebrew
Congregation that was posted on the door of the synagogue. At our meeting,
I listened to Fred relay what, I came to understand later, was a well-practised
narrative about the history of “Jewtown”. He covered a wide range of topics:
telling of a small orthodox Jewish Lithuanian community who settled in Cork
in the late nineteenth century to escape persecution in Russia, and a local
joke that they were on their way by passenger ship to America but, when
the vessel announced its berth at “Cork”, a few had mistakenly heard “New
York” and prematurely disembarked; speaking of grandchildren and greatgrandchildren who had grown up and moved away for better opportunities
and relationships elsewhere; explaining how one could now “count Cork’s
Jews on a single hand”; observing that the Ladies Balcony in the synagogue
wasn’t used anymore and there weren’t enough adult male members of the
congregation to form a minyan6; noting that to observe particular religious
prayers young Rabbis needed to be “imported” from the USA; describing
the American tourists who would seek out Fred for tours of the synagogue,
curious to meet a “Jewish leprechaun”; and clarifying how there were new

6.

In conservative Judaism, minyan is a quorum of ten men required to be present in order
to conduct a prayer service.
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Jewish families in Cork County now, some Israeli and some American,
but that they were “blow-ins” of a sort, and not really embedded in the
congregation in the same way.
There were a number of other longer-term members of the Cork Hebrew
Congregation. David Coon, for example, is of English origin and remains
active in the community. However, being Jewish and being born in Cork
was a distinction Fred often made. His obituary quoted him as saying: “I
found myself a stranger in London, in Tel Aviv and in Florida. There was
only one place. I was born and bred here. I am an Irishman, a Corkman, and
a Jew”. Fred’s narrative was one of slow decline, laced with self-deprecating
humour and a burden of care and sole responsibility. It concluded with his
negotiations to ensure the City would continue to cut the grass in the Jewish
cemetery and that the synagogue would likely be deconsecrated and sold
due to the costs of maintenance. Fred was careful to note that living in Cork,
running a business, he’d never had any “real trouble” and people here were
generally very nice.
At that first meeting Fred appeared to have little active interest in Shalom
Park. He explained that within Judaism the burial ground holds central
importance for a community, followed by the synagogue. Though
we discussed the gesture of the park as a “gift”, it bore little relation to either
of those places. However, its name was intended to honour a once-present
community and, in that respect, it constituted a third point in an arrangement
of specific sites in the city.
Two years later Fred found a DVD copy of a VHS tape, filmed on 28 April
1989, when Shalom Park was formally dedicated and opened by Ireland’s
Minister of Energy, Michael Smith. It opens with a group of four men,
in dark suits, white shirts, and hats, and one woman, waiting outside Lord
Mayor Bernard Allen’s office. A much younger Fred Rosehill is there. Once
welcomed into the office, pleasantries are exchanged, Fred makes a small
speech thanking the city for their support of the Jewish community and
hands Mr Allen a bank cheque as a token of their appreciation. The video
footage travels the day’s events, but it was a sequence filmed at the park—of
an assembled crowd, rain, umbrellas, speeches, a lord mayor in the golden
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chains of office, the lighting of a gas lamp—that provided an uncanny parallel
to Evening Echo and that has been a companion to the project ever since.7
Locating Michael Smith T.D., who gave an overtly jolly speech about the gas
lamps signalling Cork’s “coming up in the world” and the “beauty” of the park
in 1989, became a personal obsession of mine for the public launch of Evening
Echo in 2011.

Some kind of Jewish memorial in Shalom Park around Christmas 8
Evening Echo is most often understood as an artwork that occurs once a year,
specifically, on the last evening of the Jewish holiday of Hanukkah.9 In the
Hebrew calendar, the occurrence of Hanukkah shifts according to solar and
lunar cycles from late November to late December. That something akin to a
“Jewish memorial” happens in Shalom Park, some time in December, would
be the primary comprehension of Evening Echo in Cork. Headlines such
as “Shalom Park Event a Big Success Again” or “Ceremony in Cork’s Shalom
Park for Jewish Festival of Lights” have appeared the following day in the
Evening Echo paper, usually accompanied by a press photograph of a small
cluster of people looking upwards, bathed in lamplight. To this end there is a
symbolic annual production, largely overseen by the NSF and CCC, to make
the artwork visible beyond the residents and visitors who assemble in the park
each year.

7.

A selection of exported stills from the video are the only images in the publication
for Evening Echo, published by National Sculpture Factory (NSF) in 2011 with essays
by Matt Packer and Mick Wilson. The section of the video that records Michael Smith
speaking to a crowd in the park, then climbing a ladder to ignite a single gas lamp, was
screened at NSF during the project launch in 2011. I also show this video clip whenever
I present the project within an artist talk.

8.

Transcript of dialogue with Mick Wilson, see Appendix 2, 191.

9.

Hanukkah, the Festival of Lights, is observed for eight days and eight nights and
includes the daily lighting of a Hanukkah menorah (candelabra) at sunset, blessings,
and eating of oil-based foods. It is not considered a major religious holiday, but has
increasingly gained strength with secular or non-observing Jews in North America and
parts of Europe as a counterpoint to Christmas, especially as it occurs at approximately
the same time of year.
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Evening Echo borrows formal and temporal aspects from the Hanukkah
menorah, a nine-branched candelabra with a central shamash that sits slightly
taller than the other eight branches. During Hanukkah, the shamash candle
is lit first and its flame is used to ignite the other candles over the course
of eight evenings. Evening Echo consists of eight park lamps that are 3.6
metres in height and a ninth lamp at 4.6 metres. It is important to note that
six of the shorter lamps were already illuminating the park at night when
I first visited in 2008. They were electric versions of faux-Victorian gas
lamps made by an English manufacturer. My proposal simply requested the
purchase and installation of three additional lamps for the park, one of which
was one-metre taller than the others. In this way, Evening Echo required
almost nothing extra from the regular business of the Parks Department.10
I wanted the nine lamps to define the perimeter of the small grassy field
at the centre of the park. One existing lamp needed to be relocated from
a small playground at the western end of the park; I also asked for the brightred dog litter bins, adjacent to a couple of the lamps, to be moved to more
discreet locations near trees or fences. When the additional lamps were
installed, I was touched by the care Council workers took in cutting and
shaping pieces of grass sod around the bases. It didn’t take long before you
couldn’t tell which were the new lamps. One further request was to change
all of the bulbs from Sodium to Metal Halide, altering the light they emitted
from yellow to white.
At sunset, on the last night of Hanukkah each year, the ninth lamp fires and
is alight for some minutes before the other eight lamps randomly switch
on.11 The lamps illuminate slowly, first glowing green then brightening
to white. All the lamps burn together for approximately thirty minutes. Then

10. When the additional lamps were ordered from the UK in 2011, the collapse of the
Celtic Tiger had made a deep impression in Ireland and on fiscal decision-making for
local government. Liam Casey, Parks Manager at Cork City Council, noted they were
able to justify buying the lamps not as “artwork” but simply as three new lighting units
for the park.
11. This aspect of randomness is often misunderstood in Evening Echo: the lamp lighting
does not follow the systematic sequence of lighting a Hanukkah menorah. The ninth
lamp is the only light scheduled to fire at a particular time. Dependent on weather, lux
levels, and pragmatic details such as pigeon excrement covering a light sensor, the other
eight lamps light in a random sequence each year.
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the ninth lamp extinguishes, suddenly. If you are watching, for a split second
it imprints a retinal trace, then evaporates, as if some giant took a breath and
blew it out. This is the only time the ninth light illuminates. The other eight
lamps have a functional role to light the park every night of the year.
The lamps are connected to the city’s streetlight network for this
purpose. One of the most memorable things about the Evening Echo
process was discovering that a man known only as “Jean-Pierre” operated
Cork’s streetlighting from a room in Paris. Apparently, he controlled the
streetlighting for a number of large American cities too. The mysterious JeanPierre was frequently on the other end of the phone with Martin Murtagh
as they tested the remote switching system. The idea was to programme
all of the future dates for lighting the ninth lamp, so it would happen
automatically. This proved more difficult that it sounded and Martin had
to take stress medication before the inaugural lighting on 27 December 2011.
At that stage there had been talk about a Plan B involving “a man behind
a tree” who could access the switch-box and manually override any system
failure. I said “no thank you” to that idea, despite understanding how the
thought of the light not illuminating was making everybody very nervous.

Something that you can remember 12
There is no accompanying plaque nor any descriptive information about
Evening Echo located in Shalom Park. However, since 2012 the lamp-lighting
occasions have included a speech in the park.13 This has been adapted and
delivered differently over the years by myself, Fred, Fred’s son and grandson,
and David Coon from the Cork Hebrew Congregation. In 2018 the City
and I agreed that, for the foreseeable future, the incumbent Lord Mayor

12. Quote from Michael Smith speech, Shalom Park, 28 April 1989.
13. No speech was given in the park at the first lighting of Evening Echo on 27 December
2011. Rather, a launch event was held down the road at the NSF. The following
year, the delivery of a speech in the park was a strong desire of Fred Rosehill’s and
has become part of the format for all subsequent lightings. This has not been my own
preference, but maintaining the practice has had strong support from NSF and Council
officers, who argue for providing context and a sense of public “occasion”.
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will be the speaker.14 Each new Lord Mayor reads the same text from year
to year. In this way a script has been introduced to the work.15
At the end of his catalogue essay Mick Wilson writes: “And yes, I remember
again. I was trying to attend to that light that I feel, somehow, we are not
supposed to wait for”.16 He’s right. There is, actually, no need to wait.
The light comes on, the light goes off, and it will come back on and go off
again. It’s quite easy to miss both occasions in the park if you are talking
to someone or looking in the other direction. In this respect, the work
is compressed into half-hour cycles of visibility often considered to have more
gravity than another duration, one of dormancy, that encompasses almost
the entirety of the work’s existence. In the city’s custodianship, there is an
inclination towards a public moment of lighting Evening Echo that effectively
counters the risk of the work being perceived as literally absent. The ninth
lamp’s inactive presence becomes visible only to those who visit Shalom
Park with some frequency; that is, a small group of locals and dog walkers
who have come to know its annual cycle, or at least recognise the lamp’s
lack of illumination isn’t a matter of electrical malfunction requiring a call
to City Hall.
Two textual components also reflect the oscillation of different durations
in Evening Echo. Each year an announcement has been printed in the
newspaper, appearing on the day of the lighting as a horizontal black
background with white text. It simply states, “Sunset tonight Shalom Park”,
gives the address, time of sunset, and the date as observed in the Hebrew
calendar. Its placement and size have varied from year to year, often
appearing on a page of brightly coloured Christmas shopping advertisements
and photos of people in Santa hats at community events and corporate

14. The Lord Mayor of Cork is a largely ceremonial office, elected annually by members
of Cork City Council and rotated between political parties and independent candidates.
Aside from the Cromwellian Commonwealth, 1645—55, there has been a new Mayor
of Cork each year since 1310. Only five women have held the office. Gerald Goldberg
was the city’s first (and only) Jewish Lord Mayor in 1979. To date, ten different Lord
Mayors have been present at the lighting of Evening Echo.
15. Rather than constructing a new text for the purpose, the text is abridged from Matt
Packer’s catalogue essay.
16. Mick Wilson, “Nightflight Thoughts: Echoes, Lights, Darknesses”, in Evening Echo, 5.
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parties. Given the Evening Echo’s (former) circulation as an evening paper,
this text appeared almost simultaneously with the lighting event in the
park. It was seen by people who were not there. It is these readers who have
formed the least recognised public for Evening Echo.
In the first years of Evening Echo a poster was delivered to homes in the
“Jewtown” neighbourhood. In blue and yellow ink, it listed the dates and time
of sunset at Shalom Park from 2011 to 2061 alongside a short text on the
difficulty of aligning civil and Hebrew calendars. I think of it being a little
faded, still pinned to a wall in some of the neighbouring homes. More likely,
an awareness of Evening Echo and its temporal cycle resides in a few of those
dog walkers. They’ve been there when the lamp has been installed and tested,
they’ve spoken with me, Dobz, or Mary,17 they know the park warden Pat
O’Sullivan, they see the grass being mowed in December, and they’ve come
to see the lighting at one stage or another. Theirs is a form of coexistence
with Evening Echo that is markedly different to those who have only been
present for the lighting event described above.
The last lamp lighting that Fred Rosehill attended was in December 2015.
Afterwards there was menorah lighting and refreshments in the synagogue
for anyone who wished to join.18 A couple of months later final prayers were
held and the synagogue was sold to the Church of Seventh Day Adventists.
Fred had once mentioned to me that a “bunch of Americans” were interested
in purchasing the building.
Fred died in November 2016 and I returned to Cork in 2017 for that year’s
lamp lighting. A visit to the park revealed a bushy Christmas tree, bedecked
with red baubles and strings of lights, tied by rope and held captive by a park
bench near the ninth lamp. A local man came to change the battery pack;

17. David “Dobz” O’Brien is Project Coordinator at NSF; Mary McCarthy was NSF
Director from 2010 to 2017.
18. While Fred was alive, he would arrange Hanukkah candle-lighting and refreshments,
at either the Imperial Hotel or the synagogue, after the lighting in the park. Since
the closure of the synagogue, and Fred’s death, Cork City Council now invites those
attending Evening Echo to a candle-lighting celebration at City Hall. Continuing this
practice has been the source of some discussion, and I have asked that the event
is clearly distinguished from the artwork itself.
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I introduced myself and enquired as to the tree’s origin. He explained that
he, and others, wanted to celebrate the festive season for everyone, especially
for “the children” who live around the park. Later I heard that, the year
before, there had been a formal request to City Hall for a large Christmas tree
to be installed in the park but the request had been declined.
The DIY tree I encountered could easily be read as a small act of protest,
an insertion of cultural and aesthetic difference. More noticeable than the
Christmas candle arches placed in the windows of “Jewtown’s” houses,
it offered a succinct détournement that brought the symbolic observance
of Evening Echo into question. The caretaker of the tree was a regular at the
park and the City “arranged” for the tree’s lights to be switched off during the
half-hour cycle of Evening Echo that year.
The Christmas tree wasn’t there in 2018. Over the years there has never been
any vandalism to the lamps, no broken glass, and no anti-Semitic wording
spray-painted on the park’s walls or grass. A sense of discord rests only in the
image of a diminutive fir tree, sparkling brightly beside the tall lamp.

Evening Echo announcement in Evening Echo, 27 December 2011.

IMG_3127. Cork, Ireland, 21 December 2017. Image courtesy of Maddie Leach.
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If you find the good oil let us know
Taranaki, New Zealand
2012–2014

As I begin to write I realise “If you find the good oil let us know” isn’t
exactly a direct quote, as I have claimed before. What Peter Perano actually
wrote in his email was: “If there is any more info you would like to know
or you manage to find the good oil let us know”. Editing out that doubttinged “manage” obviously made for a greater sense of imperative; a cheerful
command, like something was really possible.
The email exchange with Peter is detailed in a letter I drafted in New
Plymouth, New Zealand on 25 June 2012, to a group of “companion” writers
whose involvement I was soliciting: “I am writing you a letter to invite you
to write a letter, a letter that I hope will find its own way to respond to a
proposition and a narrative, a project that I am about to tell you about”. The
letter is printed in the opening pages of a small book, published by New
Plymouth’s Govett-Brewster Art Gallery in 2014.1 “If you find the good oil
let us know” is printed in silver ink and bold type on a bright red cloth cover,
like this:
If you find
the good oil
let us know
Nine words, forming three equal phrases that can be sounded out with
a metronomic beat; each has its own place in the structure, but the words
“you” and “us” operate as pivot points. Somewhat unsurprisingly, “The
good oil” has become a default title for the project as a whole. Apparently,
Australians and New Zealanders use the term as a slang expression for reliable
information that someone else can provide, or for something that offers

1.

Designed by Warren Olds, the dimensions and red cover were closely modelled on a
book I borrowed in New Plymouth: Letters from New Plymouth, 1843: Letters from
Settlers & Labouring Emigrants, in the New Zealand Company’s Settlements of Wellington,
Nelson & New Plymouth (New Plymouth: H.D. Mullon, 1968).
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a desired remedial effect: “I think voting out John Howard seems like the
good oil to me”, or “If you could grab me a beer babe, that would be the good
oil”. 2 However, I’ve never heard it used in the course of casual conversation.
Peter Perano is a descendent of a whaling family who hunted whales
in the Cook Strait and processed them at a shore station in New Zealand’s
Marlborough Sounds. Peter was twenty-five years old when commercial
whaling ceased in 1964. In 2012, with his skill as a spotter, he was a regular
volunteer with the Department of Conservation’s whale count. When he used
the phrase “the good oil”, he meant whale oil. In an earlier email he had listed
the diverse uses whale oil was put to in the twentieth century: skin lotion,
fly-strike repellent on sheep, wound healing, industrial cutting compound,
stabilising explosives, automatic vehicle transmission fluid. He didn’t mention
its properties as a quenchant (for the rapid cooling of heated metal), but that
was why we were in touch: I had siphoned seventy litres of tawny coloured
oil from a quench tank in a decommissioned university engineering workshop
after hearing it was whale oil.
“The good oil” has also been used to describe the discovery of potential oil
deposits, like at the Alpha well at Moturoa in New Plymouth in 1866.3
Words like “premium sweet crude”, which is how much of New Zealand’s
oil production is classified, make the whole enterprise seem positively edible.
Early prospectors used a sniff and taste test to work out if they had hit
sweet or sour crude oil. “Sour” meant the oil had a higher sulphur content
and required more refining to remove it. Similarly, Perano had used a sniff
and rub method in his process to verify the sample of whale oil I had sent
him. He had been very hopeful that it would help with scars he had from
recent surgery.
In 1910 the Hawera Star reported that in Taranaki “it is not too much
to expect that the cow will be eclipsed by the bore”.4 Despite this forecast,

2.

Two examples offered on www.urbandictionary.com alongside the following hashtags:
#good #the goods #shit hot #damn good #sweet action.

3.

Sorrell Hoskin, “Moturoa Black Gold—‘the Good Oil’”, untraced article from 2004,
held in the Taranaki Research Centre collection at Puke Ariki, New Plymouth.

4.

Ibid., 2.
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both cows and oil remain primary images of the region’s economy and
continue a linguistic lineage to prospecting through colloquialisms like “white
gold” and “black gold”. The Taranaki basin is where all of New Zealand’s
oil and gas extraction occurs and the small city of New Plymouth is the
main service centre for its on-shore and off-shore industries. The city also
aspires to become “New Zealand’s capital of culture” and has been reliant
on investment and sponsorship from Shell New Zealand, Todd Energy,
Tag Oil, and OMV for cultural and sporting facilities and events. Todd
Energy, for example, contributed $3m to the Len Lye Centre (built in 2014
as a major addition to the Govett-Brewster Art Gallery) and their name
is attached to the city’s aquatic centre.5

Fuel for Thought
I lived in New Plymouth on and off, for a few weeks at a time, as the
Govett-Brewster’s Taranaki Artist in Residence in 2012, and early 2013. The
invitation had been extended to me by Senior Curator Mercedes Vicente.
Most of the previous recipients had stayed for three months consecutively,
but I proposed a process of shorter repeat visits.
Each time I returned I stayed in a cottage owned by local forestry
entrepreneur and real estate investor Jeremy Thompson. It was in the suburb
of Fitzroy, on top of the cliff, right next to the railway track. Jeremy lived
next door and both houses shared his large garden. There were banana
palms, passionfruit vines, zucchini, and climbing beans. Jeremy also had
a penchant for unusual flora and grew plants from South America, China,
and the Himalayas; some had heavy scents that lingered after it rained. The
house looked at the Tasman Sea through a shelterbelt of trees; below was
a long coastal walkway that had been built between the city centre and the
Waiwhakaiho River. Oil ships could often be seen on the horizon and the
lights of the Pohokura drilling platform were clearly visible at night.

5.

Editorial, “Fuel for Thought”, Taranaki Daily News, 6 September 2014. The article
observes: “The industry has afforded us striking amenities like the Len Lye Centre. The
most significant gains we can make in the short term is really championing our visitor
industry”.
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It was in the living room of that house that I took a photograph of a small
box I had labelled “Whale Oil: For Fatty Acid Profile etc.” and addressed
to Darren Saunders, a scientist at ESR (Environmental Science and Research)
in Christchurch. My email exchange with Darren was also detailed in the
letter I wrote to my fourteen prospective companions and provided a good
narrative counterpart to that with Perano. By then I’d had the oil for nearly
two years and a “little community of the hopeful”6 came to surround the
contents of the barrel. Sitting in a corner, it had gathered a certain aura
as visitors and acquaintances learned of its speculative origin. More than one
person pointed out that, if it was whale oil, it would be worth a fortune.
Having taken the possibility of testing the sample seriously, Darren registered
his deflation at the test results: “Please find attached our laboratories’ report
on your ‘whale oil’ sample. Unfortunately our results indicate it is as your
friend surmised, mineral oil :[(]”.7
My letter to my potential companions conveys the bluntness of the
problem at hand:
there is no escaping the awkward fact that I have in my possession
70 litres of used mineral oil, a common liquid by-product of the
distillation of petroleum from crude oil. This situation presents
for me both a practical and conceptual dilemma as to what is to
be done with it.
I stipulated only two conditions for their letter: one was that they should
begin with “Dear”; the second was that it should arrive on or before
5 November, which is Guy Fawkes Day in New Zealand and the anniversary
of the invasion of Parihaka.8 At the time, I chose the date for the former more

6.

Peter Brunt, “Dear Maddie”, Taranaki Daily News, 16 January 2013.

7.

Darren Saunders, email message to the author, 4 May 2012.

8.

“About 1600 government troops invaded the western Taranaki settlement of Parihaka,
which had come to symbolise peaceful resistance to the confiscation of Māori land.
Founded in the mid-1860s, Parihaka was soon attracting dispossessed and disillusioned
Māori from around the country. Its main leaders were Te Whiti-o-Rongomai and Tohu
Kākahi, both of the Taranaki and Te Ātiawa iwi”. Ministry for Culture and Heritage,
“Invasion of Pacifist Settlement at Parihaka”, NZ History, last modified 21 August 2017,
https://nzhistory.govt.nz/occupation-pacifist-settlement-at-parihaka.
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than the latter and two companions noted the specificity of the day in their
response. In her letter, Christina Barton attentively addressed these two
events in parallel:
Somehow, the events unfolding around the discovery of your vat of oil
and its intended fate have got tangled with the date when I must send
my letter: the fifth of November… . People wonder why the celebration
persists hundreds of years later and thousands of miles from where the
original event took place. I would like to think it is because November
5 has a local resonance; the occasion of another failure, as dark as Guy
Fawkes’ and with traumatic and enduring consequences.9
By 18 November I had received eleven letters. People were in different places
when they wrote them: New Plymouth; Wellington; Edinburgh; Hobart;
Brussels; Bristol; Beaver Island, Michigan. Mostly, they began with “Dear
Maddie”, but there was also “To whom it may concern”, “Dear Mrs Perano”,
“Dear Kenneth”, “Dear member of the public”, and “Dear Editor”. Their
length and tone varied considerably.
My letter of invitation to the companions and their responses were printed,
in sequence, on the Letters to the Editor page of the Taranaki Daily News
(TDN) in January and early February of 2013.10 Rob Mitchell, then Deputy
Editor of the TDN, had agreed to print them without applying the 250-word
limit. Each letter appeared under a grey heading: “If you find the good oil, let
us know” (their copy editor inserted an unnecessary pause via the addition
of a comma). At the same time, “If you find the good oil let us know” was
painted in large black text across the top of the Govett-Brewster’s creamy
coloured façade. Its appearance coincided with the gallery’s closure for
a period of substantial renovations and the addition of the Len Lye Centre.

9.

Christina Barton, “To Whom It May Concern”, Taranaki Daily News, 23 January 2013.

10. The newspaper did refuse to print two letters. The letter by Jem Noble was rejected
by Rob Mitchell as being “impenetrable and esoteric”, while the letter from David
Cross, signed under the pseudonym Randall Greaves, was considered “dangerously
misleading”.
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Lila Smith was the first local to write a letter of response to the TDN. Her ire
was directed at me:
When I read the hopeless, piffly, waffly letter from Maddie Leach (Jan
9), taking up a whole page in our paper, I understand how useless some
people can be. But then of course, she was undertaking the Taranaki
Artist in Residence programme with the Govett-Brewster Art Gallery,
so what more can we expect.11
Various other readers followed suit, referring to the letters’ “turgid prose and
interminable length”, describing them as “unadulterated nonsense and a waste
of space”, “a masterpiece of gobble-de-gook”, and “a huge load of unmitigated
codswallop, serving only to highlight the effete snobbery surrounding GovettBrewster”. Bob Thompson compared the project with The Emperor’s New
Clothes and simply said: “I cannot understand the Good Oil odyssey”. Antonia
O’Mahony, more thoughtfully and kindly observed:
We read as a collective, but react as individuals, we inevitably loop “the
good oil” back to being just a story. The only object we can witness
without doubt is the printed paper … in years to come I will be reminded
that something happened with oil and concrete and the Tasman Sea. But
I will never know quite what.12
I had written to my companions eight months before I sent the barrel of oil
to Holcim Cement in Westport in exchange for 390 kilograms of “quality”
cement powder,13 and almost a year had passed when the cement I received
back was (trans)formed into a one-tonne concrete block. But the process

11. Lila Smith, “Help the Planet”, Taranaki Daily News, 11 January 2013.
12. Antonia O’Mahony, “‘Oil’ Inspiration”, Taranaki Daily News, 23 January 2013.
13. The proposed oil-cement “exchange” was the result of a search to determine how
to dispose of used oil. At the time, Holcim Cement were buying used oil to offset
dependence on coal for operating the kilns in their facility in Westport in the South
Island. The scheme was vulnerable to fluctuating cost ratios between used oil and coal
and ceased in 2014. Holcim had referred to the high “calorific energy” of oil in contrast
to coal. In an email to my companions I explained “It’s not that the oil becomes
cement, rather, it is burned with coal to create the conditions to make it. It undergoes
a disappearance within the process while supporting the emergence of another
material”.
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I had described appeared to have held weight in the imaginations of some
of my companions. Long before any object had been made, their writing
cast evocative images of a large pale-grey form falling, plunging, rumbling,
saturated, silent, resting, sinking. This object was also evident (albeit less
poetically) in the imagination of Lila Smith, who, in her second letter to the
editor, snapped: “So if this lump of concrete does end up in our harbour, may
it sink fast”.14
Like my own letters and email, I assume each companion wrote in relative
isolation; a process of sitting down to concentrate one’s thoughts,
or objections, towards this materially plausible yet implausible whale-thing.
No one could have missed Peter and Darren’s certainty that it wasn’t whale
oil. Despite my reports mentioning hydraulic oil, clay, limestone, phosphorus,
stuff called clinker, and how cement is pumped downwards to plug
abandoned oil wells, I held my companions to the continuation of a leviathan
narrative by writing: “I have also been unable to depart from the thought
that this project needs to go to sea”. Michael Edwards suggested this “was
both wistfully funereal and yet so uncommonly sweet natured at heart”,15
and I don’t disagree. But it was also a wilful test of concept and collective
effort. In his essay for the journal Reading Room in 2015, Gregory Minissale
comprehended this will:
Leach’s work suggests a system of belief in something that is not visible
or tangible, removed from site/sight and known only through tales and
relics. This could be the mythic power of the whale, the sea and the
recycled energies of lost monuments, or it could be the enduring power
of the imagination that causes all these things to move.16

14. Lila Smith, “Totally Meaningless”, Taranaki Daily News, 28 January 2013.
15. Michael Edwards, “Dear Maddie”, Taranaki Daily News, 30 January 2013.
16. Gregory Minissale, “Problem Spaces in The Walters Prize”, Reading Room: A Journal
of Art and Culture 7, (2015): 145.
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Waste at Sea
While my companions attended to the cerebral proposition I had placed
before them, I navigated logistical practicalities: meeting Michael Rynne
and Lindsay Halliday at Holcim Cement; having morning tea with Howard
of Howard’s Precast Concrete to discuss casting the block from a specific
delivery of cement; and contacting the oil companies operating in New
Plymouth to ask if one of their supply boats could transport and drop the
block at the twelve-mile coastal limit. Such a request also meant securing
permission from Taranaki Regional Council (TRC) for what is technically
called “the dumping of waste at sea”. Ensuring no liability on the part of the
oil companies was a key topic of our exchanges. TRC also required me to
discuss my proposal with “interested parties” for the seabed location I had
identified: Egmont Seafoods Ltd, Taranaki Iwi Trust, and Ironsands Offshore
Mining Ltd. For very different reasons, neither the fishing company (Egmont
Seafoods) or Taranaki Iwi Trust supported the idea.17
On 9 May 2013, Fred McLay (Director-Resource Management at TRC)
wrote me an email with a cryptic caveat alluding to the project’s relationship
with the TDN:
Dear Maddie,
Re: Request to deposit a concrete object (770mmx1300mmx1000mm)
at 39deg 16' 36"S, 173deg 29' 42" E as part of an art exhibition
in association with the Govett-Brewster Art Gallery.
Section 12.1d of the Resource Management Act (1991) states that:
‘No person may, in the coastal marine area, deposit in, on, or under any
foreshore or seabed any substance in a manner that has or is likely to have
an adverse effect on the foreshore or seabed.’

17. Taranaki Iwi Trust outlined a clear and consistent principle in which, without
exception, any object or structure placed on the seabed should also be removed.
Egmont Seafoods objected on the grounds of the block’s potential for “snagging” their
fishing nets—which implied the problematic practice of bottom trawling. The mining
company were not actively operating in the area and simply responded that they didn’t
think it was their place to grant any permission.
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Based on the information that you have provided the Council about the
project and its environmental effects, senior officers have concluded that
there will be no adverse effect under 12.1d and therefore no consent
is required.
It is also noted that there will be minimal publicity associated with the
placement.18
Ten months later I wrote back to Fred, as a matter of courtesy, to say
the block had recently been dropped at the designated position. Having
worked my way through Swire Shipping, Seaworks Ltd, STOS (Shell Todd
Oil Services), OMV (Austrian Mineral Oil Administration), and AWE
(Australian Worldwide Exploration) for free-of-charge transport, in the end
we paid Captain Mike Sharp of New Plymouth Underwater (“New Zealand’s
premier occupational dive, sub-sea, and marine support providers”) to take
me, the block, and photographer Shaun Waugh to the off-shore drop point.
The final correspondence regarding the block’s whereabouts was with
Maritime New Zealand’s Manager for Maritime Security and Incident
Response, Renny van der Velde, in May 2014. Responding to information
on the block’s GPS coordinates in a long email thread titled Maddie Leach
Project – Concrete Block on seabed in CMA,19 Renny confirmed that, in their
view, “it does not warrant further attention”.

Quenching
The red-covered book for If you find the good oil lets us know was launched
at the residency cottage on 14 February 2014, Valentine’s Day. It was a warm
evening so we held it outside in Jeremy’s garden. I wanted to invite the TDN

18. Fred McLay, email message to the author, 9 May 2013.
19. CMA or Coastal Marine Area: “The coastal marine area is all the land and water
on the seaward side of the line of mean high-water springs out to a distance of 12
nautical miles. Twelve nautical miles is 22.2 kilometres”. Greater Wellington Regional
Council, “Restrictions on Use of the Coastal Marine Area: Section 12 of the Resource
Management Act, 1991”, last modified on 8 July 2015, 07:05, http://www.gw.govt.nz/
restrictions-on-use-of-the-coastal-marine-area-2/.
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readers who had written letters of response and wrote one final letter to the
editor: “Dear Peter McCormack, Cam Murray, Antonia O’Mahony, Nev
Robinson, Lila Smith, Bob Thompson, Morris West, you are warmly invited
to …”. Antonia and Morris both came. By chance I had also met Cam Murray
when I was visiting the concrete block at Howard’s some months before.
As a final addition to the book, I had invited Ingrid Horrocks to write a last
letter. Hers began: “Dear Companions, Maddie asked for another letter.
I decided it should be to you”. Ingrid also visited the block in Howard’s yard
a few months before we took it to sea. She was the only “companion” to see
the object itself. Ingrid ends her letter reflecting on a word that had remained
curiously unexamined by all of us:
Whether the original “good” oil was whale oil or used mineral oil,
it remained, ineluctably, quenching oil. Quenching: To put out (a fire for
example); extinguish. To suppress; squelch. To put an end to; destroy.
To slake; satisfy. To cool. To quench. This project has also been
about endings.20

Recreated for display: 2014 Walters Prize
One month later, in March 2014, Rhana Devenport, Director of the
Auckland City Art Gallery (ACAG) emailed me: “Dear Maddie, I have great
pleasure in officially inviting you to participate in the Walters Prize for 2014”.
If you find the good oil let us know had been selected by the jury alongside
Simon Denny’s All You Need Is Data – The DLD 2012 Conference REDUX
(2013), Luke Willis Thompson’s inthisholeonthisislandwhereiam (2012), and
Kalisolaite ’Uhila’s Mo’ui Tukuhausia (2012). The nomination statement
made a note of the project’s unusual tempo: “If you find the good oil let
us know … has slowly unravelled over the full two years of the 2014 Walters
Prize period”.

20. Ingrid Horrocks, “Dear Companions”, published in If you find the good oil let us know
(New Plymouth: 2014).
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The first Walters Prize was held in 2002 at the ACAG and has remained
a core part of the gallery’s programming. 21 There is always anticipation
and rumour in the New Zealand art world as to who the jury is, who will
be short-listed, and who will win. In the first six iterations it was a condition
that the nominated project should be re-presented in the gallery spaces of the
ACAG. Previously short-listed projects for the prize had, uniformly, been
exhibited in national, and international, public or commercial galleries. There
was some surprise (beyond my own) at the inclusion of three place-specific
projects for the 2014 prize.22 Journalist Kate Brettkelly-Chalmers, however,
took an optimistic approach: “This year’s Walters Prize exhibition is notably
lacking in things to see, but it does offer quite a lot to do … each of these
works requires a commitment from audiences that is not immediately
evident”.23
I accepted my nomination for If you find the good oil let us know.
A few months earlier, through a haze of seasickness, I had experienced
an overwhelming sense of relief as we motored back to port on Captain
Mike’s launch. Ingrid Horrocks had pointed to “endings” and this was,
undoubtedly, an act of completion. Although there had been speculation that
no concrete block ever existed, and that the narrative was entirely fictional,
as far as I was concerned the conceptual logic had required sincerity and

21. The Walters Prize is generally considered New Zealand’s version of the Turner Prize
and is “awarded for an outstanding work of contemporary New Zealand art produced
and exhibited during the past two years”. The winner receives NZ $50,000. A jury
of four individuals (whose names are announced once the shortlist is released) nominate
four artist projects and an international judge is appointed to determine the “winner”.
In 2014 the judge was Charles Esche, Director of the Van Abbe Museum in The
Netherlands.
22. Referring here to projects by Leach, Willis-Thompson, and ’Uhila. However, all three
were clearly linked to galleries in different ways. Consider my own project’s relationship
with the Govett-Brewster as discussed above, that experiencing Willis-Thompson’s
project in 2012 involved taking a taxi ride from Hopkinson Mossman (his dealer gallery
in central Auckland), and that ’Uhila’s durational performance was commissioned by Te
Tuhi in Pakuranga and the artist moved in, around, and outside of its built spaces. For
an informative discussion on these projects see Minissale, “Problem Spaces”.
23. Kate Brettkelly-Chalmers, “Anna-Marie White in Conversation”, Ocula Conversations,
last updated 18 January 2014, https://ocula.com/magazine/conversations/annamarie-white/.
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fidelity on my part. It seemed the terms of the Walters Prize would demand
an unanticipated extension and reappearance of the project.
The ACAG worked on configuring the layout for the exhibition and
sent me floor plans with a designated space in the Level 2 gallery. The
conversations I had at the time repeatedly returned to the absence of the
concrete block, or rather, the fact that it sat one hundred metres underwater
and 22.2 kilometres off the coast of Taranaki. Quite often I was asked
whether I had thought about retrieving it for the purposes of the Walters
Prize exhibition or, in lieu of that, whether I had film footage of it descending
into the sea.24 Throughout, there was an expectation for something to surface
“at a time when it should be present to impress a judge”.25
The question of why and how the project would become an exhibit in the
ACAG continued to trouble me. One month before the opening of the
exhibition, after a long conversation with Mercedes, I wrote to the curators
at ACAG: “After walking in large cerebral circles, I’ve returned to what
I think are the foundations of the project. In short, I don’t think it belongs
there”.26 My decision was determined by a desire to orient If you find the
good oil let us know back towards its “original” audience—the readers of the
TDN. It was also the result of an inability to conceptually resolve and adhere

24. There was an attempt by Captain Mike’s crew to use a GoPro camera for filming
underwater during the dropping of the block, but the footage wasn’t usable.
25. Terence Handscomb, “The Walters Prize 2014: Bourgeois Merit Systems”, EyeContact,
20 August 2014, http://eyecontactsite.com/2014/08/the-walters-prize-2014-bourgeoismerit-systems.
26. Email correspondence from the author to Zara Stanhope and Stephen Cleland, 9 June
2014. I include here an excerpt of the reply I received from Zara:
your final plan concerns me for several reasons … Firstly I hope your final proposal
is the result of concern for the best presentation of the project, and not caught
up in a critique of the event, which would be a waste and lost opportunity for our
audiences, which is my main concern. Removal of all elements of the work from
the space will, I believe, make it invisible to or unrecognized by the vast majority
of visitors… . The absence of your project from the Prize exhibition is a shame for
an event with the purpose of introducing the most significant new NZ art to the
general public … I feel worried and saddened by what will be a lack of visibility
of your highly interesting project for visitors. I am sure you have also thought
through the ramifications for the judge coming into the space and having to work with
only what is presented there. (my emphasis)
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to what Terrence Handscomb identifies as the “state of representation
constructed by the Walters Prize organisers”. Handscomb called my decision
“an artist’s act of wilful disengagement”.27
The VIP vernissage for the 2014 Walters Prize was Friday, 11 July. That
morning the centre-page spread of the TDN was filled by a large photograph
of the sea and a gently tilted horizon. In the foreground the seawater appears
to well upwards, as if something were about to emerge. The colour of the
water changes from dark navy to bright turquoise and is striated by streaks
of white foam. In small type beneath the image a caption says: “Hi Renny,
we were made aware of this. From a navigational perspective, in my view,
it does not warrant further attention. Cheers, Paul”. My website address
is included, along with the title: If you find the good oil let us know. The image
greeted folk in Taranaki as they ate their breakfast or had a morning coffee.
Copies of the 11 July issue of the TDN were available at the vernissage
from a modest stack on the gallery’s front desk. After the opening I received
documentation images of well-dressed people holding glasses of champagne
with a copy of the TDN tucked under their arm. The front page of that day’s
issue led with the headline “Fatal Crash Torments Driver”. For the duration
of the exhibition, copies of the TDN for 11 July were also available to take
home and the red-covered book was prominently stacked on shelves in the
gallery’s shop. Copies could also be downloaded for free in iBook, Kindle, and
iOS formats. The newspaper and the book: these were the physical extent
of If you find the good oil let us know at the 2014 Walters Prize. One other
element could be accessed on my website: you could listen to Ingrid Horrocks
read out loud her letter “Dear Companions”.

Epilogue
I didn’t win the 2014 Walter’s Prize; though I like to think I came second.
At the award dinner, I was happy when Charles Esche described my work
as “social quantum mechanics in which cause and effect are muddled

27. Handscomb, “The Walters Prize 2014”.
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together” and how, more poignantly, he spoke of “a concrete block that
is itself already gone before we knew it existed”. Alongside the work of Luke
Willis-Thompson and Kalisolaite ’Uhila, I also like to imagine If you find the
good oil let us know adjusted the future horizon for what might constitute
an artwork’s “outstanding”, prize-worthy presence.
Five years later If you find the good oil let us know could be considered
a permanent public artwork. After all, the block remains embedded
somewhere in the muddy floor of the Taranaki Basin. Countering the
inaccessibility of this object, three images remain closely associated with the
project. Two are printed in the book: the block sitting on a wooden pallet
against a backdrop of green flax leaves at Howards Pre-Cast Concrete, and
Shaun Waugh’s photograph of its entry into a vortex of displaced seawater.
The third picture, printed five months later in the TDN, is the mysterious
upswelling form in an oceanic expanse. Together they operate as a kind
of triptych, providing evidence of passage from land to sea.
Horrocks noted “The thing about this project is that it doesn’t let you
go,” and in his letter Peter Brunt ventured that he needed to “keep thinking
about it”. Of all the companions, he attached a clear uncertainty to the
ambiguous act at the core of the project:
On the one hand, there seemed nothing much at stake, no worldtransforming idea … on the other hand, what could be more important
to the human family and the planet, or more basic to the reality we have
constructed around us as a civilization, than mineral oil? You’ve
definitely put your finger on something important in this work. But is it
complicit in this reality because it operates so completely in its terms …?
Or is it a profound critique of this reality by finding its perfect and most
affecting allegory?28

28. Brunt, “Dear Maddie”.

If you find the good oil let us know. Tasman Sea, New Zealand, 20 January 2014.
Image courtesy of Shaun Waugh.

Taranaki Daily News, 11 July 2014. Printed on the occasion of the 2014 Walters Prize.
Image: Shaun Waugh; Design: Warren Olds.
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The Grief Prophesy
Gothenburg, Sweden
2017

The Grief Prophecy is the name of the first demo tape released in early 1991
by a Swedish black metal band called Dissection. The Grief Prophesy is the
title of a 12" vinyl EP I produced as a contribution to the Gothenburg
International Biennale for Contemporary Art (GIBCA) in 2017.1 Dissection’s
title has a c in the word prophecy, whereas my title has an s in prophesy.
This was a misspelling on my part, pointed out by Ola, my project manager
at GIBCA, who was checking details before sending something to press.
It was a little disconcerting, though words like this are often confused, and
I wasn’t alone in needing to look up the distinction. Prophecy is a noun and
prophesy a verb. The former denotes knowledge of the future received from
a divine source; the latter means “to predict the future” informed by divine
inspiration.2 It is also noted that “prophesy” should be pronounced with
“sigh”, not “sea” as in “prophecy”, though I have continued to pronounce The
Grief Prophesy with a sea sound because “prophe-sigh” just feels strange.
Through my mistake I recognised a latent but important difference between
the two titles: the s lends an active inflection to my own project, prefiguring
or foreshadowing a possible occurrence; while Dissection’s title would seem
to claim a known future grief. I’ve thought about this each time I look
at pictures of the band as exuberant teenagers,3 posing in someone’s living
room, wearing blue high-waisted acid-wash jeans, baggy white t-shirts,

1.

GIBCA is Sweden’s only Biennale and is presented by Röda Sten Konsthall
in Gothenburg. In 2017 GIBCA was curated by Nav Haq, Senior Curator at the
Museum of Contemporary Art Antwerp. Each Biennale also includes a satellite
programme called GIBCA Extended in conjunction with smaller institutions and
galleries in the Västra Götaland region.

2.

Grammar Monster, “Easily Confused Words”, s.v. “Prophecy and Prophesy”, accessed
9 August 2019, https://www.grammar-monster.com/easily_confused/prophecy_
prophesy.htm.

3.

Jon Nödtveidt and Peter Palmdahl were both fourteen when they formed Dissection,
in Strömstad, Sweden, in 1989.
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and digital watches. The word grief seems irreconcilable with their boyish
earnestness, bottles of Fanta, and Reebok trainers.

WheredoIendandyoubegin
In late 2016, when I was invited to produce a public project for GIBCA,
I had lived in Sweden for less than a year. In this context, oddly enough,
I was considered a local Gothenburg artist, though the city and much of its
history was largely unfamiliar to me. WheredoIendandyoubegin – On Secularity
was the title curator Nav Haq gave the Biennale in 2017. The first part
is borrowed from Shilpa Gupta’s artwork of the same name. Conceptually
more difficult to grasp, “secularity” was attached as a curatorial frame
to consider the right to divergent belief and the protection of religious
freedoms, against a backdrop of the modern, secular Swedish state.
At the time, the only other place I had visited in Sweden was a small
city named Strömstad. I’d made a brief trip there not long after I moved
to Gothenburg. It’s about two hours by train to get from one place to the
other. Three things were listed in the “notability” section of the Wikipedia
page about the town: the fact that it was the setting for August Strindberg’s
play The Creditors; that large numbers of Norwegians cross the border
to purchase alcohol at cheaper prices, resulting in the highest volume
of alcohol sales in Sweden; and that Dissection hailed from Strömstad. These
distinctions struck me as a curious cultural picture of the place. I knew
Strindberg’s name vaguely, but not Dissection. When I searched further,
there was no mention of the band in the music history exhibition at the
public museum, nor any trace of Strömstad’s connection to the Nordic metal
scene in the town’s official narratives.
Although it is not included as a notable feature by Wikipedia, the most
unusual thing in Strömstad is the Stadshus (town hall). The copper-roofed
building sits on the crest of a hill in the centre of the town. It was built with
funds donated by a reclusive local businessman named Adolf Fritiof CavalliHolmgren and constructed in 1917 according to a “magic number” system
he formulated around the birth dates and wedding date of his parents. There
is something distinctly unsettling about this building. Cavalli-Holmgren’s rigid
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numeric gives an odd dimension to certain rooms, determining the number
of steps in each staircase and lamps arranged in clusters of five, eight, or nine.
Such a physical manifestation of esoteric belief is supported by rumours that
his ghost walks the corridors on certain days of the year. His looming granite
gravestone, the largest in the church cemetery, adds a further reminder
of Cavalli-Holmgren’s somber legacy in Strömstad.
Dissection became known for a style of “melodic black metal” and their
album Storm of The Light’s Bane is considered a key influence on the
development of the genre internationally. All of Dissection’s albums in the
1990s featured cover art by Kristian Wåhlin under his moniker “Necrolord”.
As hallmarks of the “doom aesthetics” circulating in the world of metal music,
his images were composed in a palette of mostly purple and blue hues. They
featured gravestones, shadowy robed figures, black horses, and ravens against
glowering landscapes of dark pine forest and jagged mountains. Dissection’s
members moved to Gothenburg in 1993 and shared a rehearsal space with
At the Gates. Both bands came to define the melodic sub-genre credited
to the Swedish death metal scene, sometimes called “Gothenburg metal”. 4
The lead singer of Dissection was Jon Nödtveidt. In December 1997,
Nödtveidt and another man known as “Vlad” (Nemesis Khoshnood-Sharis)
were arrested for the murder of Josef ben Meddour in Gothenburg’s Keillers
Park on the night of 22 July 1997. Meddour was an Algerian national who
had been living in the city for a decade and was openly homosexual. His
body was found the following day, on a hillside site beside an old stone
water tower. In Sweden, the circumstances of Meddour’s death are known
as the “Keillers Park Murder”,5 achieving a level of mythology reflected in a

4.

In contrast, the Norwegian black metal scene developed in Oslo around a small record
store called Helvete (“Hell”) and members of the band Mayhem. It had considerably
more notoriety and public focus than the Swedish scene at the time. Members of a
group referring to themselves as the “Black Metal Inner Circle” were held responsible
for two murders and a spate of church burnings in Norway between 1992 and 1995. Ika
Johannesson’s acclaimed book Blod, eld, död: en svensk metalhistoria (Blood, Fire, Death:
The Swedish Metal Story) gives a detailed account of the period.

5.

A hyperlink attached to Josef ben Meddour’s name on Wikipedia also redirects to a page
titled “Keillers Park Murder”.
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substantial thread on Flashback Forum,6 a melodramatic film titled Keillers
Park released in 2006, a public radio documentary titled Mordet i Keillers Park
in 2013, and an episode of Veckansbrott, a popular television show featuring
legendary Swedish criminologist Leif G. W. Persson.
During the police investigation, media reports focused on Nödtveidt and
Vlad’s membership of an occult group known as the Misanthropic Luciferian
Order (MLO) who, reportedly, followed a philosophy of “Chaos-Gnostic
Satanism”. The case was officially recorded as a homophobic hate crime.
After a court trial and appeal in 1998, both men were sentenced to ten years’
imprisonment; both were released in 2004. Nödtveidt reformed Dissection
with new band members and they recorded one album, called Reinkaos.
Nödtveidt committed suicide in 2006. Before his death, he signed all the
rights for Dissection’s music to Vlad, who now lives in Stockholm and uses
the name Victor Draconi.
I discovered Dissection because their name appeared on the Wikipedia page
for Strömstad and later learned of their connection to Gothenburg. I came
to know Meddour’s name through its persistent attachment to the biography
of Nödtveidt. There is a committed Nödtveidt fan-base who actively sustain
his memory within online communities and forums.7 Their words often
focus on his “brilliance” as a singer and musician alongside ideas of “truth”,
“strength”, “intensity”, and the “transcendence” achieved through suicide.
Despite this valorisation, Meddour’s murder is never far from Nödtveidt’s
biography. Conversely, it is difficult to find anything about Josef ben
Meddour that is not entwined with the name Jon Nödtveidt or Keillers Park.
There is one mention on a website called findagrave.com, where a “flower”
has been left for Meddour with a simple note that reads: “Repose en paix.
J’aimerais bien voir ta tombe à Alger mais je ne sais pas dans quel cimetière
chercher … Dommage” (Rest in peace. I would like to see your grave in Algiers
but I do not know which cemetery to search … it’s a pity).

6.

Flashback Forum is a discussion forum and one of Sweden’s most visited websites.
Freedom of expression is one of the principal rules in the forum, and discussion threads
are supposedly a source for hard-to-find “facts” or obscure information.

7.

For example, a Facebook page called “Strömstad Metal-Scene (Past & Present)” appears
to exist primarily for the purpose of memorialising Jon Nödtveidt and, secondly,
Dissection. It currently has 2,500 followers.
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Where there was once order and well-being
Meddour had moved to Gothenburg at some point in the 1980s, after
a wave of migration to Sweden from Chile in the 1970s but before relatively
high numbers of immigrants arrived from former Yugoslavia in the early
1990s. From 1991 to 1994 the right-wing political party Ny Demokrati
(“New Democracy”) had a short-lived tenure in parliament on a platform
of conservative populism that included calls for restricted immigration. In a
televised debate for the 1994 election, party leader Vivianne Franzén warned
that “Swedish school children would soon have to turn towards Mecca”.8
Two years earlier, Swedish media had been gripped by a series of attempted
murders of immigrants in Stockholm and Uppsala by “Lasermannen” (“the
Laser Man”) John Ausonius.9
When I moved to Gothenburg in 2016, Sweden’s Migrationsverket was in the
midst of “processing” high quota numbers of migrants and asylum seekers
from East Africa, North Africa, and Syria. As a citizen of a non-EU country,
but with secure employment, my own passage through Swedish bureaucracy
was a privileged one. However, my visits to the Migration Office offered
a condensed glimpse of the continued demographic changes taking place
in Sweden: almost everyone in the waiting room was brown or black, all
of the security guards were white. In the 2014 general election the far-right
political party Sverige Demokraterna (“Swedish Democrats” or “SD”) had
doubled their seats in parliament and promoted a strongly anti-immigration,
nationalist ethos. SD circulated social media propaganda to build an image
of Sweden under siege from the pressures of newly arrived communities:
“Where there was once order and well-being, here now is barbed wire and
surveillance cameras…Swedes are attacked, maimed and murdered on our
streets”.10

8.

Wikipedia, s.v. “New Democracy (Sweden)”, last modified 13 September 2019, https://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_Democracy_(Sweden)#Immigration

9.

Ausonius (formerly named Wolfgang Zaugg) was born in Sweden, but his parents had
emigrated from Germany and Switzerland. Between 1991 and 1992 he attempted
to shoot eleven people, all of whom survived. Victims reported seeing a bright red light,
like a laser, before being shot. Ausonius was given a life sentence in 1994.

10. “Jimmie Åkesson – Snart är det val”, YouTube video, Sverigedemokraterna,
24 November 2017, https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_
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Nav Haq’s curatorial provocation on secularity, “…how human beings
of different beliefs, or no particular belief and of different modes of life
should be able to live together in peace and with a sense of equality, rights
and freedom,”11 seemed prescient to the re-emerging tensions that had
simmered in Sweden in the 1990s. Meddour’s murder was not considered
to be motivated by race, but his death and the attempted shootings
of immigrants by Ausonius were the inverse of right-wing fears of attack
on “Swedish” citizens; the violent results of collisions of difference. In 2017,
the twentieth anniversary of Meddour’s death, “grief” and “prophesy” seemed
applicable to the continued possibility for unsettled relations, growing
segregation and intolerance.
Moving between the registration of sadness at Meddour’s brutal death
in Keillers Park, to Nödtveidt’s own suicide and attempted martyrdom,
I intuited The Grief Prophesy would be an act of rearrangement and
entanglement; an effort in capturing a complicated, omnipresent and
unresolved sense of sorrow. Although the project was originally conceived
around a musical performance in Strömstad as part of GIBCA Extended,12
and a site intervention in Keillers Park in Gothenburg as part of GIBCA, both
these aspects evaporated from the work. Instead, the format of the 12” album
offered different temporal boundaries, and the potential to distribute
an artwork beyond the specific sites to which it referred. I was increasingly
interested in the question of whether a vinyl record could constitute
an adjustment to established narratives, and operate as a public artwork.

continue=38&v=n40tm2P374w. Currently the video has had over one million views.
11. Andrea Phillips, Nav Haq, Ola Sigurdson, “Introduction”, in Secularity (Gothenburg:
PARSE, 2017), 7.
12. For some months GIBCA and I discussed the possibility of locating The Grief Prophesy
as part of the Biennale in Gothenburg and in Strömstad with Konsthallen Lokstallet
as part of GIBCA Extended. This would have enabled a diagrammatic relationship
between multiple sites in two different places. As such, I was thinking about
Strömstad’s Stadshus building as a possible “setting” for the public broadcast of a music
performance.
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Into Infinite Obscurity
There is a secondary title within this project, also borrowed from Dissection.
Into Infinite Obscurity is a short instrumental track played on acoustic guitar.
It appeared on the band’s first EP in 1991 and on their first album The
Somberlain in 1993. Although it is highly melodic, it sounds nothing like
what one expects from black metal, and is out of place with the growling,
pounding energy of the surrounding tracks.13
Band member John Zwetsloot was a classically trained guitarist and plays the
song solo. In his hands, Into Infinite Obscurity has a simple, repetitive chord
structure and sounds somewhat like a piece of medieval chamber music.
There are many earnest emulations of the track, played in bedrooms and
living rooms, on guitar, piano, even harp, and faithfully posted to YouTube.
I chose it because it contains a sense of fleeting delicacy (the track is just one
minute long), and because its title offered a prophetic mirror to Meddour, the
figure who remained without dimension in the narratives I was encountering.
My aim was to elongate the duration of Into Infinite Obscurity from one
minute to about four minutes. More precisely, to four minutes and seventeen
seconds. Slowing it down to this extent dramatically adjusted the presence
of each note. We recorded in another decommissioned water tower, on the
other side of the river from Keillers Park. Also built from stone in the early
1900s, this tower is more deeply buried within its hillside, and less visible
than the water tower where Meddour died. We used candles and headtorches to move around the space, recording local musician Filip Bagewitz
playing Oud first, and a few days later Anders Ådin playing Vevlira.14
After a while the cold and the damp began to adversely affect the stringed

13. The inclusion of short instrumental “interludes” between longer, heavier tracks
is, apparently, not uncommon in metal genres.
14. The two instruments were chosen for their different origins. Oud has a long history
within North Africa and the Middle East; Vevlira, also known as the “Hurdy Gurdy”,
is an instrument used in Swedish/Scandinavian folk music with an unusual “drone”
sound, not unlike bagpipes. A part of the context of my decision were views circulated
by Sweden’s right-wing political party Sverige Demokraterna proposing a policy
of exclusive funding for “Swedish” and folk art forms.
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instruments. Somewhat surprisingly, the North African Oud handled it better
than the Swedish Vevlira.
Filip and Anders had learned John Zwetsloot’s original by heart and we tested
several approaches. Sorrow and lament were ideas we had discussed. The
Swedish word “klagosång” was suggested to describe a song that expressed
a palpable sense of grief or lament. Sitting in the dark, with no sense of edge
to the space, the recordings captured each instrument in conversation with
this cavernous room. But it was Anders and Filip who transformed this “not
very interesting track” into something quite other to the original. 15 In their
hands Zwetloot’s composition was infused with the sound of faraway places
and lingering Arabic harmonics.

Raven Mountain
Keillers Park lies on a rocky mountain called Ramberget. “Ram” is old
Swedish for raven and “berget” means “the mountain”. The park dates from
the early 1900s and was designed according to the National Romantic Style,
a Nordic variant of Art Deco. There are heavy stone walls, ornate lampposts,
and a mossy grotto. The fusty words of A. U. Bäath, poet and expert in Old
Norse Literature, are chiselled into a rockface to welcome visitors. The water
tower is near an “ättestupa”, the name for a precipice from where, according
to folklore, old people threw themselves (or were pushed) to their death.
It’s very hard, from a contemporary perspective, not to think the tower looks
like a crypt or a temple rather than a municipal structure for water supply.
Carved birds (ravens, I think) decorate the mantel above the entrance. When
I visited, a heavy sheet of rusted steel had been bolted and braced across the
doorway to prevent entry. It was evident that people had tried, with some
force, to cut and bend the bottom edge to gain access. Squatting down to look
through the gap, I could just see a circular staircase receding below ground.

15. Metal Archives, “You Will Never Rule Again”, online review of Dissection’s Into Infinite
Obscurity by LickMyOrangeBallsHalfing, 27 May 2019, https://www.metalarchives.
com/reviews/Dissection/Into_Infinite_Obscurity/11898/.
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On my first visit to Keillers Park I made my way uphill to what’s called
“Stora Utsikten” (the great view) and looked back across the river to the
city. It was a great view. Nearby, a wayfinding map of the park notes, “You
are here”. Where the water tower was marked someone had drawn, in thick
silver pen, an inverted pentagram—the kind of five-pointed star you see
in occult symbolism, on heavy metal album covers, and black t-shirts. It was
drawn with one triangular point downwards and two points facing upwards.
To anyone searching for the murder site it offered a clearly coded message
of where to look.
One additional thing to note about Ramberget is that, in 2011, the
Gothenburg Mosque was built at the base of the mountain, about five
hundred metres from the water tower. Purely coincidentally, a straight
line can be traced between the tower, the mosque, and Nödtveidt’s former
apartment. As part of the same neighbourhood, all three share a postal code
that begins with 417.

Mainly in dark blue
I contacted Kristian Wåhlin and asked if I could commission him to paint
a “portrait” of the water tower site for The Grief Prophesy. He lives in a
coastal town, south of Gothenburg, and makes his living producing imagery
for extreme metal bands. We met in a café and Kristian recounted when
he first met Nödtveidt, then “a kid” who had invited Kristian’s (older)
band to play in Strömstad. Although he used the somewhat formidable
pseudonym “Necrolord” to brand his artwork, he seemed a gentle character
himself. Kristian had maintained a long friendship with Nödtveidt and spoke
of him as a smart, likeable “good person” who had gotten lost somewhere
along the way.
We discussed what Kristian described as an implicit threshold distinguishing
the symbolic performance of ideology from realised action; how for most
people in the extreme metal scene, words and iconography were adopted
as façade and did not correspond to actual belief. In relation to his own
images, he said fans interpreted “meaning” in his compositions that were well
beyond his narrative intentions.
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I wanted to work with Kristian not only because he had authored much
of Dissection’s visual legacy, but also because his portrait would be of
a place where his friend had murdered someone. As we spoke about these
implications, I showed him photographs of the water tower and the mosque
and asked whether he could compress the perspective to include both within
a square format. Throughout our conversation he drew pictures with a soft
pencil on a paper napkin, and mentioned he was worried about the timeframe
because he tended to get utterly absorbed in microscopic details of trees
and rocks.
I thought Kristian’s image of Keillers Park should become the album cover for
The Grief Prophesy, operating as a visual companion to the recordings of Into
Infinite Obscurity.16 I remember, after weeks had passed, I asked how the
painting was going. Some time elapsed before he replied, very briefly: “It goes
well, it’s mainly in dark blue”.
The mastered recordings were pressed in the UK on 12" heavy grade black
vinyl, in an edition of 417 copies. Kristian’s cover image was printed on a
soft, slightly velvety matte card. He’d clearly been absorbed in the rocks and
the trees, but had centred the picture around a park lamp. Set against dark
blue, its bright light hovered above the staircase leading up to the water
tower and was reflected in a large pool of water. The mosque and its Minaret
appear behind dark pointy fir trees. Kristian never told me what he had been
thinking about when he painted this image. Although it remains faithful
to his Dissection palette of the ’90s, it conveys a sense of disquiet quite
different to those earlier images.
417 copies were to be available, for free, from Music Lovers Records, a small
record store on the edge of a cobbled courtyard in central Gothenburg. As the
public distribution point for the album, the intention was to make it available
to a mixed audience: those who buy records at the store and visitors seeking
out an artwork. A launch was planned for 26 September and, following that,

16. My initial conversations with Kristian had focused on exhibiting the image as a painting.
The idea then migrated to include a poster reproduction that could be taken home
by GIBCA visitors.
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The Grief Prophesy would be displayed on the wall behind the front desk
alongside their current recommendations.
The pressed copies of The Grief Prophesy arrived from Disc Manufacturing
Services. They were apologetic that there was a shortfall of one unit.
Subsequently there were only 416 albums, not 417. Out of curiosity
I checked which postcode this would be in Gothenburg and it included
Svingeln, the neighbourhood where Meddour was living in 1997. There was
eeriness in this small numerical shift: 416 was where Meddour had lived, not
where he had died.

Risken är (The risk is) …
To whose grief The Grief Prophesy refers, and from where it arrives, is part
of a complex narrative in this work. I didn’t attempt to reconcile the official
and unofficial “truths” I encountered, nor to make a clear-cut moral decision
towards the memorialisation of Josef ben Meddour. Rather, I became more
interested in gathering multiple, undefined griefs into a restless horizontal
arrangement.
Hjalmar Falk has observed The Grief Prophesy put forth “a critical reflection
on what has become part of the foundational myth for Nordic black metal
and constitutes a sort of attempt at détournement of Dissection’s story”. As a
counterpoint to official histories and sub-cultural reification, Falk perceives
an indiscriminate sense of sadness captured in The Grief Prophesy, “turning
hatred into grief, perhaps melancholic rage into an attempt at effective
mourning”.17 As I developed the project, a series of discussions revealed
an anxiousness around the potential for misinterpretation; that mourning was
at risk of being misdirected. In particular, there was concern from GIBCA
organisers that Meddour’s memorialisation, his visibility as “the victim”,
wouldn’t be apparent.18

17. Hjalmar Falk, “Maddie Leach: The Grief Prophesy”, Contemporary Hum: Essays, 8 June
2018, https://www.contemporaryhum.com/maddie-leach-the-grief-prophesy.
18. These concerns weren’t expressed by curator Nav Haq, but clearly emerged in a
conversation with the Artistic Director for the Biennale and the Director of Röda Sten
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Ola and I also met Orvar Modigh, from the city’s building department,
to discuss the possibility of engraving a small gold pentagram into the steel
sheet covering the entrance to the water tower. A pentagram has divergent
and multiple associations, appearing in upright and inverted forms in different
histories and cultural contexts, but its symbolic reference to “magic”
would be commonly understood. I told Orvar about the reverse pentagram
on the map of Keillers Park at the summit, and explained my proposal was
to counteract that pentagram with its opposite: a protective talisman set
in the upright position “with the topmost triangle pointing to heaven, for it is
the seat of wisdom”.19
We received Orvar’s decision in an email with an emphatic NO: “Jag kommer
INTE att godkänna den installation”.20 He went on to explain that a new door
was ordered for the water tower and would be “installed shortly”.21 However,
he seemed more concerned that the engraving would be misinterpreted
by the public, provoking irritation and discomfort, and therefore the
“beautiful” building would be at risk of attack.
Four days later I revisited water tower. Its rear wall had been spray-painted
with the words “Död åt Josef. Hell Jon & Vlad” beside an inverted pentagram
encased in a circle.22 The spray-paint was pink. From hearsay, Keillers Park
has a history as a gay cruising zone. All the lampposts in the vicinity had
been pasted with Nord Front stickers, some depicting the rainbow flag with
a strikethrough, declaring “Krossa Homolobyn!” (Crush the homo lobby!),
others showed a clenched fist and “Sverige behöver en stark kraft” (Sweden
needs a strong force).23 It was early evening when I was there, and the “great

Konsthall. They suggested a performance of the song at the water tower site would offer
a clearer “memorialisation” for Meddour.
19. Wikipedia, s.v. “Pentagram”, last modified 9 August 2019, https://en.wikipedia.org/w/
index.php?title=Pentagram&oldid=910088120.
20. This translates as “I will NOT approve your installation”.
21. The new door was not actually installed until a year later in 2018.
22. “Death to Josef” is the first part of the sentence. The use of “Hell” is more ambiguous
but is likely to be a mistake for the word “heil”.
23. “Nord Front” is a Swedish neo-Nazi group affiliated to the Nordic Resistance Movement
active throughout Scandinavia. On 30 September 2017, the group was given permission
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view” was populated by young, male first-generation Swedes of Middle
Eastern descent who had parked their muscle cars in rows and gathered
to talk. The effect of all these components was a striking collision of different
constituencies.
It’s hard to know if the pink graffiti and the stickers were the work of the
same group, but both affirmed a latent sense of violence operating twenty
years after Meddour’s death. Despite the city’s anxiety about the risks
posed by a small engraving, the water tower had become, unambiguously,
a celebration of Meddour’s murder (“Death to Josef”) and a memorial
to Nödtveidt and Vlad.
The same day I saw the graffiti on the water tower, I also received a phone
call from a man in Strömstad who said he was now managing Konsthallen
Lokstallet—the town’s public art gallery. My previous contact Carl had
stopped answering email some weeks earlier and apparently was on sick leave
from work-related stress. The man on the end of the phone said the city had
decided to cancel their involvement with GIBCA Extended, and my project,
citing an issue with funding and a “chaotic” situation at the konsthall. A local
reporter called me and said she’d heard that local politicians felt uneasy
about my project; she wanted to know why. I said I didn’t know, but that
I suspected subject matter involving Dissection was the reason.

Sorry for the silence
I had contacted Nordisk Copyright Bureau (NCB) about The Grief Prophesy
and explained I wanted to record a version of a track by the band Dissection
and make a vinyl production for free distribution. On their online form
I had checked the box that said my recording would alter the original track.
I received an email back that explained,
since you also want to make alterations to the track in question you must
obtain a permission to do that from the rights owners of the track. I can

to hold a “demonstration” march through the centre of Gothenburg. This resulted in a
significant counter-protest by citizens of the city.
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see that the rights owners on several Dissection tracks are John Allan
Zwetsloot and Jon Andreas Nödtveidt, who are both members of STIM
in Sweden.24
STIM is the organisation that handles copyright and publication licensing
for Swedish musicians and songwriters. There was no registration of Into
Infinite Obscurity in their database and, after I pointed out that Nödtveidt was
no longer alive, they too suggested I contact John Zwetsloot or alternatively
“the rightsholder for Nödtveidt works”, Victor Draconi.
I contacted John Zwetsloot by email and on Facebook, but I heard nothing
back. Kristian explained that Zwetsloot wasn’t really in the scene anymore,
describing him as “a pretty laidback character”. He’d heard he had a family
and was growing vegetables somewhere rural, near Strömstad, and mentioned
that Zwetsloot was only in Dissection for a couple of years before he was
asked to leave because he kept missing band practice. I figured he might have
a different life now and probably wasn’t interested.
Five days before The Grief Prophesy launch, Zwetsloot replied to me via
Facebook Messenger:
See that you tried to reach me and that you intend to release a record
with my music. Thank you for your interest, but I am not interested
in participating in your project and I therefore kindly but firmly
request that you immediately withdraw the disc release and all material
around it.25
In ongoing correspondence Zwetsloot pointed out that his initial lack
of response did not constitute any agreement on his part, that he didn’t
want his name associated with my project in any way,26 and that Into Infinite
Obscurity had nothing to do with Josef ben Meddour’s murder in Keillers
Park. On this point he went to some length to note that he wrote the song

24. Jette Lis Binger, email message to the author, 23 June 2017.
25. John Zwetsloot, email message to the author, 21 September 2017.
26. John Zwetsloot is noted on the album cover as the original composer of Into Infinite
Obscurity.
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when he was at high school and “still dreamed of becoming a musician”.
As we continued emailing back and forth, he wrote more vehemently that
I had violated his integrity and my actions constituted an intentional and
serious infringement of copyright.
On the evening of the album launch quite a few people came with the
expectation of receiving a copy. I explained my situation, Zwetloot’s
position, and that The Grief Prophesy wouldn’t be distributed as planned.27
Several people gave me their email addresses in case things changed. As an
alternative, Anders and Filip played a live version of Into Infinite Infinity
together. A single “listening copy” of the album remained in the store
throughout the weeks of GIBCA. Sometimes Anders, who ran the shop,
would play it loud on the stereo system.
A few weeks later, one of the only occasions that Zwetsloot wrote to me
in English, his tone had softened: “Sorry for the silence. I have been really
busy lately and I had to put away all the old memories for a while to be able
to focus on everything that needs to be done back home. I will try to get the
time to write again soon”.28

Epilogue: Unreleased
If The Grief Prophesy resists a clear point of catharsis, muddying access to the
“effective mourning” Hjalmar Falk hopes for, I have come to understand
the project’s fugitive contribution to the question, “Where do I end and you
begin?” Its prophesy speaks to an ongoing uncertainty in the arrangement
of emotions and histories around places, objects, and people. The album’s
“unreleased” status adds a dimension of incompleteness and a literal absence
that sometimes frustrates, yet at other times seems perfectly apt.

27. I was under contract to GIBCA at the time and the Director of Röda Sten Konsthall
quickly pointed to this fact. In the document I had signed, I had agreed to secure all
necessary copyright permissions.
28. Zwetsloot, email message to the author, 31 October 2017.
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Throughout, Zwetsloot and I have remained in a state of disagreement.
He insists The Grief Prophesy is “only my music and Kristian Wåhlin’s image”.
I insist, with reference to Swedish Copyright law, the “inner form” of the
Into Infinite Obscurity recordings on my album constitute new and original
works. In order to settle the matter, we could go to court, where a Swedish
judge would listen to all three tracks and determine whether I have a case
for “transformative use”.29 Though unlikely, this might provide an interesting
point of conclusion to the project, offering an official judgement.
For now, the albums sit in cardboard boxes in my studio. Not quite all 416
though. I briefly had a Bandcamp site for The Grief Prophesy, where you
could listen to the tracks or “buy” the album for a nominal postage cost.
Someone requested a copy just before I disabled the account, and I sent
an album to their address in Japan. Last year “Patrik” from Gothenburg wrote
to me and said:
I can’t exactly remember on what I googled to find it but I am a big fan
of Kristian Wåhlin and his art. That together with the fact I live close
to Ramberget and see it every day from my kitchen window and that
I really enjoyed the music on the album makes me want to have a copy.
Is it possible to get one somehow?30

29. This has been a difficult argument to present in Sweden. No “fair use” clause exists
in current legislation, but it does include: “If a person, in free connection with another
work, has created a new and independent work, his copyright shall not be subject to the
right in the original work”. In 2017, a case brought to the Swedish Supreme Court gave
one of the first rulings in favour of the creation of an independent artistic work from
an existing original work.
30. “Patrik”, email message to the author, 18 April 2018.

The Grief Prophesy 12” LP. Image courtesy of Hendrik Zeitler.

Water tower at Keillers Park. Gothenburg, Sweden, 8 August 2017.
Image courtesy of Maddie Leach.
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Lowering Simon Fraser
New Westminster, Canada
2017–19

At some point between 1986 and 1988 a large section of granite disappeared
from the Simon Fraser Monument in New Westminster,1 British Columbia.
In the process of relocation, from a grassy traffic island near the Pattullo
Bridge to the new riverfront boardwalk at Westminster Quay, Simon Fraser—
‘Explorer’—was lowered by a good four feet. There is no record of what
happened to the removed section, and the original stature of the monument
is long forgotten. This is where Lowering Simon Fraser began, from a simple
question and an act of curiosity: what happened to that piece of stone? Barry
Dykes, archivist at the City of New Westminster, suggested it had probably
been left at the City Works Depot in the late 1980s, adding that the depot
site was now a car park. He thought the granite block was likely to be either
rubble or landfill; I liked to imagine it lodged in someone’s back garden,
mossy and overgrown with ivy.
This isn’t the only instance of lowering that my title refers to. In order
to make way for new road approaches to the bridge, the monument had
been disassembled and moved on two previous occasions, once in 1937
and again in 1957. Each relocation placed the monument further downhill
from its original site at the summit of Prospect Park,2 unintentionally
enacting a perspectival shrinking of both the man and the material. For the
past thirty-two years the Simon Fraser Monument has resided on the Quay
near the River Market building. At this fourth location it is closer to the

1.

New Westminster is a municipality of Metro Vancouver lying close to where the
Fraser River branches into its northern and southern arms, before reaching the Strait
of Georgia on Canada’s west coast. In 1858 the small settlement was proclaimed
a “second England on the shores of the Pacific” and briefly held the position of capital
of the colony of British Columbia (quoted in Jean Barman, The West Beyond the West:
A History of British Columbia [Toronto: University of Toronto, 1996], 71). New
Westminster still claims the title “Royal City” in reference to its name, bestowed
by Queen Victoria herself. Vancouverites usually shorten this to “New West”.

2.

Prospect Park was renamed Albert Crescent Park at some point in the early twentieth
century during urban development of the area.
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river than it has ever been.3 In 1988, when the monument was installed
here, in addition to reducing the plinth, the bronze bust was also rotated
180 degrees—the effect being that Simon Fraser has his back to the river
and appears to gaze directly into the Paddlewheeler Pub & Grill. This is a
noticeable contrast to the monument’s former grand view atop Prospect Park
when “the rugged face of Fraser” appeared “silent and inscrutable as he looked
out upon the river that he discovered a century ago”.4
If the Simon Fraser Monument has undergone stages in its lowering, it also
materialised through a two-step process: the granite plinth was installed
in 1908 and the bronze bust (by celebrated Montreal sculptor Louis-Phillipe
Hébert) was added in 1911. Both were occasions for civic fanfare with street
parades, bands, and speeches by provincial politicians and local men of note—
many of whom were members of the Native Sons of British Columbia.5
It was Post Number 4, the New Westminster branch, that raised the funds
to commission the monument for the 100th anniversary of Simon Fraser’s
“discovery” of the river bearing his name. Photographs of both unveilings
magnify the object’s dimensions whereby the plinth appears to have a girth
as wide as two men, and the black top hats worn by assembled dignitaries
barely reach its half-way point.

3.

In the early twentieth century this area of New Westminster was part of Chinatown and
known as “the swamp” for its soft, muddy ground and vulnerability to river tides.

4.

“Fraser is Honoured”, The British Columbian, 4 October 1911.

5.

The Native Sons of British Columbia were a “secret” fraternal society operating in the
province for much of the twentieth century. Membership required evidence of being
born in British Columbia and it has been suggested that the organisation was modelled
on California’s Native Sons of the Golden West. Forrest Pass argues that Native
Sons of BC membership appealed most strongly to “skilled labourers, white-collar
employees, small businessmen and minor professionals” whose public activities “sought
to popularize a conception of the province’s history that equated the legacy of the
pioneers with the values of the lower middle class”. The Native Sons are now mostly
remembered for their vigorous support of British Columbia’s “Asian Exclusion” policies.
Pass also notes that “although the membership was overwhelmingly white, from its
very inception the organization admitted non-white British Columbians into its ranks.
Its constitution included no racial proscriptions until 1925, when membership was
amended to exclude people of Asian descent”. See “‘The Wondrous Story and Traditions
of the Country’: The Native Sons of British Columbia and the Role of Myth in the
Formation of an Urban Middle Class”, BC Studies, no. 151 (2006): 3–38.
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Who is Simon Fraser?
In 2015 I was in Vancouver to take up a Field House residency with the
Contemporary Art Gallery (CAG).6 I made several day excursions along
the Fraser River with curator Shaun Dacey. We went east to Hope, south
to Surrey, west through Delta, and out to the coast. I took the Skytrain
to New Westminster to visit the Fraser River Discovery Centre, ate lunch
near the monument to Simon Fraser on the riverside boardwalk, and took
a photograph of the bronze bust. In the background, hanging baskets of frothy
pink and purple petunias offered a cheery contrast to the heavy-set features
of Hébert’s Fraser.
I later learned that Vancouver has two other objects dedicated to Simon
Fraser. “Fraser Cairn” is a roughly hewn granite block with a bronze plaque,
installed in 1931 on a coastal lookout near the Musqueam Reserve and
University of British Columbia (UBC). More recently, in 2015, Vancouver
conceptual artist Ken Lum was commissioned to produce the sculpture
Simon Fraser as part of the public art programme for a large shopping mall
development at Marine Gateway in South Vancouver. His bronze imagines
Fraser as a hybrid figure, part Huckleberry Finn, part Rodin’s The Thinker,
seated on a tree stump, barefoot, chin resting in hand. One other project,
from 1967, remains unrealised—a large sculptural portrait of Simon Fraser
that was commissioned by Simon Fraser University on receipt of a donation
from Lafarge Cement company.7

6.

In 1986, as a teenager, I came to Vancouver with my parents and brother on a muchanticipated first overseas holiday when the city was hosting Expo ’86. We stayed
in New Westminster with my Great Aunt Minerva and visited my Grandmother Sadie
who lived in an apartment block nearby. I also visited briefly in 1997, on my way
to Alaska, again staying in New Westminster. In 2014, on route to England, I stopped
in Vancouver for a few days, and met with Nigel Prince and Shaun Dacey at the CAG.

7.

There is a long account, written by Brad McLeod, for SFU’s student magazine The Peak
about the process and selection of artist George Norris. Apparently, Norris proposed
a five-foot bronze bust of Simon Fraser with “two massive concrete columns” in front
of a twenty-seven-foot concrete rendition of the Fraser Canyon. See “Statue or Bust:
A Look Behind the Human Sculptures of SFU”, https://the-peak.ca/2015/09/statue-orbust-a-look-behind-the-human-sculptures-of-sfu/.
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According to journalist Stephen Hume, thirty-six geographic features
in British Columbia are named after Simon Fraser. However, for the most
part, in this corner of Canada, it is the names Fraser River, Fraser Valley, and
Simon Fraser University that constitute an everyday connection to a fur trader
and frontiersman of Scottish descent. Hume writes:
Fraser was a seminal figure in our province’s creation story, yet few of us
know much about the man…. Fraser is little more than a name on a
teacher’s blackboard, at best dimly remembered from a cursory answer
to some school exam question. So who is Simon Fraser?8
Simon Fraser was fourteen when he was apprenticed, by his uncles, to the
Montreal-based North West Company. Fifteen years later, in 1805, he was
assigned the task of establishing fur trading posts and locating navigable
travel routes to the Pacific Ocean from the Canadian interior west of the
Rockies. The company intended Fraser to capitalise on reconnaissance trips
made in the area by Alexander Mackenzie in the late 1790s, and to establish
basic settlements as a means to advance claims to land ownership and block
American interests in the territory.
The Columbia River discharges into the Pacific Ocean from the coast
of Oregon; establishing its point of origin was a driving force in the search
for a Northwest Passage as a viable shipping route. Fraser’s canoe party
set out from Fort George (present day Prince George), more than 350
kilometres from the headwaters of the Fraser River, and throughout his
journey Simon Fraser was convinced he was travelling the Columbia River.
Arriving somewhere near present-day South Vancouver on 2 July 1808,
a stoic logbook entry gives little away of what must have been a substantial
disappointment: “The latitude is 49º nearly, while that of the entrance to the
Columbia is 46º20'. This River, therefore, is not the Columbia”.
That Fraser never reached the coast, where the river meets the Strait
of Georgia, is often sidestepped in historical narratives or directly blamed

8.

Stephen Hume, Simon Fraser: In Search of Modern British Columbia (Madeira Park:
Harbour Publishing, 2008), 21.
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on the fierce “hostility” of Musqueam “howling like wolves”.9 Some writers
mention Fraser’s inability to convince Kwantlen to send runners ahead of his
canoe party in order to alert Musqueam to the arrival of “white men with
no bad intentions”.10 Musqueam narratives convey knowledge of Fraser’s theft
of a large Kwantlen canoe, their justifiable suspicion of his motives, and a role
in the rightful return of the dugout to their neighbours.11

They came down from Shuswap country 12
It is known that Fraser and his crew were heavily reliant for their survival
on the advice, physical assistance and hospitality of Interior Salish and Coast
Salish communities along the length of the river.13 However, it is Fraser’s
“epic” traverse of Fraser Canyon and the Hell’s Gate rapids that receives
significant focus in embellished narratives and historic illustrations, omitting
any figures other than those of the explorer and his crew. In 1926 John
Innes illustrated a series of captioned drawings titled The Romance of British
Columbia that were published as a serial in Vancouver newspapers. They
include drawings of “Simon Fraser Starting Upon the Great Adventure”.
Drawings by C. W. Jefferys from the 1940s titled “Simon Fraser Descending

9.

Don Benson, Simon Fraser: The Perilous Journey (New Westminster: Westminster
Publishing, 2008), 40.

10. Ibid.
11. Jim Kew, Protocol Officer for Musqueam First Nation, in conversation with the author,
14 August 2018.
12. Part of a description of an encounter with Simon Fraser’s party by Nlha7kápmx people,
quoted by Cole Harris in The Resettlement of British Columbia: Essays on Colonialism and
Geographical Change (Vancouver: UBC Press, 1997), 103.
13. Simon Fraser’s original journals were lost and survive only as “fair copies” that are
modified versions of the originals. Amateur historian and poet Don Benson “quotes”
Fraser’s account of his interaction with First Nations communities. For example, with
Kwantlen: “At 8 A.M.we arrived at a large village. The Chief invited us to his house,
and served us with fish and berries… . The Chief consented to lend us his large canoe &
to accompany us himself on the morrow”. The next entry describes a disagreement with
the Chief over the “promised” canoe in which Fraser glosses over what is now clearly
understood as theft of a Kwantlen dugout: “However, as we could not go without the
canoe, we persisted, and at last gained our point”. See Benson, Simon Fraser: The Perilous
Journey, 2008.
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the Fraser River” are well-recognised images appearing in a number
of Canadian history books.
These artistic depictions, Fraser’s journals, and Indigenous oral histories
express different interpretations of events. Geographer Cole Harris refers
to a Nlha7kápmx oral history in which the auburn-haired, blue-eyed Fraser
is described as the reappearance of Coyote, a “transformer” figure previously
involved in “arranging things on earth”.14 Harris then quotes Fraser’s own
record of the meeting, near the confluence of the Fraser and Thompson
rivers, in which “The ‘Great Chief’ made a ‘long harangue’, pointing to the
sun, the four quarters of the world, and the explorer”.15
Further down river, approaching the village of Qayqayt (close to presentday New Westminster), Simon Fraser would have paddled past a rock
named Sxwoymelh, very near to what would become Prospect Park. The
rock was a “transformer stone” considered to contain a living spirit where
an ancestor has been halted and frozen in stone for their wrongdoing. Such
geographic features are considered important information markers for those
who encounter them in Salish territories. The Sxwoymelh rock was buried
or destroyed around 1902 by construction engineers working on the New
Westminster Rail Bridge.16 Six years later, the large granite pedestal for the
Simon Fraser Monument was erected in Prospect Park.

14. Transformers or Xexá:ls appear in the histories of Salish peoples living in what is now
southwestern British Columbia. Their purpose was to make alterations and corrections
to a world that was “not quite right … when animals and people could speak to one
another and assume one another’s forms”. Throughout their travels in the province,
including much of present-day Fraser Valley, Vancouver, and Harrison Lake, they
“turned people who acted wrongly into stone … rewarded others for their generosity
by transforming them into valuable resources (including the cedar tree, the sturgeon
and the beaver”. From Keith Thor Carlson (ed.), A Stó:lo-Coast Salish Historical Atlas
(Vancouver: Douglas & McIntyre and Stó:lo Nation, 2001), 6.
15. Harris, Resettlement of British Columbia, 103.
16. Andreé Boisselle, Our Constitution is Set in Stone: Looking at the Transformer Stories
through the Lens of the Law (Chilliwack: Stó:lo Research & Resource Centre, 2010),
Appendix 1, 43.
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Bubbling up from under a rock
In 2016, in the Vancouver Public Library, I found a special commemorative
book on the Fraser River published by Beautiful British Columbia magazine
for Expo ’86. The book contained a photograph of a man wearing a Nordicstyle sweater and red pompom hat, crouching beside a small pile of rocks
on a grassy alpine plateau. In the caption the editors claim that in the
summer of ’85, staff photographer Maurice Borrelly (in the pompom hat) and
a helicopter pilot discovered the source of “the mighty Fraser” at Fraser Pass
in the Canadian Rockies, close to the border between British Columbia and
Alberta. They described the river’s headwaters rather quaintly, as a “trickle,
bubbling up from under a rock and down to a pond that, in turn, lets loose
a rivulet rolling down a slope”.17
The first time I used the title Lowering Simon Fraser was in March 2017 for
a public submission to the City of New Westminster Heritage Commission.
I was seeking the committee’s support to lower the Simon Fraser Monument
a further five inches by removing another section of its granite pedestal and
depositing it in Fraser Pass, within the “bubbling trickle” that becomes the
Fraser River. My proposal described how this modest monolith would, over
aeons, journey down river, eventually arriving back in New Westminster
as a small stone. Using a digital sketch, with the section I wanted to remove
marked in bright red, I explained to the committee that my proposition was
intended as a comparatively subtle act of continuation (it was, after all, only
five inches), but one that would make visible an inadvertent history in which
city officials and property developers had already reduced the status of a
public monument.
On one level there is a perfunctory aspect to the title Lowering Simon Fraser,
it simply describes what has physically taken place: the monument has
become smaller. However, as a verb, “lowering” points to an action occurring
in the present, a continued effort not yet complete, while also drawing
associations of diminishment, humbling, downgrading, and dishonouring.

17. Bryan McGill and Linda Poon, “The Fraser River, British Columbia, Canada”, in A
special publication of Beautiful British Columbia magazine (Victoria, BC: Ministry
of Tourism, 1986): 4.
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It is the kind of lowering reflected in a 1937 newspaper report describing the
“indignation of a descendent of Simon Fraser” upon seeing the disassembled
monument “being booted around, children playing with it, rolling it down the
slope like Easter eggs”.18
Lowering Simon Fraser also evolved on the cusp of events concerning
colonial memorials elsewhere, including calls for the removal of Confederate
monuments in the United States and national debate over Canadian
monuments to John A. MacDonald.19 In New Westminster, a bronze statue
of Judge Begbie (“the hanging judge”) outside the Law Courts became the
focus of intense local debate.20 In contrast, the Native Son’s monument
to Fraser has remained relatively free from scrutiny; its riverside presence
and squat proportions go largely unnoticed, and public memory of the
organisation that funded it has long since faded.

Part of the ‘poetic gesture’
My proposal for Lowering Simon Fraser was presented to the City of New
Westminster Heritage Commission, the Public Art Committee and, on 12
June 2017, a Regular Meeting of City Council. Other items on the agenda
that day included an “Environmental Poster Award Presentation”, “508 Agnes
Street (The Masonic Hall): Heritage Alteration Permit Application No. 100”,
and “Car Trip Reduction Program Guiding Principles and Transit Subsidy”.
Lowering Simon Fraser was discussed after Item 9 “Unfinished Business”.

18. “Not Stolen, Merely Taken to Safe Place!”, The British Columbian, 1937 (New
Westminster Archives, newspaper clipping in Simon Fraser Monument collection,
no exact date).
19. For example, the City of Victoria, the capital of British Columbia on Vancouver Island,
removed a statue of John A. McDonald at the entrance to City Hall on 11 August
2018, after a year of public discussion. McDonald was the first Canadian Prime Minister
and is regarded as “the architect” of Canada’s residential school system. The traumatic
and enduring consequences of residential schools for Indigenous children and their
communities was a core reason for establishing Canada’s Truth and Reconciliation
Commission in 2008.
20. In 2017 public calls were voiced in New Westminster to remove a bronze statue
of Judge Begbie, known as “the hanging judge ”, for his unwarranted sentencing to death
of five Tsilhqot’in men in 1864, during the Chilcotin War. New Westminster City
Council voted to remove the statue in May 2019.
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I wasn’t in Vancouver at the time and CAG Director Nigel Prince and Rob
McCullough, Manager, Museums and Heritage Services, spoke on behalf
of the project. Heather Corbett, Committee Clerk, did a valiant job
of minuting the discussion. Only once, perhaps inadvertently, did she insert
an element of doubt through the use of quotation marks in the following
bullet point:
• Taking the extracted material back to the source is part of the ‘poetic
gesture’ that is associated with Simon Fraser and connecting it to the
river that bears his name;
The minutes conclude:
Council members noted the following in discussion:
• It should be ensured that utmost respect is shown to the truth and
reconciliation process and that the project recognizes the First Nation
territory that the stone is going into; and,
• Appreciation was given to this interesting project for the opportunity
to learn more about [the] history of the statue and to the artist for
concentrating on New Westminster.
There are divergent, and competing claims to New Westminster by First
Nation groups, including those of Musqueam, Kwantlen, Tsawwassen,
Katzie, and Qayqayt. In 2017, the City of New Westminster had announced
an alliance with Qayqayt (formerly known as the New Westminster Indian
Band), one of the smallest First Nations in Canada and the only Nation
without a land base.21 Rob McCullough was quick to note that this was
still an emergent process by the City towards achieving reconciliation goals
set by the provincial government. Chief Rhonda Larrabee was, effectively,
the singular public face of Qayqayt First Nation and Rob offered to make
an introduction for CAG, the institutional face of Lowering Simon Fraser.

21. Since the early 1990s contemporary recognition of Qayqayt is largely attributed to the
efforts of Rhonda Larrabee, who is their current Chief. As the New Westminster Indian
Band, Qayqayt had been listed as “inactive” on the 1951 General List of Reserves. They
are considered an Independent First Nation, without involvement in treaty processes
or tribal associations, and currently have twelve members.
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Near Blackrock Mountain in British Columbia
From Sweden, I emailed the Land Title and Survey Authority of British
Columbia requesting information on “land title at Fraser Pass, near
Blackrock Mountain in British Columbia. Approximately 53°04'44.2"N
119°07'09.7"W”. Tracey Nguyen wrote back confirming “It is Crown Land….
There is no First Nation Reserve in the Park”. She sent me two maps from
the volumes of the Alberta and British Columbia Boundary 1917–1921. Along
with Fraser Pass and Fraser River, the maps identified Mt Fraser, Simon Peak,
Fraser Glacier, Simon Glacier, and Simon Creek.
Simpcw First Nation are part of the larger Shuswap Nation. A map of their
land, posted on their website, appeared to include Fraser Pass on its eastern
border, but it was hard to tell exactly. Ian Cameron, Rights and Title
Research Officer at Simpcw First Nation, replied very simply to my enquiry:
Good morning Maddie,
I have forwarded your message to Simpcw First Nation Chief and
Council. I am sure they will respond in due course.22
In October, I emailed Yellowhead Helicopters Ltd who ran their service
from the town of Valemount, about a forty-minute flight from Fraser Pass.
In summer their priority task was to fight wildfires, but they also offered
tourist flights on Monday and Friday mornings. On his email signature, base
manager Matt Morison had an unattributed quote that said: “No man ever
steps in the same river twice, for it’s not the same river and he’s not the same
man”. Matt was quick to reply and confirm that they could help. I gave him
the dimensions of the piece of granite that was to be cut from the Simon
Fraser Monument, estimating its weight at 200 pounds. He replied: “It is very
likely it will have to be carried in the rear passenger compartment… . We can
fly with the slab underneath the helicopter however, (but) it is against
Transport Canada regulations to have passengers onboard when doing so”.

22. Ian Cameron, email correspondence with the author, 16 January 2018. No further
response was received from Simpcw First Nation.
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I also asked Matt if he knew whether the area lay within Simpcw Nation
territory, but he didn’t. He estimated a round trip would cost about $2600
and that we could make a provisional booking for 7 August 2018 at 8 a.m.

Your frustration is understandable 23
Not long before Lowering Simon Fraser was proposed to the Regular Meeting
of the New Westminster City Council in June 2017, Shaun Dacey left his
position at CAG for the Directorship of another gallery in the city. He and
I had entertained speculative plans about hiking up to Fraser Pass in an effort
to see the terrain, and to locate the exact whereabouts of the mysterious
“bubbling” trickle. Shaun’s departure from the project was followed by the
onset of the summer months and annual holidays, the install of new
exhibitions at CAG, and a grant application to Creative New Zealand to assist
CAG with funding Lowering Simon Fraser. In November 2017, Kimberly
Phillips joined CAG as their new curator. Then it was Christmas.
By early 2018, a noticeable silence was apparent in relation to CAG’s
attempts to contact Chief Rhonda Larrabee of Qayqayt, and my own
attempts with Simpwc First Nation. Follow up emails received no response,
and I recall a creeping feeling of inertia settling over the project
as emails ineffectively proxied for actual conversation between multiple
correspondents. In late February, Rob McCullough confirmed that he’d
received an email from Chief Larrabee in which she had relayed her
disinterest in the Lowering Simon Fraser project. Nigel said that this was
surprising news for CAG, but acknowledged their attempts to contact Chief
Larrabee had “floundered”. A few days earlier Kimberly had been out to New
Westminster and met with Rob. She wrote to say he had explained “it has
taken the City a great deal of time to build up trust with Chief Larrabee …
and (Rob) was very explicit with me that the City is expressly committed
to supporting Larrabee’s interests … if she does not wish to support

23. Nigel Prince, email correspondence with the author and Kimberly Phillips,
27 February 2018.
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it (Lowering Simon Fraser), they feel the project will not be able to go forward
as originally planned”.24
I never knew what Chief Larrabee said directly to Rob about Lowering
Simon Fraser, but I understood that she conveyed a concern that the
proposal refocused attention on a monument that was of little interest, and
problematic, to her own community. Kimberly put it more precisely:
I could imagine that one of the concerns she might have could stem
from the fact that the project is initiated by a (white) artist from another
settler colony (New Zealand). I am projecting here of course, but many
of the Indigenous artists and educators I know are wary of projects that
propose a kind of dismantling of the colonial past that is nonetheless
being propelled by white institutions, which themselves are structurally
still colonial. I myself am white!25

I have been thinking about Simon Fraser at night during the haunting hours 26
In the months that followed, the best word to describe Lowering Simon Fraser
was becalmed. Many of my conversations around its stagnation remained
entwined in perceptions and problematics of the man himself. At their most
pointed, Fraser was called out as a liar and a thief, as well as a harbinger
of the destructive and invasive forces of colonialism. Other times Fraser’s role
as a “fur trader” was afforded a separate, somewhat benign, position from the
colonial project that established New Westminster for the British Empire.
Some of the most unusual, but informative, discussions I had were with
Stephen Scheving, a retired city planner for New Westminster, who could
often be found at the microfiche machine in the Archives office. Barry Dykes
and Rob McCullough both knew him well.

24. Kimberly Phillips, email correspondence with the author, 23 February 2018.
25. Kimberly Phillips, email correspondence with the author, 20 February 2018.
26. Stephen Scheving, email correspondence with the author, 6 June 2018.
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I remained curious about the lack of any record, images, or media reports
on the Simon Fraser Monument’s relocation and rededication on Westminster
Quay in 1988. When I returned to Sweden, Stephen offered to help with
a search for information. A couple of months later he wrote:
I have now traced the matter of the May 1988 event a bit further.
I have confirmed that the City was not involved in the 75th Anniversary
celebration for the Harbour Commission. According to Allan Domas,
the former Harbour Master during the 1990s, the Fraser Port put on the
event itself. The event was small and the press did not attend. Therefore,
there is not any press story to uncover. He further advised that all records
were sent to what is now Port Metro Vancouver. He is of the opinion
that any records have probably been destroyed by now. I have attempted
to reach and speak to Port Metro Vancouver. They have not returned
my calls.27
The last photograph taken of the Simon Fraser Monument before it was
dismantled, shortened, and moved to Westminster Quay was by Bill Keay
for the Vancouver Sun. In the foreground of the picture a young girl, with
long blonde ponytails, sits astride one of the Field Howitzer cannons that
had accompanied the monument since the 1930s. The caption reports that
Melissa was waiting for a bus with her mother. The base of the granite
pedestal dominates the photograph’s background, the column that was later
removed looms over Melissa and is clearly scrawled with graffiti. Above a few
lightning bolt motifs, and the words “New Wave” and “TEDZ”, was a hard-toread unpunctuated sentence that I thought said “Kids the problem I believe
are fucking facts”.

You can hear the past whispering to you
During my last residency with CAG28 I had a memorable meeting with Jim
Kew and Bill Chu on the Musqueam Reserve near UBC, and an interesting,

27. Stephen Scheving, email correspondence with the author, 15 November 2018.
28. Beginning in June 2015, I had three specific residency periods of four to six weeks
duration at the CAG Field House. The last was in August 2018.

83

if restrained, conversation with Lisa Smith at the Old Hastings Mill Store
Museum, run by the Native Daughters of British Columbia. Jim was Protocol
Officer for Musqueam and Bill is a well-known Christian activist within
Vancouver’s Chinese community. He and Jim were friends and collaborators
as a result of Bill’s Canadians for Reconciliation organisation.29 During the
course of our conversation, they voiced their doubtfulness regarding Chief
Rhonda Larrabee, quickly dismissing her claim to New Westminster and
her knowledge of oral histories. Jim was “surprised” at why the City of New
Westminster was requiring me to seek Qayqayt support for Lowering Simon
Fraser, and said that Musqueam would be prepared to support my proposal
if I could convey its relevance to his community. Both of them gave
unsolicited suggestions for how the project might be made bolder and more
visible with the addition of other sculptural objects, rather than the removal
of the granite section. Afterwards Bill offered a ride back to the city, adding
that, if we didn’t mind, he first needed to collect some horse manure for his
rose bushes from a local contact Jim had given him.
The Old Hastings Mill Store Museum’s website notes it is housed
in “Vancouver’s Oldest Building” and “when it’s quiet … you can hear
the past whispering to you”. The museum has been run since 1931 by the
Native Daughters of BC Post No.1. and its dimly lit interior reveals their
self-described “fine collection of First Nations basketry and carvings along
with an eclectic assortment of fascinating curios donated by Vancouverites
over the years”. When I met Lisa at the museum, a still-life drawing
group were gathered around a table, concentrating intently on a porcelain
teapot and cups.
The Native Daughters had outlived The Native Sons, and I was curious
to know if there was any affinity among the Daughters for the Simon Fraser
Monument. It seemed there wasn’t—they were unaware of its existence, but
curious to learn more. In an email Janet Logie noted:

29. At our meeting, Bill Chu described Canadians for Reconciliation as “a small grassroots
organization which focused initially on the Indigenous conditions in BC … long before
2008, when Canada funded the Truth and Reconciliation Commission”.
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your research sounds interesting. As a teacher I’m interested in historical
thinking… . We have an interesting issue regarding a Parks Canada
plaque commemorating John Hendry—a lumber baron. We agreed to put
it on our site while it had been rejected at other parks.30
Lisa and I speculated about their museum becoming a repository for
unwanted commemorative objects, and whether the bronze bust of Simon
Fraser would ever enter their collection.

New Directions, False Starts, Failed Attempts, & Old Projects 31
Before returning to Sweden, my last meeting was with Michael Kluckner.
We’d found his website via Google when I was looking for Vancouver-based
illustrators and cartoonists.32 Michael was self-taught and had published
books “on the history of Canadian cities, heritage, planning issues and art”,
including Vancouver the Way It Was (1984), Vanishing Vancouver (1990),
Paving Paradise (1991), and British Columbia in Watercolour (1993).
Michael was president of the Vancouver Historical Society, and his biography
mentioned he’d had a brief career as a political cartoonist for the Vancouver
Sun and Victoria Times, though he’d noted, “to be honest, I really never
would have become an A-list cartoonist”. Still, on 29 December 1979,
Michael had filled an entire front page section of the Sun with a pen-andink drawing captioned End of the Seventies, a clear riff on Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely
Hearts Club Band, that he described as an assemblage of “Vietnamese boat
people, Jane Fonda, Kent State, starving Indians … the Bee Gees … Henry
Kissinger, Nixon and Watergate … Ayatollah Khomeini, Margaret Trudeau
… and ‘Jaws’”. More recently, he’d published a graphic novel called 2050:
A Post-Apocalyptic Murder Mystery (2016) and another titled Toshiko (2015).

30. Janet Logie, email correspondence with the author, 14 August 2018.
31. Section heading from Michael Kluckner’s website, www.michaelkluckner.com.
32. In 2018, my husband Julian was in Vancouver with me and found Michael’s work.
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The shift in his drawing style for these new publications was interesting.
There was something naïve yet technically competent and unfussy about his
use of pencil and digitally added captions. He gave a short reply to the email
I sent him about Lowering Simon Fraser: “This sounds most interesting. I can
meet tomorrow … how about 10 a.m. at Uprising Bakery?” When we met,
I showed him my timeline of the Simon Fraser Monument, peppered with
a selection of images from various archives. He’d looked at my website, and
as we spoke Michael used phrases like “art speak” and “the uninitiated” and
was clearly suspicious of certain tendencies in contemporary art: “That’s the
freedom of abstract art: it’s hard to offend someone with it, easier to bore
perhaps”.33
Michael knew the C. W. Jefferys and John Innes depictions of Fraser’s
journey. I asked him about the possibility of drawing the monument’s
downhill trajectory in New Westminster as an addition to the existing
archive, telling him of my fixation with the missing granite section, the
little-known point of origin of the Fraser River in the Rockies, and the
sense of duration and diminishment at the core of my proposal. I described
the feeling of stasis surrounding Lowering Simon Fraser and how, from
my perspective, an obstacle––in the form of an elusive and immovable
Chief Rhonda Larrabee––had appeared between me and the realisation
of the project.
On a number of earlier occasions, it had been suggested I consider inviting
an Indigenous artist to collaborate on Lowering Simon Fraser; that this
would offer a means of traction for the project, and a more effective route
to dialogue and support from Indigenous communities. Having formed the
proposal in relative conceptual isolation, I doubted the authenticity of such
a gesture on my part. It also raised the question of revised artistic authorship
and––given the project had not emerged from any direct conversation
with First Nations groups––the spectre of instrumentalization. I suspected
my hesitancy indicated the idiosyncrasy of Lowering Simon Fraser: that
its dogged pursuit of a small monolith (sliced from a granite pedestal,
helicoptered to a remote plateau and incrementally reduced to a pebble

33. Michael Kluckner, email correspondence with the author, 27 December 2018.
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over “aeons”) could be traced to an obstinate singularity on my part. Eric
Fredericksen, Head of Public Art for the City of Vancouver, later identified
this problem in a wry observation: “When you know what you want to do,
it is difficult to engage in consultation around it”.34
Some tensions around collaboration were present in my work with Michael.
He was twenty years older than me, had “come of age” in Vancouver’s
student counter-culture scene of the Seventies, and had been self-employed
for a long time. He once mentioned he’d left his cartooning position at the
Sun because of disagreements with his Editor. I got the feeling he’d been a bit
of a firebrand. Over the years, his books had gained a certain iconic status
in Vancouver’s leftist middle class; Kimberly mentioned she’d grown-up with
a copy of Vancouver the Way It Was on her parents’ coffee table.
I wanted to work with Michael in part because of his long association with
local ‘heritage issues’ and the style of his drawing, but also for continuity with
a specific illustrated history of British Columbia. In the logic of my narrative,
it made sense that Lowering Simon Fraser would be a record of a monument
to a white man, raised and lowered by white men, drawn by a white man.
In our early conversations Michael was clear about his lack of interest
in being an illustrative “scribe”. Understandably, it was the possibilities
of interpretation and story-telling that he responded to, enthusiastically
relaying his admiration for the work of artist William Kentridge and the
potential for a sequence of animated drawings.35
We agreed on a fee, though I was uncertain about which direction the project
should take. Via email and Skype, we discussed methods of recreating some
of the archival images that recorded the monument’s unveilings in 1908 and

34. Eric Fredericksen, in conversation with the author, 31 October 2019.
35. The context of this discussion was a continued desire on my part to locate something
at the site of the monument. The possibility of back projection on a large bank
of windows in the La Perla Ballroom (located above the Paddlewheeler Pub) was
something CAG and I explored for some weeks. Symbolically, the monument would
have appeared to gaze directly at a flickering pictorial narrative of its own existence,
and I was imagining projected images that would only be visible from dusk to dawn.
However, after a seemingly productive first meeting, Silvio, manager of La Perla, never
responded to messages or phone calls.
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1911, and employing aspects of editorial cartooning in the depiction of those
attending. Some weeks later Michael sent a drawing presenting a vision
somewhat different from my own. Channelling his End of the Seventies
image for the Sun, he had included historical figures such as the artist Emily
Carr, a Catholic nun, Indigenous women and children, and a relic from
a Musqueam midden.
A Skype conversation between myself, Michael, and Kimberly became
intently focused on the appropriateness of including Indigenous and Asian
figures within the drawings, and how those figures were drawn. It was clear
that Kimberly and Michael did not share the same view. Later, I received
an email which Michael signed off “I feel rather censored, but it is your
project after all. Have a good Christmas”.36
After Christmas, I wrote back to Michael:
I think we have competing intentions operating in the thinking around
the project at this point—one being the desire to employ satire towards
the white history of this monument, the other being to empathically
include an image of those who are excluded from that history.
Conceptually, this might be a fundamental incompatibility…. This
is what I think doesn’t work with the current drawing where we have
tried to include ‘everybody’.37
Michael and I returned to the original impulse at the centre of Lowering
Simon Fraser: the proposed act of dismantling, cutting, and relocating the
granite slab to Fraser Pass. Linking this to his recent work with graphic novels,
what resulted was book with a sequence of fifty-three uncaptioned drawings
that travel from the Rockies to New Westminster and back to Fraser Pass,
tracking the monument’s downhill progression, it’s celebration, and virtual
abandonment. Michael came up with a helicopter crossed with a canoe as a
visual motif, appearing each time the monument undergoes relocation.

36. Michael Kluckner, email correspondence with the author, 22 December 2018.
37. Email correspondence from the author to Michael Kluckner, 27 December 2018.
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The final images depict the small granite monolith at Fraser Pass, half
submerged in a stream, a caribou grazing nearby. These are followed by a
finale Michael also proposed: New Westminster’s waterfront beset by a rising
river; a stoic Simon Fraser atop his squat pedestal, slowly drowning. When
I sent him images of the test pressing from the printers in China, Michael
seemed happy: “Looks great—it’s such a Zen publication with no fancy
words or pompous statements”.38 The colophon is printed on the back
cover and attributes ‘Concept and editing by Maddie Leach. Drawings and
interpretation by Michael Kluckner.’

Leaving only calcium carbonate behind 39
It takes about seven minutes to walk from the Anvil Center to the Simon
Fraser Monument on Westminster Quay. You traverse an elevated walkway
above the railway tracks and then descend a staircase near the “world’s tallest
Tin Soldier” sculpture—a giant toy figure in red, blue, and yellow—styled
after a Sergeant Major of the Royal Engineers Columbia Detachment. Then
you head west along the boardwalk, with the river to your left.
The Anvil Center, “where commerce, culture, and community meet”,
is the biggest building in downtown New Westminster. It was completed
in 2014 and takes up most of a corner block; its glass façade towers over
older buildings on Columbia Street. The building houses the city’s archives,
museum, the New Media Gallery, a conference and function centre, and
a number of administrative offices for Council employees. The entrance lobby
is an airy, oceanic expanse of polished white and grey marble flooring, across
which one travels some distance to get to the information counter.
During the week of 30 September to 5 October 2019, an open plexiglass box
measuring 700 mm x 700 mm x 125 mm (the exact dimensions of the granite
section I proposed to remove from the Simon Fraser Monument) was placed
on the Anvil Center’s marble floor, not too far from the doors to the street.

38. Email correspondence from the author to Michael Kluckner, 27 August 2019.
39. From “About Rockstock” product description, www.stonepaper.co.nz.
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It was edged with a narrow band of red hi-visibility tape. The box contained
about 200 books, with smooth creamy-white covers, displaying the words
Lowering Simon Fraser drawn in chunky monumental lettering, and a flash
of four red pages within each copy.40 There was a coolness to their touch and,
for their size, each book was strangely heavy. Printed on waterproof “stone
paper” made from calcium carbonate, ten copies weighed a surprising three
kilograms.
The size of the box and the collective weight of the books were conceived
as a sculptural manifestation of the absent granite slab. This object
constituted a small but resolute presence in the Anvil Centre. On the first
day, a man attending a conference for Transport Canada tripped over the
box as he entered the building while looking at his mobile phone. Nothing
(and no one) was broken, but safety bollards were rapidly installed by the
building manager. In the afternoon, as the conference attendees left for the
day, I overheard a small group as they stopped to look at the box. Someone
explained how “Ray” had fallen over it, and that it was an artwork. This
suggestion seemed to cause particular irritation for one woman in the group.
Another three men stopped briefly, one bending down to pick up a copy.
I hoped he might take it with him but he put it back and told the others
it was “some kind of colouring-in book”.41
During the week that the book was available, two other insertions appeared
in New Westminster as part of Lowering Simon Fraser: The section of granite
I had proposed to remove from the monument’s pedestal was coloured with
dense red chalk paint; further west of the monument, a large electronic
billboard suspended over the Queensborough Bridge’s northbound lanes
flashed “ANYONE SEEN SIMON?” for eight seconds every two minutes.
I had masked and spray-painted the granite at about 4 p.m. on a bright
Sunday afternoon, accompanied by Shaun and a couple of others. Patrons

40. The Lowering Simon Fraser book was designed by Warren Olds. It contains Michael’s
drawings and a section, printed on red paper, from the “Minutes of the Regular Meeting
of New Westminster City Council, 12 June 2017”. The book was printed in China with
a print run of 500 copies.
41. There was black vinyl lettering on the floor adjacent to the box with the project title,
a short explanatory text, and the imperative “Free, please take a copy”.
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of the Paddlewheeler Pub & Grill were drinking in the sun nearby. My actions
were quickly observed and a number of men came over to inform us that
we were defacing a historic monument, asking if we had permission
and insisting that the police would be called. I explained that I did have
permission, however various conversations ensued and the police arrived.
The most memorable interchange was a young man yelling at us “You’re
making it uglier”, to which Shaun politely enquired whether he thought the
monument was ugly. The man seemed confused and answered, “No … but
you’re making it uglier!”
From a distance, the red chalk paint gave the effect of the monument wearing
a ribbon. A friend of Shaun’s said it reminded her of the way large trees
are marked for felling. Despite the incredulity expressed by those drinking
on the pub’s patio that day, no one much appeared to notice any change
in the monument’s appearance. Tourists, stopping for a brief snapshot with
the monument, the river and the petunias, would have been unaware of any
alteration. For a few weeks afterwards, the only trace was a remnant pink
bloom on the granite’s surface.
Queensborough Bridge spans the north arm of the Fraser River. It is part of a
feeder system to Highway 91 south of New Westminster, and its four lanes
are heavy with traffic throughout the day. “ANYONE SEEN SIMON?” was
a headline borrowed from a 1954 newspaper article worrying that Simon
Fraser had “disappeared” when the monument was dissembled for the second
time.42 Out of context on an electronic billboard in 2019, the question
assumed a casual familiarity with “Simon”, and the word SEEN implied both
an active search and an imperative to have looked. I thought of the billboard
as a large digital flag, its display pointing up river towards the monument,
as though a stiff wind blew in from the coast.
While it was unlikely that anyone in New Westminster would have
experienced all three components of Lowering Simon Fraser (the book, the
monument intervention, and the electronic sign), it would be accurate to say
that the project passed in and out of the city with minimal registration by any

42. “Anyone Seen Simon?”, The British Columbian, 1954 (New Westminster Archives,
newspaper clipping in Simon Fraser Monument collection, no exact date).
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public. CAG agreed to pay for two half-page advertisements in an edition
of the New Westminster Record to announce the Lowering Simon Fraser book
and a public discussion taking place on 1 October at the Anvil Center.43
Twenty-one people attended the discussion; perhaps a third were people
I knew.44 Kimberly had invited Kamala Todd, Indigenous Arts and Culture
Planner for the City of Vancouver, to moderate the discussion. Chief Rhonda
Larrabee did not attend, and there was some debate about who could make
the requisite land acknowledgement as relations between Qayqayt and the
City of New Westminster were strained due to the City’s recent rejection of a
proposal to rename Sapperton Landing Park as “Qayqayt Landing Park”.45
In light of this, Kamala arranged for her friend and mentor Musqueam elder
Debra Sparrow to make the acknowledgment.
I met Kamala a couple of hours before the discussion was due to start. There
was a cautiousness about her that was explained as we walked over to the
monument and she told me she had “some issues” with the project, as did
Debra. She also mentioned the imbalance of opportunities and invitations for
Indigenous artists to undertake projects such as this. I understood her point
and refrained from saying I hadn’t exactly been invited by the City of New
Westminster, or that the project was largely funded from New Zealand.
In my introduction to the discussion that evening, I explained how
I saw Lowering Simon Fraser as an ongoing proposition operating around
an unresolved question to the City of New Westminster: “Should Simon
Fraser be lowered?” In relation to three dispersed artistic components, the
purpose of a public discussion was to launch that question into circulation.
As the conversation unfolded, Debra announced she had no problem with the

43. Beyond this, the project had virtually no media presence. CAG circulated a standard
press release and two social media posts.
44. Others attending included Jonathan Coté, Mayor of New Westminster; Councillor
Nadine Nakagawa; Patty Gallilee, who is Associate Dean of Libraries at Simon Fraser
University; and Eric Fredericksen, Head of Public Art for the City of Vancouver.
45. Theresa McManus, “New West Won’t Rename Sapperton Landing Park after Qayqayt—
For Now”, New Westminster Record, 11 September 2019, https://www.newwestrecord.
ca/news/new-west-won-t-rename-sapperton-landing-park-after-qayqayt-fornow-1.23943121.
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Simon Fraser Monument as it was. In effect, my question was weakened and
diverted as she went on to describe her idea for a public artwork—a project
she hoped the City of Vancouver would support. This would be a memorial
to the legacy of Musqueam Runners, involving a series of patterned and
painted cut-out steel figures located at specific points along the Fraser River
from New Westminster out towards the coast. She then digressed to her
grandson’s completion times in various running races.
Afterwards, a few of us went for burgers and beer at the Hub Restaurant
in the Skytrain station. CAG was paying. Kimberly seemed very pleased
with how the conversation had gone; Rob also seemed pleased but more
circumspect. All of us agreed it was good that Mayor Coté and Councillor
Nakagawa had attended. I had the nagging feeling of having merely survived
something of a tactical quashing, an effective co-opting of Lowering Simon
Fraser into another narrative.
The following day I wrote to Mayor Coté to thank him for joining the
discussion. His response was brief but warm: “It was a pleasure to finally meet
you the other night and thank you for engaging in such a meaningful project
in our community”.46

46. Jonathan Coté, email correspondence with the author, 3 October 2019.

Lowering Simon Fraser. New Westminster, Canada, 4 October 2019.
Image courtesy of Scott Massey.

Lowering Simon Fraser. New Westminster, Canada, 3 October 2019.
Image courtesy of Maddie Leach.
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Questions of method and concept

Breadcrumbs
In both formal and casual descriptions of my PhD process for Deakin
University, I have called the texts I wrote for each of the five selected
projects “case studies”. Produced in a period of concentrated solitariness,1
without reference to multiple sources or external input, and not offering
any sense of analysis, they are—clearly—not aligned to this term at all.
Constructed with a kind of roaming, cartographic sensibility, one could say
they draw outlines around complexities and conceptual hazards encountered
on the ground.2
From a chronological perspective, occurring between those five case study
texts and this section of writing are a suite of five transcribed conversations,
what I have called PhD Dialogues. Pacing between my desk and my armchair
I was unsure—until recently—of where (or even whether) they belonged
within this document. In “Progress Reports” written for Deakin University,
I described these dialogues as the second part in a three-stage method, and
that they would provide a complementary lens, contributing a clarifying
afterword to my own written descriptions.
Each dialogue was held with someone who had an existing relationship
to the project under discussion. Formally involved as either writers
or curators, my invitees brought a level of familiarity to our conversation.
There were degrees of difference as to how well we knew each other, and
a discernible sense of friendship and shared history can be recognised in a
number of the conversations. I spoke with Mick Wilson about Evening Echo
because he had written an essay for the catalogue in 2011; Nav Haq, because

1.

Four of the five texts were completed on a two-month artist residency in the small
forestry town of Mänttä in Finland.

2.

In my dialogue about Lowering Simon Fraser with Shaun Dacey and Kimberly Phillips,
Kimberly observed that “this project just drew an outline around those complexities”.
See Appendix 5, 272.
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he had curated the 2017 Gothenburg Biennale for which The Grief Prophesy
was commissioned; Mercedes Vicente, because she had invited me to the
residency in New Plymouth in 2012 and was curator for If you find the good
oil let us know; Martin Patrick, because he wrote the commissioned “critical
response” to Perigee #11 for One Day Sculpture in 2008; while the curatorial
role for Lowering Simon Fraser was shared between Shaun Dacey and
Kimberly Phillips.
Before we spoke, I sent the relevant “case study” I had written with an email
explanation as follows:
The aim of this dialogue is to speak with you about questions of method
and concept in relation to [project title]. I see our dialogue as a tool
for practical enquiry and clarification, moving between questions
on making the artwork, writing about the artwork, and public perception
of the artwork.
The text I have written on [project title] is constructed in a particular
way. Initially the purpose of this text was to recall the way the project
unfolded over time—how it began, who was involved, and to describe
what constitutes the artwork. For me it has been an exercise of memory
and verification, and a narrative act to assist my own comprehension.
I think my writing operates like a sequence of breadcrumbs: pieces
of information and observation, relayed in a matter-of-fact way,
largely untethered to further explanation or rationale. I would like
your assistance in examining these “breadcrumbs”. If they operate
as “signposts”, to where and to what do they direct the reader?
I’d like to hear your observations about method in relation to my written
text, and method in relation to the artistic work itself. This is an act
of comparison. Antonia Pont, one of my supervisors, has suggested
I may be a raconteur, noting the tension between constructing “a good
narrative” and having to ground my writing in clarifying the artistic
process. David Cross, also my supervisor, says each text is “a pot boiler”.
He sees these narratives as different to the reality of the project, because
they smooth out frictions and resistances, the “roadblocks” I encounter
in the project-making itself.
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A question then arises around how I calibrate decisions I take in making
an artwork: the internal logic of the artwork in relation to the external
administrative, practical, and aesthetic choices I navigate in realising the
project…. There is a question as to how well the project has managed
to integrate its obstacles, and what then might constitute “conclusion” for
the project?
The idea of absence (or absences) is a central pivot in this PhD, alongside
affiliation to the open-ended artwork, and my interest in the uncertain
and unresolvable. I have thought about how this inconclusiveness can
be described as non-cathartic. I also offer the term functional absence,
adapting James Meyer’s use of literal site (the singular primacy of “in
situ”) and functional site (an operation occurring between multiple
or diverse kinds of “sites”). Does it follow that there can be literal absence
and functional absence? If so, how can these terms be usefully applied
to [project title] and where might absence function most effectively?
In an effort to anchor suitable concepts for discussion, I wrote that I wanted
to talk about “the idea” of absences as “central” to this PhD project. Given
my use of sentences containing how, where, and what, there is also a stated
intention for the dialogues to be a point of productive explanation, if not
explication. Yet, in a veiled admission to techniques of omission rather
than faithful reportage, I alert my companions to the furtive presence of a
raconteuse3––creator of “pot boilers”––noting my texts were constructed
“in a particular way”. There are breadcrumbs and signposts, well-trodden
metaphors used to conjure a sense of restraint, the act of parcelling out,
communication of what lies ahead. “Narrative act” further underlines a sense
of deliberation, if not necessarily a conventional story-telling format. This
disclosure is then followed by a request for assistance (perhaps a cautious
invitation) to disturb the “smoothing” digressive tendencies so comfortably
sustained within the texts I had written.

3.

“Most often, raconteur refers to a man. The word may be used to refer to a woman,
though it is unusual.” Grammarist, s.v. “Raconteur”, https://grammarist.com/usage/
raconteur/.
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This highly [inaudible 00:26:02] appearance on a breakfast table 4
Our dialogues occurred in different places over a period of six months. I sat
at kitchen tables with Mick, Nav, and Mercedes—in Brussels, Antwerp, and
Gothenburg respectively. I spoke over Zoom with Martin, and Shaun and
Kimberly, when it was evening for one of us and morning for the other. Each
conversation begins and ends a little awkwardly. Lasting about two hours,
they make for lengthy transcriptions and sometimes frustrate as wandering
texts. Our conversations embark carefully, recalling certain relations,
material, and sequential details before approaching (and diverging from)
questions I had prepared in a notebook.
The transcription of each conversation was then outsourced to an LA-based
online company offering a suspiciously fast service for suspiciously modest
prices. On receipt of their file, a process of adjustment and correction
followed on my part. Much to my disappointment there were sustained
moments where I was monosyllabic and obtuse in relation to the clarity
of my partner or overly enthusiastic in my agreement with their observations.
I first applied myself to those occasions where the transcriber had simply
come to a halt and declared “[crosstalk 00:05:40]” or “[inaudible 00:11:17]”,
replaying the audio files to glean words omitted due to their murkiness.
I then resuscitated incomplete, trailing sentences visually punctured with gaps
(“…”), condensing them to achieve a greater lucidity than had been present
in actuality. Other moments simply required sensible redirection from the
transcriber’s, occasionally wild, estimation of what had been said:
It’s a huge amount of African labor, to parachute these things into
an empty field (It’s a huge amount of effort and labour to parachute
these things into an empty field)
If you want to go ahead, yes, fine, but I’m not a park ranger anymore
(If you want to go ahead, yes, fine, but I’m not part of this anymore)
Judaic interactual traditions (Judaic intellectual traditions)

4.

Unedited transcript of dialogue with Martin Patrick.
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Despite these interventions, the dialogues are left largely intact—a
decision of loyalty to each conversation as a one-off, time-bound situation
containing thoughts, questions, and relatively unfiltered exchanges of more
or less interest.
The opening sentence of my email had confidently announced that
we were to speak about “questions of method and concept”. However,
given their two-hour duration (arbitrarily nominated for practicality and
tolerability) the idea of this “intellectual work”5 as something yet to be done
added a certain expectation and weight to the forthcoming conversations.
My introductory preamble to each participant had also reinforced the idea
that our conversation should draw attention to what was not represented
in my case study text. For example, to Nav I said, “I see the dialogues as a
way to add things that are left out or avoided in what I have written”; and
to Shaun and Kimberly “the dialogues are a way for others close to the project
to challenge some of the assumptions I’ve made in the text, to remember
things differently, question parts of the project I’ve suppressed”.

Here it is 6
Sitting at the juncture between then and now, a tension emerges in “the
stating and creating of problems”,7 one in which the term functional
absence is undergoing review. If the texts I had written were a deliberate
choreography of selection and omission, navigational tales of obstacle
avoidance, my request for assistance to identify and reveal “what is not”
worked against a logic of absence and evasion. On the other hand, my appeal
for assistance displays an anxiousness to register the scripted version
against the production notes; a desire to disclose what Wilson calls “the full
whammy”, offering previously undisclosed detail and insight about how
and why things happened. Here lies a friction––revealing an uncertainty
in apprehending “questions of method and concept”––arising somewhere

5.

See Appendix 4, 236; Appendix 5, 258.

6.

Transcript of dialogue with Mick Wilson, see Appendix 2, 173.

7.

Gilles Deleuze, “Intuition as Method”, Bergsonism (New York: Zone Books, 1988), 14.
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between the careful maintenance of an incomplete account, on the one hand,
and a demand for more complete theorisation on the other.
The dialogues make varied, somewhat inconsistent, contributions to the
desired task of clarification. Not unexpectedly, the words “storyteller”,
“storytelling”, “imaginary”, “literary”, and “narrating” make appearances
in each conversation; the raconteuse is affirmed as a continuous presence.
Of interest, however, are other words: a list of similar nouns and adjectives
used by my companions in their efforts to name and describe aesthetic,
operational, and personal qualities observed in relation to the artistic project,
and to me. Extracted and compressed from the transcripts, these words form
a descriptive sediment of the five conversations:
Absurdist, anecdotal, anticipation, arcana, archive, attenuated, brutal,
calibrated, charisma, choreography, constellating, contradictions,
conversational, defiance, difficult, digressive, disappears, discursive,
distributed, documentarian, eccentric, enmeshed, fictive, footnote, force,
fugitive, humour, imaginative, impossible, incompleteness, instability, integrity,
intractable, invisible, knottiness, logistics, material, mobile, mud, multiplicities,
nebulous, negation, non-totalising, obsession, obstinacy, ongoingness,
parachuted, parenthesis, permission, persistence, proposition, provocation,
relational, reticent, slow, subtext, tangling, visible, whimsy, withdrawal, wry.
They can be grouped sympathetically, which then exposes certain
oppositional tendencies:
Intractable, brutal, mud, defiance // Attenuated, eccentric, nebulous,
choreography;
Difficult, calibrated, obstinacy // Reticent, constellating, footnote;
Material, knottiness, slow, obsession // Wry, parachuted, fugitive,
logistics.
One can observe a certain simultaneity in their appearance in the dialogues;
neither is subordinate to the other, rather they differently describe processes
of formation. One tendency reveals qualities of pressure, determination,
and boundedness. It stays in place, maintains a fixed visibility; in order
to persist it slowly sinks in. The other tendency describes qualities of dispersal,
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extension, indeterminacy. It shifts sideways, disappears; in order to persist
it relocates.
The problem at hand, then, might best be described as a problem arising
at the juncture, the space marked out by my use of the double oblique.
Located between these tendencies, the use of “//” is there for its compounding
effect; as “and” rather than “or”. Its presence produces a question of how
to articulate and inhabit relations between persistent, intractable attachment
and a willing cooperation with incompleteness, inconclusion, and variation.
Another way of stating it might be: how is fidelity to a decision maintained,
while also leaving things undecided?

Keep going! or Continue! 8
Fidelity is an elegant, musical kind of word, perhaps imparting more
attractive and honourable connotations than Kimberly’s “intractable” and
Mercedes’ “obstinate”. It appears in the work of British philosopher Simon
Critchley, who imports it from French philosopher Alain Badiou, where
it holds a central position in his ethics.9 For Badiou, fidelity is “a situated
operation”10 arising only in response to a particular or specific local event.
It describes a faithful, persistent “truth process” tethered to a sense of inquiry,
discernment, and discipline. For Badiou, fidelity is the ethical process,
enabling transformation in the wake of an event––through which one
becomes a subject, and where it becomes possible to “encounter the new” and
“decide from the point of view of what is undecidable”.11

8.

Peter Hallward, “Translator’s Introduction” to Ethics: An Essay on the Understanding
of Evil, by Alain Badiou (London: Verso, 2001), xi.

9.

Badiou also uses the word “obstinate”. For example, in his keynote lecture to the Nexus
Conference in 2012 he describes how arriving at the point where “to be obstinate to do
something is the same thing as freedom”. See “The Possibility of a New Real”, keynote
lecture at the Nexus Conference 2012: How to Change the World? December 2012,
Amsterdam, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UpkKlydPT1o.

10. Alain Badiou, “Meditation 23: Fidelity, Connection”, Being and Event (London:
Continuum, 2005), 233.
11. Gabriel Riera, “The Ethics of Truth: Ethical Criticism in the Wake of Badiou’s
Philosophy”, SubStance 38, no. 3 (2009): 95.
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In Critchley’s thinking, fidelity is oriented towards what he names an “ethics
of commitment”—describing a process of subject formation in which one
is motivated to act and compelled to pursue a specific conception of “the
good”. In the opening paragraph of his 2011 book Infinitely Demanding,
he writes:
Philosophy does not begin in an experience of wonder …but rather,
I think, with the indeterminate but palpable sense that something desired
has not been fulfilled, that a fantastic effort has failed. Philosophy begins
in disappointment.12
I read Critchley’s text some months after presenting The Grief Prophesy to a
group of curatorial students in Gothenburg. More often than not, discussion
of the album’s non-release, and its state of limbo, raises the expected
questions of failure and disappointment in relation to artistic production.
However, the perception of an accompanying moral failure within the project
often also emerges. On this occasion, as on others before it, some of those
present declared their discomfort regarding Josef ben Meddour’s (perceived)
lack of visibility and sought clarification regarding my moral stance as artistproducer. Having somewhat unsuccessfully accounted for myself in each
of these discussions, Critchley’s conception of an ethics organised around
variable and divergent determinations of good provided a certain ballast
to these encounters with moral uncertainty. His is a concept of a “good
(that) comes into view through approval …an approval of something, namely
a demand that demands approval”.13
Perhaps more than in any other project represented in this PhD, The Grief
Prophesy produces a demand to name its good. In this case, a demand
for a good of which it is not difficult to approve: that of memorialising
a victim of violence. What any discussion of the project subsequently
reveals, however, is an evasion on my part to fully approve this demand and
a redirection towards a more enmeshed, indistinct conception of grief and
its effects. In performing an act of compression, the project is suspected

12. Simon Critchley, Infinitely Demanding: Ethics of Commitment, Politics of Resistance
(London: Verso, 2012), 1.
13. Ibid., 16.
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of presenting an ethics of the same rather than one based in difference.14
Despite a purposeful indistinctness evident in the biennale’s borrowed title
WheredoIendandyoubegin,15 it is the perception of an uneasy indeterminacy
in The Grief Prophesy that appears to disturb a clear point of moral catharsis.

Subtle reorientations in referential attachment can prove enormously beneficial…16
Some common synonyms of avoid are elude, escape, eschew, evade,
and shun. While all these words mean “to get away or keep away from
something,” avoid stresses forethought and caution in keeping clear
of danger or difficulty.17
In one of our conversations, Antonia presented me with a speculative
challenge—suggesting that a “theorisation of avoidance” might constitute the
third section of this PhD. Lost in the deep of my Google search history, the
term “judicious avoidance” appeared on screen, semantically tethered to a
specific use of the word minimalism within legal scholarship. Cass Sunstein
remains a prolific writer on the topic of judicial minimalism and its potential
for democracy-making.
Judicial minimalists are considered pragmatists who argue for close attention
to the specifics of the problem at hand; situated decision-making rather
than attempting to decide foundational or doctrinal issues. It is a position
that advocates a level of indeterminacy in Court decisions on the grounds

14. In his discussion of Badiou, Riera notes that “unlike the ethics of respect for
alterity and difference in which the other takes precedence over the same, Badiou’s
ethics is organized around the rare emergence of the same from the banal infinity
of difference”. Riera, “Ethics of Truth”, 94.
15. As noted earlier, GIBCA’s full title WheredoIendandyoubegin – On Secularity was largely
borrowed from Shilpa Gupta’s 2012 neon artwork WheredoIendandyoubegin. Gupta’s
phrase was also used as the title for an exhibition in the Edinburgh Art Festival in 2014.
16. Mark Wilson, Physics Avoidance: Essays in Conceptual Strategy (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2017), 5.
17. Merriam-Webster Thesaurus, s.v. “avoid”, accessed 6 May 2021, https://www.merriamwebster.com/thesaurus/avoid.

105

that “democratic deliberation best occurs in the shadow of uncertainty”,18
therefore enabling and activating debate within public opinion and political
processes. Sunstein discusses interesting tensions that are maintained within
constitutional law-making via what he terms “incompletely theorised
agreements” negotiating levels of abstraction (“theory”) and specification
(what is agreed to as “practice”). He describes scenarios such as those where
there is agreement on a broad principle yet ongoing disagreement on its
particularities; or where there is contestation of a general theory, but greater
agreement on actual practices and results. He notes:
When people disagree or are uncertain about an abstract issue––is
equality more important than liberty? does free will exist? …does
punishment have retributive aims?––they can often make progress
by moving to a greater level of particularity. They attempt a conceptual
descent. This phenomenon has a notable feature: It enlists silence,
on certain basic questions, as a device for producing convergence despite
disagreement, uncertainty, limits of time and capacity, and heterogeneity.
In short silence can be a constructive force.19
In his work I also encountered curiously appealing legal concepts such as the
“void-for-vagueness doctrine”.20 As an exercise in diversion, I tried replacing
certain words in a foreword written for the Harvard Law Review in 1996,
titled “Leaving Things Undecided”:
these ideas involve the constructive uses of silence. Judges Artists often
use silence for pragmatic or strategic reasons or to promote democratic

18. Neal Devins, “Rethinking Judicial Minimalism: Abortion Politics, Party Polarization,
and the Consequences of Returning the Constitution to Elected Government”, Faculty
Publications 1806 (2016): 943, https://scholarship.law.wm.edu/facpubs/1806.
19. Sunstein, Cass R., “Beyond Judicial Minimalism” (Public Law and Legal Theory
Working Paper Series 237, University of Chicago, 2008): 5, https://chicagounbound.
uchicago.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1041&context=public_law_and_legal_theory.
20. The Wikipedia entry for this term notes: “There are several reasons a statute
may be considered vague; in general, a statute might be void for vagueness when
an average citizen cannot generally determine what persons are regulated, what
conduct is prohibited, or what punishment may be imposed.” Wikipedia, s.v.
“Vagueness doctrine”, last modified 3 April 2021, https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.
php?title=Vagueness_doctrine&oldid=1015802460.
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goals. Of course it is important to study what judges artists say; but it is
equally important to examine what judges artists do not say, and why
they do not say it.
My second suggestion is that a minimalist path usually—not always,
but usually—makes sense when the Court an artist is dealing with
an issue of high complexity about which many people may feel deeply
and on which the nation the audience is in flux (moral or otherwise).
The complexity may result from a lack of information, from changing
circumstances, or from (legally artistically relevant) moral uncertainty.21
The question here is whether the concept of decisional minimalism,
in which “judges artists decide no more than they have to decide”, might
be appropriated to inform the second, more evasive, non-totalising artistic
tendency described by my dialogue partners.
Drawn from a different context but related to Sunstein’s analysis is Mark
Wilson’s term physics avoidance. His book of the same name, with the
alluring sub-title Essays in Conceptual Strategy, is a dense, rather long weave
of philosophy, science, and mathematics illustrated with idiosyncratic
references to popular culture. As a philosopher of science, he is a blunt
observer of certain reasoning and “adjustment” patterns in his scientific peers:
The surest and happiest routes to predictive, explanatory, and design
success do not always lie directly ahead, but employ clever stratagems for
evading computational hazards that render the direct path unpassable.
Such evasive approaches succeed through adopting various covert
strategies for what I shall call physics avoidance.22
On page 64, Wilson includes a simple drawing of a “loaded strut”:
a narrow band of an “elastic metal” loaded with a weight at the top and
both its endpoints constrained. He describes “a battle between the efforts
of the falling weight to bend each local section ‘y’ of the strut and y’s

21. Cass Sunstein, “Foreword: Leaving Things Undecided”, Harvard Law Review 110, no. 4
(1996): 7–8.
22. Wilson, Physics Avoidance, 52.
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efforts to resist such bending due to its intrinsic elastic response”. Against
a background of complex and lengthy modelling, what is revealed is a method
of circumvention developed to produce a “reduced equation” because, as he
explains, “for most engineering purposes we only require the maximal weight
that our strut can bear without sagging …that means we are chiefly interested
in a future state of anticipated equilibrium: will our strut sag or remain
upright under its load when it finally stops wiggling?”
Conceding that “in ongoing scientific practice …a small bit of methodological
wuzziness often serves as an admirable Muse of Invention”,23 Wilson refers
to “workaround tactics” and “deductive evasion”. He observes how this allows
the sidestepping of unnecessary or difficult calculations that are suspected
of introducing error or destabilising a desired answer. In his descriptions
of scientists and their tactical computational manoeuvres, there is something
I recognise, an echo of Erik Fredericksen and his pointed rejoinder about
my conviction towards Lowering Simon Fraser: “When you know what
you want to do it’s difficult to engage in consultation around it”.24 At the
time, it was a polite way of observing flaws in the project’s ineffective
communication trajectory with Indigenous constituencies. Reconsidered
in light of Wilson’s observations, it suggests a tacit avoidance on my part: how
speaking with others, sharing, asking for opinions—those very acts of seeking
support—risk the importation of destabilising forces and raise potential
“computational hazards” within the conceptual logic of an artwork.

The shadow of uncertainty
To return to the problem at the juncture— an “obstinate choreography”
of tendencies observed and distilled from the transcriptions of five
dialogues—I have increasingly gravitated to the word fidelity with its qualities
of loyalty and endurance; that which responds to the imperative “keep going!”
I share Badiou’s fondness for Beckett’s characters in Waiting for Godot and
their stubborn persistence as they wait beside a lamp, a tree, a park bench.

23. Ibid., 88.
24. See the Lowering Simon Fraser case study text, XX.
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Importantly, Badiou makes the distinction that fidelity is always specific and
dependent on an event; it is a discerning and disciplined procedure in which
“there is no general faithful disposition …(it is not) a capacity, a subjective
quality, or a virtue…. Fidelity is a situated operation which depends on the
examination of situations.”25
The five projects discussed here make no claim towards the qualities
of Badiou’s unpredictable, lawless, “irruptive” event. Their “before” and
“after” operate on more subtle terms and at great remove from his Wagnerloving, quasi-bombastic proposal that “any truly original creation must
begin with an event”.26 More so, I am interested in the characteristics of a
singular and situated pursuit, the spirit of “Continue!” that resonates in each
project’s conceptualisation and efforts towards practical realisation. Certainly,
part of my attraction to Badiou’s conception of fidelity is its incorporation
of a latent militancy, framed by words such as “courage”, “discipline”,
and “heroism”; qualities that feel out of place and awkward—almost
embarrassingly retrograde—in contemporary discussions of socially engaged
art and emergent public practices. However, for Badiou, an important aspect
of courage is that it also requires encountering fundamental uncertainty.
As an advocate for “continuing with a singular and concrete situation from
the point of view of what is yet unknown”,27 he simply stipulates: “Decide
from the point of view of what is undecidable.”28
If Badiou’s ethics of fidelity demands a fierce, uncompromising staying
with the unknown consequences of a singular event; a call for an inventive
subjective endurance that affords “the time of aging necessary to truths”,29
Sunstein and Wilson articulate a different, more furtive relation
to uncertainty. Within the fields of law and science respectively, they
both observe operational methods that suspend elements of decision-

25. Badiou, Being and Event, 233.
26. Gorav Kalyan and Rohan Kalyan, Badiou (2018), https://vimeo.com/418047554.
27. Riera, “Ethics of Truth”, 94–95
28. Ibid.
29. Adrian Johnston, “The Right Left: Alain Badiou and the Disruption of Political
Identities”, Yale French Studies 116/117 (2009): 71.
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making, proceeding through an adaptive loyalty—akin to the way a fluid
or elastic material diverts around a blockage before attempting a return
to course. Sunstein and Wilson converge on a pragmatic recognition that
“life is essentially determined in the act of avoiding obstacles”30 when they
observe the necessity for agreed silences; lateral movements around gaps,
voids, and unknowns; conceptual short-cuts and compressions in methods
of decision-making and questions of result. In addition, Sunstein advances
the concept of “incomplete theorisation” as a functional and generative
force in constitutional law and politics; a process that confidently leaves
uncertainties in place and, he believes, can “even help make social life
possible”.31
There is an interesting alliance between these reference points: on one
hand, Badiou’s militant formation of faithful action and discernment, always
oriented to the guiding certainty of a singular event to which one returns;
on the other hand, Sunstein’s and Wilson’s recognition of decision-making
procedures that are nonetheless discerning but less fidel in their faithfulness
to an originary event. Something of both these positions becomes evident
in my own process when, some pages back, I asked how I could “articulate
and inhabit relations between persistent, intractable attachment and a willing
cooperation with incompleteness, inconclusion, and variation”.

Is there a way you could gather these elements together? 32
With an infectious chuckle and heavy accent, Badiou confidently announces
that “a great philosophy is an attempt to solve a contradiction”.33 While I have
no wish for a great philosophy, I am attempting to resolve a contradiction
more modestly located in my artistic practice. This has returned me to the
notional idea of “functional absence” (itself seemingly contradictory) that was
proposed to inform this PhD, alongside its unstated conceptual counterpoint

30. Deleuze, Bergsonism, 16
31. Sunstein, “Beyond”, 9.
32. Transcript of dialogue with Shaun Dacey and Kimberly Phillips, see Appendix X, XX.
33. Kalyan and Kalyan, Badiou.
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“literal absence”. These terms came from a simple adjustment of James
Meyer’s literal site and functional site and were the result of a hunch that
something was being generated through the formation of different absences
in the five artistic projects, that one couldn’t simply describe as…well, as just
absent. Having skirted this transposition until now, it is necessary to reflect
on the distinction Meyer makes between the two terms, and the more
difficult question of how concepts of fidelity and uncertainty assist their
reorientation and application to the projects under discussion.
Meyer’s essay was written in 1995 for the exhibition Platzwechsel: Ursula
Biemann, Tom Burr, Mark Dion, Christian Phillip Müller in Zurich.
An extended version of that text, with the title “The Functional Site; or The
Transformation of Site Specificity”, was included in Erika Suderberg’s book
Space, Site, Intervention: Situating Installation Art in 2000. Writing in the
1990s, Meyer was one of a number of art historians observing how sitebased practice was operating within an “expanded” set of conditions and
an increasingly nomadic art world.
Early in the essay, Meyer asserts a clear distinction between two variants
of site-specific practice, worth quoting at some length:
The literal site is, as Joseph Kosuth would say, in situ; it is an actual
location, a singular place. The artist’s intervention conforms to the
physical constraints of this situation, even if (or precisely when) it would
subject this to critique…. Reflecting a perception of the site as unique,
the work is itself “unique”. It is thus a kind of monument, a public work
commissioned for the site.34
In contrast, the functional site may or may not incorporate a physical
place. It certainly does not privilege this place…. It is no longer
an obdurate steel wall attached to the plaza for eternity. On the contrary,
the functional work refuses the intransigence of literal site specificity.

34. James Meyer, “The Functional Site; or, The Transformation of Site Specificity”, in Space,
Site, Intervention: Situating Installation Art, ed. Erika Suderberg (Minneapolis: University
of Minnesota, 2000), 24.
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It is a temporary thing, a movement, a chain of meanings and imbricated
histories: a place marked and swiftly abandoned.35
For Meyer, the figure of Richard Serra defines the first paragraph, Robert
Smithson the second. The institutional-critical practices of Daniel Buren,
Michael Asher, and Hans Haacke bear elements of both; however, he suggests
these works remain literally oriented, “the force of their critiques due in part
to their confinement to a particular place”.36
I want to attach aspects of Badiou’s fidelity to Serra’s encounter with the
situation and consequences of a singular site, to draw an analogy between
heroic capacities endorsed by the philosopher and Serra’s committed
defence of Tilted Arc (1981–89). His repeated, unapologetic assertions of the
artwork’s right to existence, and its absolute inseparability from the Federal
Plaza site in New York, were consequential to its permanent removal from
public view. Whereas, in Meyer’s second description, Serra’s sense of singular
loyalty is radically diffused: functionality is not faithful to a site. It inhabits
a less insistent state; rather than staying with it transforms into a fugitive
mobility that is “vectored and discursive”. Meyer suggests the contribution
of Smithson’s practice resides in this kind of allegorical form—moving
restlessly between a network of physical sites, photographs, drawings, films,
and texts, there is always an “elsewhere” to which we are referred. His work
can be considered to have embraced a partial, distributed, or incomplete
experience. This is in contrast to the physically situated, phenomenological,
complete experience demanded of the viewer by Serra and other minimalist
artists of the same period.
Several frustrating attempts to replace the word “site” with “absence” prove
my underestimation of a complex exercise. I end up with four terms, my five
projects, and a rudimentary mathematical grid on the back of an envelope.
Unconvinced, I am unhappily reminded of the opacity of Rosalind Krauss’
axiomatic diagram in which she famously “explains” The Expanded Field
of sculpture (“landscape—not landscape—architecture—not architecture”).

35. Ibid., 25. Italics are Meyer’s own.
36. Ibid.
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Persisting for now, the logic of my transposition is easiest when thinking
about literal absence as an enduring, singular, actual absence; a not present
thing, object, or entity that is subtracted from a situation. Taking the form
of a noun, it could denote something that can be named or pointed to, such
as an unlit lamp (an absence of light), a missing piece of granite from
a monument (an absence of physical height), or the non-arrival of a forecast
storm in Wellington on 28 August 2008.
It is more difficult to think of Functional absence, as it quickly becomes
abstract and hard to grasp. In a curious sentence from his essay, Meyer
states that a functional site also “courts its own destruction; it is wilfully
temporary; its nature is not to endure but to come down”.37 In this way
a functional absence would not persist, instead its purpose would be shortlived and catalytic; in Meyer’s conception it would acquire the active form
of a verb, introducing movement and producing fleeting connections. Would
a functional absence depart from a literal absence to generate multiple “other”
absences located elsewhere? Would it act upon a literal absence transforming
it into something else, altering the way it is understood? How, then, would
one describe the functionality and form of these absences if they lack the
actuality of a literal absence?
A less convoluted alternative arises if one makes a straightforward conceptual
compression: that a literal absence is per se a functional absence. An example
of this would be If you find the good oil let us know, in which the literal
absence of whale oil is also, and crucially, a functional absence. This shift
towards the functional occurs via processes of scientific and tacit knowledge
that verify its non-existence; a subtraction of whaleness from the intended
project. Yet this quality or characteristic—this whale oil thing—is never
detached from the artistic work. There is an inflection here of Badiou’s
concept of the situation and its void, an axiomatic relation in which he posits
what belongs to a set of “circumstances, language, and objects”38—what
is legitimately counted within a situation—and what does not. For Badiou,
it is the void of a situation that provides the fundamental ground for its being,

37. Ibid. Italics are Meyer’s own.
38. David R. Brockman, No Longer the Same: Religious Others and the Liberation of Christian
Theology (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 147.
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whereby it cannot exist “without that which is not counted as belonging
to it”.39 If you find the good oil let us know is an artwork that reveals this kind
of insistent relation to a “without”, its narrative repeatedly returning to an
absent, discounted whaleness as fully countable in the situation of the project.
Returning to my intention to re-think Meyer’s terms, I suspect a specific
arrangement gets closest to what is occurring across the five artistic projects:
a confluence of literal sites40 and functional absences that are differently
weighted in each artwork. This intersection retains fidelity to a set of actual
locations and a readiness towards the generative possibilities presented
through an absence of some kind. Here literal sites form recognisable nodes
in the cartography of each project, constituting what could be called the
“order of things” included in its logic. These sites can be described and
documented; they offer evidence of the project’s existence in the world.
They could be a boatshed, a newspaper page, a park, a cement kiln, a sea floor
location, a gallery, a water tower, a monument, an electronic sign, an entrance
lobby, a mountain pass. In 1995, Meyer’s conception of literal site appears
to have been strictly geographic in nature—physical places that one visited
and experienced in person. However, twenty-five years on, elements
he defined within “functional site” are easily migrated to an expanded
understanding of literal site and what now constitutes “in situ” locations for
artistic works. Therefore, to the list above I would add catalogue, book, vinyl
EP, and, perhaps, website.41
In my artistic projects literal sites are strongly connected to the formal
and aesthetic decision-making processes they activate. They offer known
circumstances with expected variables. They are sites that present a range
of material, temporal, and spatial conditions for consideration and
deliberation. With literal sites, one can be very committed to (even obstinate

39. Ibid., 148.
40. My use of the plural form “sites” is intended to differ from Meyer’s singular “site”.
It is worth noting that, in each of the five projects discussed, there is usually an initial
(singular) site to which the project is oriented which is then steadily expanded
to include other sites.
41. It can be argued that websites have a greater vulnerability to disappearance
or malfunction than other “literal sites” mentioned here.
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about) the feel of a door handle, a particular shade of red, how a light
is switched on, or the sound of a particular musical instrument.
Functional absences, on the other hand, do not lend themselves to the same
specificity. They are harder to name, and indirect in their relation to the
literal site. They may interrupt the development of a project in the form
of something expected which does not arrive or, conversely, something
unseen which arrives unexpectedly. Often their effect is to block, re-direct,
or destabilise the artistic work’s relation to its literal locations. A functional
absence could be the result of a failure in technical or material processes
(data, information, production, transportation), processes of verification,
a lack of permission, or situations of dispute. If and when they do arrive, their
impact needs to be discerned, and the absence functions to force a process
of reassessment and navigation. This interventionist characteristic contains
an echo of Badiou’s “event”, what he has also described as the “becoming legal
of chance”.42
For Badiou, the event offers a conduit towards the realisation that things
could be otherwise. Its nature is fundamentally propositional, and it does
not arrive with prescribed or fixed consequences. Rather, it contains
latent possibilities that require realisation and actualisation through the
disciplined effort and attentiveness of groups or individuals. He observes
that: “Everything will depend on the way in which the possibility proposed
by the event is grasped, elaborated, incorporated and set out in the world.”43
This is his “faithful procedure” to the chance encounter, a way of organising
“another legitimacy of inclusions” that the event brings forth.44 Literally, it is
the matter of deciding what matters.
However, the nature of the event is also defined as “necessarily unforeseeable”
(like Beckett’s Godot, it may or may not arrive) and Badiou formulates
an important requirement for establishing our relationship to it. He suggests

42. Badiou, “Meditation 23”, 232.
43. Alain Badiou and Fabien Tarby, Philosophy and the Event (Cambridge: Polity Press,
2013), 9–10.
44. Badiou, “Meditation 23”, 238.

115

this is not a passive state of waiting, but one of preparedness; a state
of readiness and of being “disposed to welcome it” when it arrives. In doing
so, he introduces the necessity of being alert to the event’s possibilities, which
might also be understood as a sympathetic outlook that enables us to act.

The strong and the weak
In putting forward the idea of functional absence, I wanted to attempt
an elaboration of this concept through aspects of Badiou’s thought. As part
of this exploration, some modification or nuance has seemed necessary
to reflect differences perceived in the five projects under discussion.
Therefore, a further act of borrowing has occurred, this time from Thomas
Crow’s 1996 book Modern Art in the Common Culture—specifically his
chapter “Site-Specific Art: The Strong and the Weak”—which has activated
the idea of strong and weak absences with differing functional effects.45
To continue following Badiou’s lead, a functional absence is a kind
of malfunction in the order of the project. It might arise from something
previously invisible which now requires legitimisation, recognition, and
incorporation within the artistic project. It could be thought of as something
that has escaped the logical arrangement of the artistic project, an oversight
or omission from the artistic imaginary at work. It might be, literally, the
thing that was not thought until it arrives—what Badiou refers to in his
work as the “unthinkable” aspect of the event. For my purposes here, this
unthinkable reflects the void that a functional absence serves to expose in an
artistic project.
Whichever way we might describe them, functional absences interrupt; they
produce an exception to the order of things, a situation in which the artistic
project does not proceed as it was before. The absence functions to initiate
a process of discernment and calibration in the artistic project; a pragmatic
weighing up of what to do: whether to embrace, avoid, or partially
incorporate its effects. In this way, it has the potential to both alter and

45. Thomas Crow, Modern Art in the Common Culture (London: Yale University Press,
1996), 131–150.
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to reinforce artistic commitment to the project. To draw from Badiou’s sense
of optimism (there is something inspiring in the way he persists with what
the event makes possible), an absence brings an unthinkable to the surface,
and its surfacing brings forth a demand for it to be thought. The functional
effects of this encounter are, precisely, the new possibilities it offers.
At this point one could ask: What is the difference between a functional
absence and something going wrong in the production process of an artistic
project? For me, the distinction lies in an alteration of course that can
be attributed to the functional absence. This differs from glitches or delays
in production that necessitate certain substitutions or workarounds—
situations in which the conceptual aspirations and intended outcome of the
artistic project remain largely in place. It could also be argued that the
spectre of functional absence is always present in the contingent nature
of artistic projects, and especially those operating within the vulnerabilities
of public and site-based practices. Here it is useful to apply Badiou’s concept
of readiness to extend the distinction; that is, a willingness to recognise the
possibilities brought about by an absence, rather than a shoring up of its
potential consequences.
In all five projects that constitute this PhD there have been absences at work,
but there are noticeable differences in the strength of effect of those absences.
Not all of these may meet the conditions of a truly functional absence as I have
described it above. For example, the sudden arrival of a copyright dispute
with musician John Zwetsloot had a strong effect on The Grief Prophesy and
way it operated in the world, whereas the absence of the storm on 28 August
2008 in Perigee #11 was considerably less disruptive in the logical order of the
project. The absence of Chief Rhonda Larrabee’s approval for Lowering Simon
Fraser had a strongly redirective effect on the stated ambition of that project,
whereas technical irregularities in the lighting of Evening Echo (despite
introducing an irritation factor) have not yet substantially interrupted the
operation of the artwork.
In Modern Art in the Common Culture, Thomas Crow distinguishes “a strongly
site-specific art as opposed to the weaker variant that perpetuates the half-
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measures of Minimalism”.46 He does this through a discussion of the work
of Gordon Matta-Clark, Michael Asher, and, like Meyer, Richard Serra’s
Tilted Arc. One perceives a thinly-disguised disdain as Crow deftly relegates
the “heroic exertions” and “Zen-like” phenomenological claims of a clutch
of arch-minimalists to weakness, with the additional, gendered charge that
their endeavours were simply “ornamenting space”. Rather than a Dan
Flavin or Carl Andre installation, it is Matta-Clark’s inherently ephemeral
practice of the early 1970s in which Crow locates “the strong”, noting how
Matta-Clark’s sculptural-architectural interventions and alterations produced
a restless “terminal contradiction” to the spaces they temporarily occupied.
For Crow, their strength was profoundly connected to fleeting or short-lived
duration and the (often difficult) task of seeing the work in situ.
Further through the text, he establishes an interesting point of contrast
between an untitled installation by Michael Asher from 1970 and Walter
De Maria’s Earth Room of 1968.47 Asher’s work was a temporary but
“complete alteration” to a small gallery on a college campus in Pomona,
California. His radical remodelling included removing the entrance doors
for the duration of the exhibition, leaving the gallery open day and night
to its surroundings (which Crow describes as “a well-watered lawn in the
desert, studded with palms and eucalyptus, adjoining the house of the college
president”48). By way of contrast, Crow observes the deadening effect of De
Maria’s Earth Room, now carefully preserved in perpetuity by the DIA
Foundation “in a SoHo loft, with opening hours and an attendant sitting at a
desk to admit the infrequent visitor”.49 Originally intended as a three-month
installation, De Maria’s Earth Room never left its Wooster Street site. It is the

46. Ibid., 135.
47. The New York Earth Room is the correct title of the work Crow is discussing. It was
completed in 1977 as an installation at the gallery of Heiner Freidrich on Wooster
Street, and was the third iteration of De Maria’s original Earth Room exhibited
in Munich in 1968. The DIA website describes the New York room as containing: 250
cubic yards of earth (197 cubic metres); 3,600 square feet of floor space (335 square
metres); a 22-inch depth of material (56 cm). The total weight of the sculpture is given
as 280,000 lbs. (127,300 kg). See https://www.diaart.org/visit/visit-our-locations-sites/
walter-de-maria-the-new-york-earth-room-new-york-united-states.
48. Crow, Modern Art, 138.
49. Ibid., 141.
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perception of its endlessness and “lack of any other impinging claim on the
space” that disturbs Crow—and fundamentally weakens the original work—
who calls it “a monument to phenomenological preoccupations”, noting that
“it will be available indefinitely to make its claims on the beholding subject”.50

You know, a letter in a newspaper is not the same as when it is printed in a book 51
My hunch is that similar distinctions can be explored through a comparison
of two artistic projects: one of my own— If you find the good oil let us know
(2012–14)— and a project by Scottish artist Katie Paterson titled Future
Library (2014–2114), also known by its Norwegian title as Framtidsbiblioteket.
My interest, via Crow, is to consider the relative strength or weakness
of particular absences functioning within them. The two projects are
contemporaneous (both were developed as public projects in the period
between 2011 and 2014) and, as artists, I think we share a characteristic
personal tenacity and fidelity to techniques of conceptual-sculpturalfictive practice. Similar to If you find the good oil let us know, Future Library
is constituted by a network of sites that are more or less visible within the
project, and to its publics. Each project pursues a tenacious production logic
based on a particular material transformation: oil to cement, trees to paper.
Both are interested in encounters with duration—time experienced as lived
and also imagined—although, in this regard, Paterson’s project fabricates
a more immediate existential “spectacle” than If you find the good oil
let us know.52

50. Ibid.
51. Transcript of dialogue with Mercedes Vicente, see Appendix X, XX.
52. Through its title and specific “timestamp”, Future Library makes an immediate and
literal demand on a contemporary audience to consider their own mortality in relation
to it. Whereas I think If you find the good oil let us know makes no such claim.
A reoccurring fascination with vast scales of space and time is evident in Paterson’s
projects—what she describes on her website as “an expanded sense of earthly and
geological time”—in which her conceptual “material” has invoked planets, stars, fossils,
meteorites, solar and lunar activity. See http://katiepaterson.org/portfolio/.
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Placing differences of scale and resource to one side,53 there are less obvious—
but perhaps fundamental—divergences regarding each project’s relation
to absence, how it functions within the artistic result, and the imprint they
leave in the world as creative endeavours. This includes their relationship
to things that are inaccessible, uncertain, or yet to be actualised, and how
these absences differently inform the operational logic of each project.
Although I have never met Katie Paterson, there is also a tangential personal
connection to my selection of her work. In early 2011, Claire Doherty
(Curatorial Director of One Day Sculpture) emailed me to say: “we’re
currently working on a project in Norway that I think might interest you?
What are your plans in the next few months?” After a few days of enthusiastic
messaging back and forth, and germinating plans for a potential visit to Oslo,
there was two weeks of radio silence. Then, a sudden about-turn arrived via
an email from Claire:
Sorry for such a delay. It was actually a tricky meeting in Oslo and the
parameters are changing from what we thought. After careful reflection
I don’t think this is the right context for you. Sorry to have a false start
on this one. I’ll tell you more in detail later.
I never did get the detail, but from New Zealand I followed the development
of Slow Days in Oslo54 with a somewhat unhealthy interest. A few months
later, artists Amy Franceschini, Heather and Ivan Morison, and Katie Paterson

53. In relation to production funding for Future Library, it hasn’t been revealed (or
is difficult to find) what fee Paterson’s authors receive for their manuscript, but I am
assuming they aren’t contributing their work for free. My own author “companions”
for If you find the good oil let us know each received a $400 payment for their letter
contribution. A discreet but embedded presence of the art market is also evident
in Future Library, whereby “for $1000, collectors can purchase a printed certificate that
functions as a piece of art until the Future Library opens, at which point the certificate
entitles the owner to a complete set of the 100 works in the library.” See http://
publiclibrariesonline.org/2015/07/opening-in-100-years-the-future-library/.
54. This was the title of “a four-day gathering and creative research event …held
in convivial settings around Oslo’s harbour” in August 2011. The event was organised
by Situations in its role as commissioner and co-producer of a public art programme for
Bjørvika in the port district of Olso—considered one of the most comprehensive urban
development projects to be undertaken in Norway. See https://slowdaysoslo.wordpress.
com/2011/06/08/slow-days-in-oslo/amp/.
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were announced as participants. Against this context of disappointment,
perhaps Future Library lingers in my imagination as a kind of proxy for
an artwork I never got to make.
Before discussing different variations of absence occurring within the
two projects, I want to identify literal sites that correspond to the terms
I established earlier: “an arrangement of fixed sites that form recognisable
nodes in the cartography of each project. These sites can be described and
documented; they offer evidence of the project’s existence in the world.”
In the case of If you find the good oil let us know, these are recorded as follows
on its webpage at maddieleach.net:
70 litres used oil;
Written correspondence;
22 letters to the editor printed in Taranaki Daily News;
Text on the Govett-Brewster Art Gallery façade;
390 kg Holcim cement;
2.4 tonne cast concrete block (1.3m x 1.0 m x 0.7 m) positioned
at 39°16'36" S, 173°29'42" E;
Printed book (Risograph, offset, cloth-bound).
At the time it was written, my list followed the convention of a “materials
list” for an artistic work but also included three specific locations: the
Taranaki Daily News (a newspaper); the façade of the Govett-Brewster Art
Gallery (a building); and the GPS coordinates for the location of the concrete
block (the sea floor). In addition, an MP3 recording titled Dear Companions
by Ingrid Horrocks and “double-page print with text, Taranaki Daily News
(11.07.2014)” are noted in relation to the project’s inclusion in the 2014
Walters Prize at Auckland Art Gallery.
Applying the “cartographic logic” I have mentioned, these diverse elements
collectively form the arrangement of literal sites in If you find the good oil let
us know. A number of these continue to endure in various physical forms,
for example: the book (containing the written correspondence) can still
be purchased or read in a library; the newspapers, perhaps hard to locate,
have been archived; and the cement powder (which became the concrete
block) now lies buried in the seabed off the coast of Taranaki. Two sites
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temporarily hosted elements of the project, and evidence of their role
within the project remains only in photographs. One was the façade of the
Govett-Brewster Art Gallery, across which the project’s title was painted and
then removed after some months. The other was the locus for much of the
imaginative activity in If you find the good oil let us know—the seventy litres
of used oil itself. Its existence (as oil) evaporated from the project when
it was burned in a kiln at Holcim Cement in 2013.
The map of literal sites operating in Future Library bears some similarity to If
you find the good oil let us know as a composite of texts, objects, entities, and
geographic locations. Future Library has a standalone website that is entered
by clicking a small, animated drawing of a tree growing. The site is designed
to be a hub for information as the project develops, but it also establishes
a particular aesthetic ambience and tone where one is drawn into a gentle
Scandinavian idyll. There are slow-moving images of forest saplings swaying
in the breeze, and a soft refrain from a woodwind instrument. A lilting female
voice speaks the following story:
A forest in Norway is growing. In 100 years it will become an anthology
of books. Every year a writer is contributing a text that will be held
in trust, unpublished, until the year 2114. The texts will be printed
on paper to be made from the trees, only to be read a century from now.
It is a beautifully succinct description that establishes a set of relations
within the project: a forest in Norway, one hundred authors, one hundred
manuscripts, an unknown number of printed books, and an undefined
number of future readers. The website lists the authors who have, thus far,
been invited by the Future Library Trust: Margaret Atwood (2014), David
Mitchell (2015), Sjón (2016), Elif Shafak (2017), Han Kang (2018), Karl
Ove Knausgård (2019), and Ocean Vuong (2020). There are also a number
of video interviews. For each selected author we can read a small booklet
conveying their thoughts about the project, accompanied by Paterson’s
thoughts about their contribution as writers. These short texts display
a mutual admiration and evident sympathy between collaborators.
Further Googling about Future Library reveals the one thousand trees were
planted by Paterson accompanied by volunteers, and that they are growing
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in an area of Nordmarka forest, about twenty minutes from Oslo. The area
of land selected to grow the trees for Future Library was clear-felled in 2014,
establishing a kind of ground zero for Paterson’s saplings and the onehundred-year timeframe the project concept pivots on. A number of publicity
articles reassuringly report that wood from the felled trees was used to line
a room, designed by Paterson with architects Atelier Oslo and Lund Hagem,
in Oslo’s new Deichman Library. However, one might detect an element
of fabrication in the claim for equivalency between the size of this room and
the area of cleared forest.
This Future Library Room is now the official archival repository for the
authors’ manuscripts until 2114. A video, recorded in 2019 for the opening
of the library, shows Paterson seated in the newly constructed room,
describing how it contains “the smell of the forest …the atmosphere of the
forest, the softness and the warmth of the wood”, further noting that “it’s
almost like being inside a tree”.55 Her words are consistent with a sense
of melancholy and wistfulness—a romanticised conception of the forest—
that repeats across different articulations of the project.56 The curving
walls of the room are punctuated with small sections of glass and bright
light. Paterson explains that these are the receptacles for each of the one
hundred manuscripts, and that visitors can enter the room to view the names
of authors and the title of their manuscript, but not (yet) read them.
To summarise, the literal sites in Paterson’s project can be described
as follows: the Nordmarka forest (a kind of collective biological identity);
each of the one thousand planted trees; the wood-lined room in the
Deichman Library; a cumulative set of original manuscripts; an unknown
amount of paper (yet to be processed); an unknown quantity of printed

55. Future Library: A Century Unfolds (2019). Commissioned by National Galleries
of Scotland with support from the Future Library Trust. See https://vimeo.
com/372083403.
56. The aesthetics of Future Library reinforce a particular imaginary of Scandinavian nature.
For example, the aforementioned video opens with short depth of field images of leaves
and branches, the sound of birdsong, melodic piano, and the voice of author Elif Shafak:
“When you write a novel, you have to have faith that the story is going to take you
somewhere beautiful …and it will connect us.” Paterson later describes how the growth
of the trees will “contain the ideas of the writers growing through the roots in the
ground …and the tree rings become like chapters in a book”.
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books (yet to be printed); and current and future iterations of the website.
Together, these form the building blocks of Paterson’s project as it exists
in the present and is forecast to exist in a future world. On further reflection,
I would also consider the legal contracts between Paterson, the authors,
and the commissioning organisation (Bjørvika Utvikling AS in Oslo) to be
literal sites—providing a set of guiding documents that, no doubt, have
a fundamental role in the formation of the project, and in ensuring its
futurity.57
How then do If you find the good oil let us know and Future Library relate
to the idea of functional absence? And more specifically, does my adaptation
of Crow’s strong and weak site-specific practice hold sway as a concept
of strongly or weakly functioning absence in either project? To continue with
Future Library, the project proceeds through a strategically managed, circular
logic in which there are planned and anticipated absences58—absences that
take the form of yet-to-be written manuscripts; authors and readers yet
to be born; a felled forest; and the inevitable death of the artist and some
of her contributing authors. Across a specific one-hundred-year duration
they are steadily substituted with “presences” that materialise as completed
manuscripts, new authors, future readers, a mature forest and, finally, the
circulation of printed books. Although there are no guarantees that successive
generations will be compelled to continue any commitment to the Future
Library Trust, there is a carefully orchestrated procedure in place to reinforce
the longevity of the project.
Despite a considerable number of press articles about Future Library, there
is an absence of critical discussion of its conceptual premise and aesthetic
language. It is also interesting to consider how little deviation there is from
the official project “script”, in which questions of specific cultural tastes
and educative purpose are carefully shielded. Something persists in the

57. These are not publicly available, but this point comes to mind in relation to the
Promissory Agreement document mentioned in relation to Evening Echo.
58. Paterson’s project reveals the hallmarks of Doherty’s and Situations’ stage-managed
approach to publicity, including carefully timed announcements circulated through
artworld sites and the performance of a public “handover ceremony” for each author’s
manuscript. The project maintains a consistent level of visibility through social media
sites and the dedicated website https://www.futurelibrary.no/.
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rhetoric around the project that produces a singular or pre-determined way
of thinking about it, with many commentators simply resorting to a sense
of wondrousness about a future “we” will not be part of, or the generosity
of the work as a “gift” to future generations. In general, one gets the sense
of undivided agreement and admiration for Future Library as a captivating and
worthy artistic project, perhaps because it touches the same existential nerve
that less elegant time-capsule projects have activated before.
In 2013 Situations had published their quasi manifesto The New Rules
of Public Art.59 Launched one year later, elements of Paterson’s project clearly
reinforced their vision “to provoke and inspire what public art is, what it can
be and where it can take place”. Stating that the document was not intended
as “a didactic set of ‘rules’ but a provocative set of possibilities”, Situations
pitched a new kind of ideology to potential commissioning partners that
cannily aligned the interests of urban renewal and city development projects
with a vision of artists as “charismatic agents of change”.60
There are twelve rules, but of particular interest to my thinking here is “Rule
4: Create Space for the Unplanned”, which states:
Commissioning public art is not a simple design-and-build process.
Artworks arrive through a series of accidents, failures and experiments.
Moments of uncertainty and rethinking are the points at which the
artwork comes into focus. Let responses to the artwork unfold over time
and be open to the potential for unforeseen things to happen.61
Rule 4 is a salient and insightful inclusion in the Situations document and
the proposition that comes closest to my own conception of functional
absence. Phrased in reader-friendly language, this rule appears to endorse
possibilities arising from the undecipherable, the unthought, or illegitimate
thing arriving into the artistic situation. In doing so, it helps reinforce a point
of divergence between Future Library and If you find the good oil let us know,

59. Claire Doherty et al., The New Rules of Public Art (Bristol: Situations, 2013), available
at https://studiotosituation.wordpress.com/2013/12/12/the-new-rules-of-public-art/.
60. This phrase appears on Situations’ website; see https://www.situations.org.uk/about/.
61. Doherty et al, New Rules.
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and how notions of uncertainty or the unforeseen operate differently in the
two artistic projects.
My view is that the absences operating in Future Library do nothing
to unsettle or disrupt the expected order of things, rather they have a weaker
effect. One can think of them as an organised and comprehensible set
of placeholders in the slow construction of a future monument; a monument
that will represent and preserve a state-sanctioned62 body of literature,
a curated selection of authors, and, perhaps less overtly, the memory of the
artist herself. Returning to Crow’s doubts about the unchanging, ossified
Earth Room, I suspect Future Library may come to achieve a similar deadening
effect due to the elaborate logic of preservation and permanence that sits
at the centre of Paterson’s project. For an artistic project that unfolds over
an unusually long duration, Future Library feels susceptible to a similar
process of ossification. There is something rigid in its conception whereby
the invitation to imagine (what a future library might be) is foreclosed by a
systematic procedure towards completion in 2114. In this way Future Library
exhibits the same tendency Crow observed in De Maria’s installation; that
is, once complete “the significance of the original act dissipates if one need
not imagine its conclusion”.63

Right. Very nice. So, the project is not finished? 64
The essential difference I want to propose for If you find the good oil let
us know is its relationship to a stronger variant of absence. In contrast to the
stage-managed, scheduled, and visible absences observed in Future Library
(here I am thinking of the room designed to heighten the visibility of the
future manuscripts), If you find the good oil let us know operates around
an insistent, fugitive, inconsistent absence that refuses to be detached from

62. I use this term in relation to the commissioning context for Future Library within Slow
Space: A Curatorial Vision for Oslo Harbour developed by Situations as part of the larger
Fjord City urban development of Oslo’s waterfront. See https://www.situations.org.uk/
content/uploads/2020/02/Slow_Space_Curatorial_Vision.pdf.
63. Crow, Modern Art, 141.
64. Transcript of dialogue with Mercedes Vicente, see Appendix 3, 218.
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any reception of the artistic project. Formally verified as non-existent, the
idea of whale oil persists, continually resurfacing to confound and extend the
project’s material and conceptual logic. The re-directive effect of this absence
bears some similarity to the restless, elusive “always elsewhere” that Meyer
notes in his discussion of Smithson’s work. Or, as Michael Edwards wryly
put it in his letter to the Taranaki Daily News, “the work itself is neither
the performance nor the object, rather it occupies the zones surrounding
the processes in play, a vague presentiment—diaphanous, grey and whaleshaped—that lurks sporadically around unsuspecting participants”.65
An example of this sporadic “diaphanous” effect occurred in the boardroom
of the oil company Australian Worldwide Exploration Ltd (AWE) in New
Plymouth in 2013. I was there to request their assistance in transporting the
concrete block to its offshore destination, meeting with three young male
executives on the top floor of one of the few high-rise buildings in the city.
I recall the room had large windows facing west towards the oil platforms
and Tasman Sea and that we sat around an immense polished black table.
The three men listened quietly as I detailed the story of the oil-that-was-notwhale-oil and seemed genuinely sympathetic in their response, saying that
they would like to assist but it presented a difficult issue regarding indemnity
and any of their charter vessels. I remember they spent some time trying
to think of alternative methods for submerging the concrete block in seawater
and whether it could be done with ropes at one of their docks. Afterwards,
reflecting on our discussion and that it had taken the best part of an hour,
I realised the story of the whale oil had effectively interrupted their working
day. Surfacing unexpectedly, and briefly diverting their attention from
industry business elsewhere, the (absent) whale and I had presented them
with a curious tale of possibility. Others might say I had simply wasted
their time.
The functional absence of the whale oil, and its agency as a seemingly
embodied whaleness, are fundamental to understanding what If you find
the good oil let us know does as an artwork. Without this persistent lack its
imaginative possibilities are greatly diminished. It is noticeable how the

65. Michael Edwards, “Dear Maddie”, Taranaki Daily News, 30 January 2013.

127

concrete block variously appears as idea, allegory, and object in the texts
from my companion writers, floating, plunging, sinking, swimming; “a crude
manatee shape”; a figure or form “saturated by water …scattering shoals”.66
Indeed, my own writing had sustained moments of discourse with this absent
whale-thing:
The interesting thing is that no one seemed to mind as I conjured your
presence from tawny oil, to powder-dry particles, to the smooth grey
solid in front of the flax bushes in Howard’s yard…. All this eternal
thinking, as you slowly move from one state to another—a migration
of sorts, full of halts and pauses and those deep holes where you
disappeared from my view.67
Above, I suggested that Paterson’s Future Library will come to exist as a
kind of ossified monument, constructed year by year through a cumulative
replacement of its absences with presences. Its futurity and purpose are
clearly established, officially approved and documented—its edges are legible
and able to be grasped in a way that remains unavailable in If you find the
good oil let us know. The concrete block at the centre of my project could
also be a monument,68 yet risks no such ossification, evidencing a “terminal
contradiction” to the sensibility of permanence and accrual in Paterson’s
project. The block is radically out of view and highly susceptible to processes
of oceanic breakdown. Having vanished through an unexemplary act (that
of “dumping waste at sea”) it “warrants no further attention”.69

66. For example, see letters by Peter Brunt, Michael Edwards, Jem Noble, Sandy Gibbs,
Abby Cunnane, and Ingrid Horrocks in If you find the good oil let us know (New
Plymouth: Govett-Brewster Art Gallery, 2014).
67. Maddie Leach, “Dear W”, Taranaki Daily News, 25 July 2013. This letter was only
published in the newspaper and does not appear in the book If you find the good oil
let us know.
68. Both Melanie Oliver and Abby Cunnane refer to the concrete block as a “monument”
in their letters. For example, Cunnane narrates the concrete block as “a sculpture …a
monument to the passing of the sea, a solid monument to mark a time when the sea was
younger, and before its age began to show”. Abby Cunnane, “Dear Editor”, Taranaki
Daily News, 2 February 2013.
69. I am referring to my use of this statement by Renny van der Velde (Maritime New
Zealand) as part of If you find the good oil let us know in the 2014 Walters Prize.
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That “something happened with oil and concrete and the Tasman Sea”
is true,70 but here there is no impulse to preserve it.
The thing about If you find the good oil let us know is that things could have
been otherwise. I happened upon the oil in 2011 and it could have been
genuine whale oil: a rarity, a relic, a macabre curiosity, an exception—but
it wasn’t. Instead, I became the custodian of industrial waste: low-grade
mineral oil that was a disappointment and an interruption in my and others’
material expectations. Ten years later I can reapproach the project through
aspects of Badiou’s thought; specifically, his concepts of fidelity and void
have helped me think about my own idea of functional absence in an artistic
practice. Fidelity in the sense that I remained faithful to my first encounter
with the “whale oil”, that chance moment in an engineering workshop when
it was named as such; and void in the sense that the project amplified its
relation to what remained outside of it. The fictive enigma of whaleness
“transits from a world to another world”71 as a kind of discounted,
unauthorised, elusive idea that quietly, insistently introduced another logic
to businessmen, industrial workers, seamen, civil servants, a newspaper editor,
and a community of writers and readers. This I believe is the functional
strength of its absence.

70. Antonia O’Mahoney, “Oil Inspiration”, Taranaki Daily News, 23 January 2013.
71. Kalyan and Kalyan, Badiou. Note that the full quote is as follows: “The truth
is something which transits from a world to another world.”

PART THREE

Somewhere between a subtext, a parenthesis, and a footnote 1

1.

Transcript of dialogue with Martin Patrick, see Appendix 1, 154.
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Somewhere between a subtext, a parenthesis, and a footnote

You said you were happy when something happened, like the Christmas tree.2
Today is Monday 21 December 2020. Last week, on Thursday, it was the
tenth occasion of the annual lighting of Evening Echo in Cork. The small
flurry of annual administration for the project began a couple of weeks
ago, including confirming the correct Hebrew date for the newspaper
announcement, when sunset occurs, and in relation to this, the exact timings
for the ninth lamp:
9th lamp on: 4:13 p.m.
Sunset: 4:23 p.m.
9th lamp off: 4:53 p.m.
Michelle Carew is the new Arts Officer for Cork City Council. This year
was Michelle’s first Evening Echo lighting. In advance of 17 December, she
fielded some requests from the Munster Jewish Community: for a member
of their group to sing as part of the “formalities” in Shalom Park, and for the
city to host a public Zoom event afterwards in order to share the lighting
of Hanukkah candles, prayers, and music. Michelle had asked me about these
possibilities when we spoke.
From Gothenburg I watched the live stream on Cork City Council’s Facebook
page, broadcast from a mobile phone. The weather looked pretty miserable,
and the assembled crowd was noticeably small, limited to fifteen people
in order to follow Ireland’s COVID-19 restrictions. This year’s Lord Mayor
and “first citizen” Joe Kavanagh—city councillor, former tennis coach, and
part-time paint salesman—read the speech in front of the grey stone wall
on the park’s northern boundary. His wife Stephanie stood beside him
looking attentive and solemn. They each held matching red-and-white-striped
golf umbrellas. As the mobile phone panned shakily to the left, there again

2.

Transcript of dialogue with Mick Wilson, see Appendix 2, 190.
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was the Christmas tree with its twinkling lights, tied firmly to the park bench
near the ninth lamp.
The ninth lamp was due to light ten minutes before sunset at 4:13 p.m.
GMT, but the live stream started a little late and the picture orientation was
initially vertical. Turning my head sideways, I could see a man in a Hi-Vis
vest kneeling beside the base of the ninth lamp. Less than a minute later
it suddenly illuminated, igniting from what appeared to be a manual “forcing
on” rather than ignition via remote programming.
As it turns out, off-camera, the ninth lamp’s timer did switch itself on at 4:13
p.m., but then switched off a couple of minutes later. The start of the live
stream had coincided with an electrician remedying the situation. I explained
to Michelle I had assumed the City was employing a workaround tactic,
sidestepping issues that had persisted with the programming technology, and
how it appeared to literally manifest the “Plan B: a man behind a tree” jokingly
mentioned back in 2011. Michelle understood my alarm, assuring me this was
not the case, but agreed there were ongoing technical problems to resolve.
The following day I received a Facebook friend request:
Hi Maddie, thanks for accepting the friend request. Ruti Lachs here, I’m
active in the Jewish community in Cork and just want to say thanks, your
artwork is a huge boon to this community. Hope we can chat at some
stage. I’m researching, writing and playing Jewish music in Cork, and
have created the Cork Jewish Culture Virtual Walk. Have you seen it?
Made with the support of Cork City Council, the video is variously hosted
by Ruti (who is English), Marnina Winkler (an American PhD candidate
at UCC), and Val Davin (Secretary for the Munster Jewish Community,
also from England). About eight minutes in we see Val standing on the grass
in Shalom Park, smiling as she explains how the word Shalom is used, and
how the park was gifted to the City in 1989. She concludes with a kind
of reverie, arm outstretched, gesturing at the space around her and imagining
“the Jews travelling from Jewtown and heading over to the synagogue,
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wishing each other a good shabbat before going to a service”.3 In the following
sequence Val provides a voiceover and briefly presents Evening Echo. The
camera pans across several of the park lamps, then cuts to some photographs
of people gathered at one of the annual lightings. The sequence ends with
an image of Hanukkah candelabras alight on a table. Val explains, “following
the lighting of the lamp, the local and Jewish community are invited back
to City Hall for a social event, which includes the lighting of hanukkiahs, the
Hanukkah candelabras”.4
The Cork Jewish Culture Virtual Walk is a friendly viewing experience.
Ruti, Val, and Marnina take a bright, casually informative approach as they
stand at various significant locations in the city clutching a microphone
covered by a preposterously fluffy wind muff. I’m grateful for their inclusion
of Evening Echo and that it is described as having “a delicate but persistent
visibility in the park”,5 but what bothers me—veering towards annoyance—is
the seamless, convivial relation Val’s narrative creates between the lighting
of the lamp in Shalom Park, the photograph of Hanukkah menorahs alight,
and the social event at City Hall. The same feeling accompanied Ruti’s
request (via Michelle) to sing after the Lord Mayor speaks, and an email from
Val on behalf of the Munster Jewish Community, received earlier this year,
asking for the speech to be rewritten:
Our community is flourishing, with Jewish babies once again being born
in Cork and the wider Munster area, and we feel it would be inspiring for
those who come and witness Evening Echo on the last day of Chanukah
each year, to listen to a speech reflecting that positivity, because we are
no longer a dying community.6

3.

Ruti Lachs, dir., Cork Jewish Culture Virtual Walk: A Historic and Cultural Stroll through
Jewish Cork City (2020), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O6UofsR7F2s&featu
re=youtu.be.

4.

Ibid.

5.

This phrase has been borrowed from the written description of the Evening Echo project
that is circulated by the National Sculpture Factory and Cork City Council each year.

6.

Val Davin, written correspondence with Michelle Considine, 31 January 2020.
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Yet none of this disgruntlement arises when I glimpse the rebelliously
installed Christmas tree. Why is this? What does the appearance of this adhoc object in the park do for Evening Echo that, in my mind, Ruti and Val’s
seemingly benign enthusiastic advocacy does not? On what grounds do I resist
one and not the other? These are fugitive thoughts, difficult to untangle.
I recognise they harbour an unarticulated sense of suspicion, and a potential
lack of generosity towards a group with a vested interest and empathy for the
project. In addition, when considered in terms of aesthetic authenticity, both
the tree and the City Hall candle-lighting event intrude upon the project’s
original composition of objects.7
I could also describe both developments as unsolicited interruptions—
modest threats—to what is a relatively asocial conceptual basis for Evening
Echo. From its outset the project has negotiated a fidelity to specific
conditions of remoteness and perpetuity that operate through a repetitive
act of withdrawal and fleeting reappearance, an act of “faithful preservationthrough-practice”8 that recalls the lighting of a single gas lamp during the
inauguration of Shalom Park on 28 April 1989.9 In my conception, Evening
Echo maintains an indifference towards any specific witnessing, persisting
into a future where the occasional dog-walker or local resident—anyone
or no one—coincides with the ninth lamp as it briefly ignites according to the
obscurities of the Hebrew solar-lunar calendar. By then, it is a lamp among

7.

The original material description of Evening Echo I listed on my website was as follows:
Nine electric lamps (1 x 4.6 m; 8 x 3.6 m) with Chatsworth columns, Kensington
lanterns, and metal halide bulbs; SELC Candelon streetlight control system; edition
of printed posters and future dates; printed announcement in the Evening Echo
newspaper; “Promissory Agreement” between Maddie Leach and Cork City Council.
This list was adapted in late 2020 to include “a speech by the Lord Mayor of Cork titled
What Comes Around”.

8.

Adrian Johnston, “The Right Left: Alain Badiou and the Disruption of Political
Identities”, Yale French Studies 116/117 (2009): 71.

9.

The Promissory Agreement, signed in 2011 between Cork City Council, National
Sculpture Factory, and me, goes to some length to define these operational points.
It was retroactively re-signed in 2019 by Valerie Byrne when she became Director
of NSF. The original document now requires some re-drafting. Noticeably, it contains
several references to a “plaque” that was to be installed at an undecided location
in Cork City. Although part of the early discussion with CCC and Fred Rosehill, this
was something I never actively pursued and should be removed from the document
in future.
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other lamps, on a piece of land that was a gas works, in a neighbourhood that
was called Jewtown, in a park that was named Shalom Park. Communities
have come and gone. Within this logic there is no imperative to see the lamp
alight, but it is important that it does light, and that it will do so again.

IMG_3127
For many of the annual lighting events in Shalom Park the City has employed
local photographer Clare Keogh to record the occasion. Over the years she
has produced a careful and respectful record of the project and those who
attend. The Christmas tree doesn’t appear in Clare’s images, but a picture
I took of it in 2017 has quickly become one of my favourites. Taken at dusk,
a day or two before the lighting event, it shows four people and three small
dogs gathered near the tree in an otherwise empty park. I like it because
it reminds me of Samuel Beckett’s sparse scene-notes for Act 1 in Waiting
for Godot:
A country road. A tree.
Evening.
“Asocial” may seem a surprising choice of word for a project that can also
be considered within the terms of socially engaged and participatory practices;
a project in which much of the public record preserves a sense of collective
assembly, civic investment, and shared observance. Both the circulation
of the “announcement” in the local newspaper (as public notification) and
the act of civic hospitality at City Hall after the lamp lighting strengthen this
conception. Perhaps my use of asocial should be modified by a distinction
between the visibility of a scheduled, required sociality of Evening Echo
embodied by Cork City Council, Ruti, Val, and the Munster Jewish
Community, and the unscheduled, less visible, micro-sociality depicted in my
Christmas tree photograph—a sociality that occurs beside the artistic work,
and despite of it.
Contemplating IMG_3127, it occurs to me that my sympathy for the
Christmas tree is precisely because it acts as a kind of proxy for my own
desire; a gentle, illicit counterpoint to the incremental, but tenacious,
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claims on Evening Echo to celebrate and affirm a revitalised Munster Jewish
Community. This small, bedazzled object contributes a defiant gesture
of Irish absurdism, wordlessly cementing the contradiction that “there’s some
Jewish memorial in Shalom Park around Christmas”.10 Although I remain
uncertain as to whether there is latent hostility at work, the appearance of the
tree can also be understood as an antagonistic object, capable of producing
an error in Evening Echo’s public image. Having materialised unexpectedly
to assert local presence in Shalom Park (“it’s for the children”11) it both
disarms and complicates tendencies to determine the place and the project
as being for the Jewish community.

Your work is more like slow art, right? 12
No other project discussed in this PhD is as enmeshed as Evening Echo
in tensions arising between fidelity to an artistic operation, and the influence
of external variations and encounters. The most obvious reason being
that the artwork continues to be “live”, briefly activated in public through
an orchestrated and performed annual civic event. On the surface, it clearly
remains the most present of the five projects discussed here, physically
enduring in a way that Perigee #11 and its disappeared boat shed does not.
One could say that Perigee #11 underwent a kind of death—a sudden
finitude—via the arrival of a storm-force event in Wellington on 20 June
2013, and few unsettled questions remain. In many ways the dialogue
I held with Martin Patrick took the form of a shared fond remembrance,
exhibiting none of the struggle over ethical uncertainties, thwarted intentions,
or interruption that are laced through the other conversations. Neither Martin
nor I named it as such, but within any re-telling of Perigee #11, photographs
of the shed’s wreckage function as a decisive end to the expectant waiting set
in play on 28 August 2008.

10. Transcript of dialogue with Mick Wilson, see Appendix 2, 191.
11. See the Evening Echo case study text, 32.
12. Transcript of dialogue with Nav Haq, see Appendix 4, 238.
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The question of what constitutes physical presence in the other three projects
necessitates a greater act of imagination than is required for Evening Echo.
These endeavours persist in a state of dormancy, in which the possibility
remains for something to happen from an imperceptible, almost-halted
metabolic activity. Consider If you find the good oil let us know and its deeply
submerged concrete block as a public artwork sited off the coast of Taranaki;
the preservation of a copy of The Grief Prophesy in the music collection
of Stockholm’s Kungliga biblioteket (National Library of Sweden), or a
mysterious listing on Discogs.com of a single test pressing, with the valueadding description “rare as hens’ teeth”.13 A muted existence for Lowering
Simon Fraser persists in the “Action” recorded in the minutes of the Regular
Meeting of the New Westminster City Council on 12 June 2017, the sporadic
distribution of the book, and the forensic trace of a faint pink line—still
visible in the recesses of Simon Fraser’s granite plinth.
In a number of conversations for this PhD, and certainly in my application
for candidacy, I used the term “non-catharsis” in place of other words such
as “open-ended”, “ongoing”, “emergent”, or “future-oriented”—often used
to describe artworks that are intentionally processual in nature. Non-catharsis
seemed a potentially useful term to identify something common across the
five projects, expressive of a sense of limbo not often attached to (or desired
for) artworks in the public sphere. Rather than conveying an unresolved
emotional distress per se, I thought it might capture a kind of generative
stagnation, the logic of something stalled; a condition where notions of value
and contribution remained to be determined.
This idea retreated in my thinking, partly because it seemed difficult
to retrieve the word “catharsis” from its psychosomatic connotations, and
partly because “non-catharsis” inadequately conveyed the way decisional
processes, and their activation, are occurring within these five artworks.
This is perhaps most effectively realised in Evening Echo as yet-to-be-decided
relations that are not about a state of limbo or a blocked or halted process.
Despite its desired asociality—and “reticent going public”14—Evening Echo

13. See https://www.discogs.com/Maddie-Leach-The-Grief-Prophesy/release/15119869.
14. Transcript of dialogue with Mick Wilson, see Appendix 2, 177.
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is drawn into a gentle but continuous process of contestation and decisionmaking by different subjectivities, with different fidelities as to its meaning
and purpose. These different loyalties include my own artistic authorship
and the project’s contextual origins, Cork City’s custodianship and duty
of care, questions of technical maintenance, local users of the park and the
rogue Christmas tree installer, annual visitors for the lighting event, and the
Munster Jewish Community’s subtle re-narrations of the project. That these
different perspectives persist and continue to navigate each other makes
Evening Echo something of an exception, and perhaps exemplary, within the
set of five projects under consideration in this PhD.

How do you describe what you are desiring? This sense of where you want to go? 15
Despite being a self-declared optimist, Badiou isn’t especially positive about
the situation for contemporary art. In an interview with Fabian Tarby he goes
as far to say, “to be frank, I don’t think we’re in a major artistic period. I think
we are in a period that is certainly interesting, with lots of ramifications and
contrasting directions, but it’s a period of research and obscurity, waiting
for foundational events.”16 To add emphasis, he paraphrases Norwegian
playwright Henrik Ibsen, inserting “not yet” in place of Ibsen’s “no longer”:
“The old beauty is no longer beautiful and the new truth is not yet true.”
If, as the philosopher suggests, we are to wait—a situation requiring a level
of commitment on our part—it also invites a period of preparation. A year
ago, I threw myself into a new long-term project17 which, according

15. Ibid., 190.
16. Alain Badiou and Fabian Tarby, Philosophy and the Event (Cambridge: Polity Press,
2013), 78.
17. The project is titled The Fountain: An art-technological-social drama and is funded
by Formas (a Swedish research council for sustainable development) as a part of their
call on “Designed Living Environment – Architecture, Form, Design, Art and Cultural
Heritage in Public Spaces”. The project creates a partnership between HDK-Valand:
Academy of Art and Design at Gothenburg University, Lund University’s Faculty
of Engineering and Skissernas Museum–Museum of Artistic Process and Public Art. For
more on the project see Public Art Agency Sweden, “Fontänen: Ett konst-teknologiskt
socialt drama” [The Fountain: An art-technological-social drama] (17 February 2021),
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=37xVLLRBSKg.
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to Badiou’s bleak forecast, may simply constitute a period of research and
obscurity. Yet, I am confident fidelity to the possibilities of functional
absence will offer a crucial artistic logic for the project’s development.
Its focus is The LTH Fountain—a largely forgotten public artwork on the
campus of Lund University in Sweden. My partner Julian, who is from Lund,
mentioned it some years ago in a conversation about failure in artworks; now
“the fountain” increasingly encroaches upon this PhD for my attention.
The LTH Fountain was designed in the late 1960s by Swedish architect Klas
Anshelm and sculptor Arne Jones. Forming a central element in Anshelm’s
larger vision for a group of new campus buildings, it was anticipated as a
modern “artistic-technological cathedral of steel, glass and water without
parallel in the world”18. Yet it proved to be frustrating as a fountain: leaking,
fracturing and never effectively carrying water. Located between two ponds
near the F and E buildings—F for fysik (physics), E for elektroteknik (electrical
engineering)—a great deal of time and money was directed towards rectifying
its design flaws and multiple mechanical failures. Now inert, and in plain view
on campus, renovation is considered impracticable and The LTH Fountain
remains an unrealised project. It persists in a state of suspension, immobilised
somewhere between an artwork and a ruin.
The abbreviation “LTH” stands for Lunds Tekniska Högskola (Lund Institute
of Technology) and is still commonly used, despite being formally renamed
the Faculty of Engineering in 2005. In 2023, the European Spallation Source
(ESS) will be completed as a major new university site to the north of the
LTH campus. Promotional texts tout it as “a multi-disciplinary research
facility based on the world’s most powerful neutron source,” enabling
university researchers to “study the materials of everyday life, from plastics
and proteins to medicines and molecules, in order to understand how they are
built up and how they work”.19 The LTH Fountain, commissioned for what
was once the geographic centre of technical research in Sweden, is a ghostly

18. This is a description of The LTH Fountain on a Flickr page posted by Anders Bengtsson
on 18 February 2012. It is unlikely these are his own words and appears to be
an unattributed quote, possibly from Jan Torsten Ahlstrand. See https://www.flickr.
com/photos/barracuda666/6853625882.
19. See “European Spallation Source”, https://www.lunduniversity.lu.se/researchinnovation/max-iv-and-ess, and https://europeanspallationsource.se/about.
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figure on the periphery of such ambitions. One could say its failures have
symbolically, almost absurdly, subtracted it from the rhetoric of “knowledge
production”.
There are competing narratives of blame, and unverified rumours, embedded
in the history of the fountain. Structural engineers, architects, art historians
and journalists have offered different theories on its faults and failings,
including vandalism of its glass basins by slingshot. One of my most
memorable correspondents on the subject was Jan Torsten Ahlstrand.20
Replying promptly to my first email he wrote:
It is more than twenty years now since I heard anything about the LTH
fountain, so I am very surprised that there suddenly is an artist from the
other side of our planet, now here in Sweden, who is interested in this
great but failed public sculpture in Lund. How come?21
At the conclusion of my PhD process, “How come?” is readily answered
by having glimpsed a functional absence, a faint pulse emitting from The
LTH Fountain, in which I sense a residual situation and its void. My curiosity
has been raised by elusive references to a small miscalculation in the
fountain’s construction details by a Mathematics professor employed by the
University at the time. More than fifty years later, verification of this rumour
is likely to require searching boxes of archival documents in the basement
of V-Huset—V for Väg och vatten (road and water). This is work for the
coming months.
The impulse at the heart of the project is a recommitment to a state-funded
public artwork after a twenty-five-year hiatus.22 However, my questions
are not about how to get this fountain to work as a fountain, but whether

20. Jan Torsten was a former director of the Museum of Artistic Process and Public Art
in Lund (Skissernas Museum). I was saddened to learn of his sudden death as a result
of complications related to COVID-19 on 16 December 2020.
21. Jan Torsten Ahlstrand, email correspondence with the author, 22 February 2020.
22. The last attempt to get the fountain working was made in August 1996. It functioned
briefly, but with considerable leakage. In the late 1990s, the fountain’s glass components
were removed, and the structure was partially dismantled.
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Anshelm’s and Jones’ relic offers an armature from which a new public
artwork can emerge. My hope is to uncover the mathematical oversight that
carried unforeseen “catastrophic”23 consequences for this artistic work, and
to amplify its possibilities within the reimagination of The LTH Fountain.
If I were to expand my search for artworks unambiguously belonging to the
set {functional absence} this new project would be included in my count. It has
(quite literally) lurked on the edges of this PhD, transmitting a vague but
insistent sense that there is something worth attending to. There are many
unknowns yet to emerge and uncertainty as to when, and from where, these
will arrive. Some sources of potential interruption I can anticipate —the estate
of Klas Anshelm or Arne Jones, students and staff of Lund University, local
historians, residents, retired architects or engineers—but there will be others
for which I must wait.

23. A newspaper article about a “test-drive” for the fountain uses the Swedish word
“katastrof” in its headline. “Miljonskulpturs glaslådor katastroftöms automatiskt”,
Sydsvenksa Dagbladet Snällposten, 19 June 1968.

Architect Klas Anshelm and sculptor Arne Jones in front of The LTH Fountain. Lund, Sweden,
June 1969. Photograph: Staffan Hagblom. Image courtesy of Jan Torsten Ahlstrand.

The LTH Fountain. Lund, Sweden, 31 October 2020. Image courtesy of Maddie Leach.
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Appendix 1
A dialogue with Martin Patrick about Perigee #11
Recorded on Zoom, 23 November 2019

Martin:

Hello! I realise I’m a couple of minutes early. I was just worried whether

Zoom would be working or not.
Maddie:

Hello! Yes, it’s working and we’re recording…terrific. So, perhaps

I’ll go straight to acknowledging that I feel slightly anxious in having this
conversation with you because you have a lot of insight into how artists
undertake PhDs—given that you have supervised many PhD projects!
However, I wondered if there were any questions you have, at the moment,
about the way I’m constructing my PhD or anything you need clarified?
Martin:

Actually, I’d say yes and no to that…Or, no and yes! [laughs] I’ve

enjoyed reading the way you have described your PhD project and your
analysis of the kind of going concerns across a selection of artistic projects,
including the one unfolding in real time—the Simon Fraser project. I don’t
have any major concerns but I’m really intrigued by some of the things that
were raised in your discussion of Perigee #11, and I might thread a couple
of those through our discussion as we go.
One thing I made a note of earlier is, I thought there’s always a certain kind
of tension between exegetical style writing, which is what doctoral and
master’s level writing tends to be, that is, the notion to explain. And then,
given the context of how art practitioners present themselves, there’s also
the notion that that could be an over explication that could be potentially
contradictory or perceived as detrimental to the practice. I think there are
many contradictions, or contradictory notions and tensions in your practice,
and I think these seem very central to keeping your practice going. So, the
notion of fully explaining every little bit of what you’re doing, without
leaving a little bit of openness to that discussion, then becomes problematic.
I think the best doctorates by creative practitioners are usually real cognisant
of that today and try to figure out stylistic or conceptual ways around. I mean,
you might worry over this, but not to the point that it—
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Maddie:
Martin:
Maddie:

Paralyses? [laughs]
Yes…rather, that it can be generative and productive.
The first dialogue I did was with Mick Wilson a few weeks ago

in Brussels. We started that conversation clarifying some questions he had
about the nature of this PhD, whether I was being asked to construct
a reflective document explicating how the practice happens, as opposed
to something that would concentrate more on the collection of the five
projects and what knowledge has been produced across them. Mick was
identifying that those are two different paths, not that one is better than
the other, but they are different kinds of PhDs. It was a useful conversation,
and I think similar to some of the things you’re raising—not closing the
work down, not trying to complete the projects through this writing, trying
to address the fact that they’re “alive” in some form, and how to do that.
I’ve currently written four and a half of the case study descriptions, and this
is the fourth dialogue, and it’s very clear to me now that there is another
section of writing for me to undertake. Whether that’s for each project,
or whether that’s collectively, I’m not sure. But there’s something about
moving between modes of writing and discussion, and then to a form
of writing that does something different to the writing that you’ve seen, for
example. I’m also going to make an argument to David Cross and Antonia
Pont (my supervisors) that I don’t want to divide my PhD into an exegesis
and what they call the “creative portfolio product”. I think that the way I’m
approaching it is more holistic than that. My PhD document, or book, is both
the exegesis and the creative portfolio.
Martin:

Well that seems a sound reasoning… not to artificially separate things

that are hard to pull apart anyhow. But any way you slice it, it creates
challenges for how you’re presenting it. You are working in retrospect,
and there are many projects that you are not including. One of the phrases
I use with doctoral candidates is “what are the edges of your project?” and
this relates to what you were discussing with Mick—how one configures
an approach to writing has a lot to do with what you’re addressing. As you
noted in your “precis” for our conversation, you have rearranged the
artworks you were most keen on including, because some of them fit more
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appropriately within the framework that you’re imagining, their relation
to absence and all of these things.
Maddie:

Yes. But now, of course, I’m at a stage where I’m facing internal

doubts, like “Oh, is this really what I think these projects are doing?” [laughs]
Martin:

I have the impression that it’s an exacerbated or accelerated version

of something that most candidates face. For example, some people who are
in their final year, and close to submission, are already thinking ahead to their
post PhD work, and they’re wanting to introduce new material and new ideas
or shift around the argument that they’ve had in place for quite some time.
To a certain extent, it is fine to revise their way of discussing the work, but
the risk is if this sits outside the framework of the PhD.
For example, one of the things I was thinking about with Perigee #11 is what
you’re thinking about in hindsight in relation to that project, since so much
time has passed? What sort of arguments you’re developing in retrospect and
which ones were there at the outset of the project in 2007? Those are two
different things. I guess those kinds of concerns get even more challenging
when you’re dealing retrospectively with a lot of material.
Maddie:

Definitely. Um…but can I avoid answering that question for a while

and look at—
Martin:
Maddie:

Of course!
—and look at your retrospective view? I’ve asked both Mick and

Mercedes about their own writing in relation to the project we were
discussing together, and you’ve also looked back at the piece of writing that
you did for Perigee #11. I found it very useful and I quote you a number
of times in the piece I’ve written. It helped me to locate some of the things
that were operating in Perigee #11 that I didn’t see at time. So, I wondered
if you had any observations or recollections about writing that text that you
wanted to put on the table?
Martin:

Well, it’s both a straightforward question and a very challenging one.

I did a little thinking about this, and first off, I’d say it’s wonderful to hear
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what you’re saying about the value of that piece of criticism for you,
because there are different ways that criticism holds value. One is for the
audience outside of the artist and the writer, and then another is whether
it will be helpful for the artist, but I’ll return to that. When I came to New
Zealand in 2008, I’d been writing criticism professionally, in the sense that
I’d published stuff. I’d been a doctoral student before that, but I’d been
writing professionally for about a decade by then. It’s a huge shift in context
to come to a completely new place, in manifold respects, because you’ve
got geographical differences, cultural differences, and then you’ve got all the
intricacies of the art world that you’re entering into.
I realise now how much I didn’t know about New Zealand. For example,
I had only the barest recognition of the deep significance of Indigenous
culture here, or the specifics of New Zealand’s various art scenes or histories
and its range of contemporary art practitioners. That all takes some time
to develop and, to a certain extent, I felt I was kind of flying blind. But
then there was a certain confidence granted to me, and that came from you
being confident that I could respond in some kind of helpful fashion to the
project and that you “okayed” me as the writer, essentially, and from David
Cross as the project manager and de facto co-curator of One Day Sculpture.
Both those things were very significant in giving me the freedom to pursue
the writing.
In re-reading my text, I realise that I kept the essay focused on a couple
of things. One was my reading of Perigee #11 and the amount of research that
I do to try to get up to speed on any artist I’m writing about. You provided
me with publications and pointed me towards other writing about your
work—Marcus Moore’s or Tina Barton’s and so forth. The second thing
would be relying upon my historical knowledge. I don’t know if it’s a strength
or weakness in the text, but I throw in a lot of art historical references. I think
that’s a way of consolidating connections between significant contemporary
art and art of the past. Because of the conceptual notions you were dealing
with, there was quite a lot I could link into there, also sculptural references.
In re-reading a piece of your own writing, you can feel a little bit
apprehensive. How am I going to feel reading this? But I think it holds
up fairly well, because I did try to stick to both concrete and conceptual
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variables that were operating in the work and that kept it on track. I wasn’t
making huge leaps. I was bringing it in reference to minimalism, but from
my discussions with yourself and artists who also studied in Christchurch
(such as Eugene Hansen or Simon Morris), I know that there was a heavy
influence of modernism and minimalism in that school. Our generation
of artists and writers are often interested in that history, but pushing back
against it in a lot of ways.
But it’s not to say that I wasn’t a little tentative, given the time frame
and that this was my first piece of writing in New Zealand to be widely
disseminated. Perigee #11 was also the first project in One Day Sculpture and
my text was the first posted response. So, there was no pressure on that!
Maddie:

I was also thinking about that it was the first piece of writing to come

from One Day Sculpture. Being the first project and you as the first critical
respondent, there was something kind of remarkable about that opportunity,
because everything was ahead of us, a wide-open world of what One Day
Sculpture was going to be.
I recently participated via Skype in a “10 years after One Day Sculpture”
panel discussion held in Melbourne, while Claire Doherty was there. I noticed
that the same narratives and anecdotes were being circulated 10 years later—
the tale of Santiago Sierra (of course) and images of certain “favourite”
projects as illustrations. This made me reflect on how Perigee had a very lowkey place in One Day Sculpture, certainly for being the first project.
It was a difficult project to photograph and raised the question of what would
be the iconic image circulated around it. I was thinking of this because David
Cross had some images of Perigee #11 in the PowerPoint for the discussion,
and I had to ask him to add the announcement card image. Which surprised
me, because that card—with the weather forecast on it—is so central to the
artwork. I guess this is a frustration on my part; that after 10 years it didn’t
feel like any more reflective dimensions had emerged, really. I thought it was
a missed opportunity to think back on the entire ODS project as an event.
Coming back to what I’ve been thinking about, I’ve been going back through
a lot of emails and looking at the sequence of how things evolved in Perigee
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#11. The cast study text I’ve written leaves out a lot of things. You know,
I did all this research into how weather balloons operate, and I can remember
going out to Paraparaumu to see one being launched into the atmosphere.
There was a lot of background work that I was doing to slowly piece the
project together but, in my text, I’ve selected very specific things to guide
someone through the project. Something that’s come up in other dialogues
is the notion that nothing is given any more emphasis than anything else
within these observations and descriptions.
Martin:

Well, in relation to that announcement card, I was thinking about

how you’ve used printed material and text in the projects themselves. For
example, you had the card and then over several days before Perigee #11
you had texts published in the Dominion Post. Then later on you used the
newspaper in other projects, like If you find the good oil. And you’ve been
very careful on how you’ve designed books or publications for your projects
with Warren Olds. So, you’ve worked with printed matter in an era where
(in a tongue in cheek way I sometimes talk about living in a “post book” era)
people feel we’re in a post newspaper era. But you manifestly have used the
newspaper in a way that catches some audiences and not others.
I know I may be going off from what your point was there, but I was thinking
about the use of text and how central that announcement card was to your
sense of this project. It seems to be a kind of through line to some of the
other projects as well.
Maddie:

Definitely. And I haven’t actually addressed this specifically. I can

remember you once saying this tendency was “anachronistic”.
Martin:
Maddie:

Yes. [laughs]
It’s a deliberate use of these cusp technologies. Previously I’ve

described it as being that the newspaper is not yet obsolete, though it almost
is. And there’s something about creating a material artefact that results from
the use of these things. They do exist and they go into archives in certain
ways, but they also have a fleetingness. They have this highly temporary
appearance on a breakfast table, or a cafe and then they’re gone after a day,
they’re not in use anymore. In 2008, regarding the use of the Dominion Post
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for Perigee #11, even if people weren’t reading the newspaper much, I think
the weather page would still be one of the most consulted pieces of the
newspaper.
Martin:

That’s true.

Maddie:

Especially in New Zealand.

Martin:

Along with the sports page!

Maddie:

One of the tensions is, as you point out, that these insertions reached

some audience and only provided the text from the Beaufort Scale and a URL
for One Day Sculpture as a means to get more information. Also, One Day
Sculpture was using a printed card that was physically mailed to people.
So, there were these material things circulating in the world and I don’t think
that would happen now. I always felt it didn’t matter if ten people came
or 250, but of course it matters in a way…
Martin:

Well, there’s a legacy of the project in the book that was published and

the ODS website is still live, I believe.
But in response to what you were talking about with the revisiting or relooking at a One Day Sculpture in Melbourne, David also wrote a text that
he sent me about One Day Sculpture that was commissioned 10 years after
the fact. There has been really no discussion of it here in New Zealand.
And I feel that it’s curious, because on one level it was very unprecedented.
It involved a lot of factors in terms of a cosmopolitanism in bringing in a
lot of international artists, knitting together relations between institutions
that don’t always have relations, and trying to make a lot of things work
in New Zealand, rather than just sending artists away or bringing artists in as
a one shot. And, for some reason, I think there’s almost a disconnect with
how innovative the ODS project was. Perhaps also, and I raised this with
David Cross once, to have Claire Doherty (being British) and David (being
an Australian, even though he lived in New Zealand) helming the project
might have set some people’s sensitivities off.
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But whatever it was, it was a very significant project. I still point students
towards it and there has been, as you know, people referring to it in master’s
and doctoral theses, and there’s been a lot of a very positive response abroad,
particularly in Britain I think, because of Claire’s prominence there. I always
say art worlds are very small everywhere, but here they’re even smaller,
because of the population size.
Maddie:

I’ve been thinking about this too and I think these are broader

questions around One Day Sculpture, but also around the kind of practices
that it supported or was looking to produce.
Martin:
Maddie:

Yes.
I’m thinking from a distance, from where I am now in Sweden,

and it doesn’t feel like there’s really a legacy in New Zealand from One
Day Sculpture as to the way things can happen, or the way projects might
be commissioned—the ongoing explorations of site-based or place-based
practices, or temporary projects. That’s why I thought it was disappointing
not to host that discussion in New Zealand, ten years later, because
it involved a whole lot of curators in New Zealand. I only see Bruce Phillips
(who was an intern with ODS at the time) as someone who is continuing
to explore these curatorial and artistic perspectives.
Martin:
Maddie:

It’s true.
That’s partly why I began to dwell on the question of my practice and

where it fits. Increasingly, I see it not having much place in the New Zealand
context, at least as it is now. Maybe, I’m just feeling, I don’t know, nostalgic.
Martin:

Well, there’s also a very big generational shift that’s happening here—a

lot of artwork from people in their twenties and thirties, with a fairly
different framing of things. But there’s also a fair amount of conceptual
and dematerialised work going on that would have different lineages. Some
of those people are people we’ve taught…
Maddie:

Yes, that’s true!
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I want to move on to two specific things that I think have come up for
me over the years, whenever I’ve presented the project, and more so now
as I’m thinking about Perigee more actively. Those two things being the
decision of outsourcing the forecast to Ken Ring and the role of that forecast
in the work. We touched on this when I spoke about that forecast as an
image, as fundamental to the whole proposition of the work. And second
is the question of the after image of the work—the destroyed boat shed
in 2013, and what that means for the project.
Perigee #11 is a little bit different to some of the other projects I’m writing
about, which become much more focused on the idea of obstacles. This
is something that David and Antonia bring up with me: how do I make
decisions when I’m faced with an obstacle? Antonia jokingly calls it a “wildly
capitalist logic” where the projects appear to absorb obstacles or move around
them. But Perigee didn’t really face any obstacles in the process of making
it, and I wouldn’t describe the non-arrival of the storm as any kind of obstacle.
Rather, I think the notion of serendipity comes into play a lot with Perigee
#11, the fact that it was a beautiful day, instead of a storm is an extra—
Zoom connection drops
Martin:
Maddie:
Martin:
Maddie:

Hey there!
I’m here, hello. Sorry!
It seems the connection dropped. I think.
It did, but that’s okay because it’s saved the recording! So, we can

pick up again.
Martin:

Okay.

Interesting…I was just mentioning that, in a way, an obstruction happened
in the midst of the work with some vandalism, or tagging, of the boat
shed doors, and that was an unexpected thing, though I’m not sure if it’s
an obstacle in the way you’re voicing it.
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Maddie:
Martin:

No…
But, one thing in relation to Ken Ring, I was thinking about the

responses that you mentioned from your supervisors about your use
of narrative, and in relation to that it seems like you have a lot of characters
or persona in the work. In this particular project, Ken Ring is the primary
one. Although in other projects—I’m thinking of If you find the good oil—
there’s a plethora of characters and voices. We used the word anachronistic
about your interest in printed materials, but I might also introduce the word
“eccentric”, in some ways there’s an eccentricity that I feel you’ve gravitated
to at times.
For example, a hypothetical would be that I’m sure you can find some pretty
high-powered weather scientists who are professors at Massey University
or elsewhere in New Zealand. But you went to a fellow named Ken Ring
who, as you’ve said, Wikipedia almost denounce his credibility as an arbiter
of weather information.
Maddie:
Martin:

Yes.
You go to a source that, on one level, is manifestly incredible and on the

other is a real agent, a motor to the conceptual apparatus of the project.
That’s really intriguing to me.
Maddie:

You make this nice mention in your critical response about my practice

(or me) having an affinity for the language of fables and tall tales, as much
as documentary or social practice. And earlier in our conversation you
positioned the notion of contradiction in the practice. Yes, I was interested
in the fact that Ken Ring was a magician, and he is almost considered
fraudulent by conventional weather forecasting, but has this extremely
loyal, ardent fan base who swear by his forecasts and that they come
true. You know?
I think there’s something around the positioning of belief, and this
is something that comes up in The Good Oil as well; a wilfulness to draw
people towards the possibility to believe something, which sits in relation
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to highly pragmatic preparations and operations that occur around
an eccentric thing (as you say) at the centre of the project.
Mercedes and I were talking about the concrete block. She said, “Oh
I was never very interested in the concrete block”. I was saying the block
was fundamental, that the intention to make it, the material processes,
transportation and logistics are the things that hold the project on course.
Contradictions and eccentricities started to operate at another level around
it. So, there is this tenuous, slightly comic logic and these very practical
preparations in order to for something to take place.
Martin:

I think I might also have mentioned a kind of “whimsy” in something

I wrote about your work before. It’s interesting, there is a lineage of a
lot of playfulness in conceptual art, whether it’s Fluxus who admittedly
were very interested in slapstick comedy, or even Sol LeWitt saying
that conceptual artists are mystics rather than rationalists. I really like
the way he counterintuitively laid out a different…well, I think he was
replying against Joseph Kosuth in some ways, that there can be a deep
seriousness to artwork, but there’s also an element of playfulness, and
spontaneity in there.
You had a second part to what you were addressing before I brought up Ken
Ring, so I don’t want to derail us from that.
Maddie:
Martin:

What was that now? Yes, I was talking about serendipity.
That’s right. I was thinking, in relation to the kind of voicing around

the work that these narratives offer—those you are implanting in the work,
or ones that come out through working with your interlocutors, like myself
on the Perigee project—I wonder how this relates to audience, and the
role of audience or public in relation to your role as artist instigator? The
access that a public has through publications, through texts, through online
materials, there is a way in to the artwork that, on some levels, might seem
to have a certain kind of opacity. I think one of the ways that a many layered,
conceptual or post-conceptual mode of working might operate is to have
access points. I’m just curious that this is another tension, in a way. I have
the impression that you’re not that concerned about one kind of accessibility
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at the expense of the integrity of the work, but then you’re still offering
avenues for an audience to pick up and to take a voyage around the work.
Maddie:

Yes, and as time passes, what does anybody remember of something

that happens in an opaque, quite fleeting way? Someone might remember
coming to the boat shed, but it’s a big demand for an audience to find
the artwork through other avenues. Does the work largely remain within
an academic or art world context—because that’s an audience that might
locate it through those avenues? At the time, the only way of finding Perigee
#11 was by going out to the boat shed, standing around for a while, and
perhaps feeling that there wasn’t anything to see, that nothing happened.
It was decidedly unspectacular.
Alternatively, as you identified in your own text, it then became a modest
space for sociality and that somehow it offered this specific kind of time,
something separated from other moments in somebody’s day. Partly because
you had to make some effort to get there.
Martin:

I realise I didn’t bring us back to the question you raised earlier about

“time delay”, as we might call it, the storm that occurred in 2013. For
me, just anecdotally, five pieces of corrugated iron roofing were lifted off
my house during that storm, so I recall it quite well! I remember it was the
newspaper, or local website that had photos of Breaker Bay. I can’t remember
whether I caught it, or because you circulated it. Going back to some of the
art historical references we’ve discussed, Marcel Duchamp talked a lot
about delays, and time in artworks, and of course it’s a serendipitous and
kind of interesting moment where you can’t necessarily ascribe any causality
to it in relation to the artwork. It’s an interesting kind of event to bring into
it obviously.
Maddie:

Do you think that any discussion of Perigee #11 requires a discussion

of that 2013 storm? I think I sent you the image I requested recently from
Fairfax Media?
Martin:

It’s somewhere between a subtext, a parenthesis, and a footnote.

It could be more part of the main text, but I would leave that entirely up to
how you want to construct that narrative. That would be a judgment call, but
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I find it of interest because it also adds an exclamation point, or underlines
how volatile Wellington actually is. If it had arrived on 28 August 2008, how
devastating that could have been.
Maddie:

Yes. A number of people have said, “Well, if that had happened you

would have people in a building that was essentially collapsed”, which would
have made things much more catastrophic.
Martin:

Yes, that’s quite an image you have found. I hadn’t seen that one.

Maddie:

I hadn’t seen it before either. It’s remarkable. In my text I quoted

Claire Doherty’s statement where she concludes that Perigee #11 was “a
rumour, and a future that never arrived.” It was nice to materialise Ken Ring
as a wizard, to introduce the idea of a “curse” hovering over the boat shed
and that something did arrive. Now, when I talk about this work, to students
for example, I always show the images from 2013 and mention that the boat
shed is now gone entirely.
The same question of an “epilogue” is also in The Grief Prophesy, the album
project, with the copyright issue with the composer. And Mercedes and
I were also talking about how the Walters Prize operated as an epilogue to If
you find the good oil. Though, in that particular case I think the two moments
of the project are bound much closer together. There was much more
intention on my part to continue the project through Walters Prize format.
Martin:

I also think, in relation to how you integrate content that might seem

peripheral to the work, there is your interest in what I would call a kind
of “arcana”. Like how you use the word “perigee” and note how obscure
it is. There are things that you don’t just trip over as things you recognise
immediately, and it seems to me there’s a kind of enjoyment in using the
pointedly obscure at times, certain locations, and certain histories. Things
that are either overlooked, under-examined, or could be examined through
a different kind of prism, or method.
Maddie:

Yes, and in some ways Perigee #11 has been one of the hardest projects

to go back through and think about. It sets something up for the projects
that come after it, perhaps in the sense of these words we are applying such
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as whimsy, eccentricity, the obscurity of things, but I don’t think it’s lighthearted. I’ve been trying to recall the ideas that I was tackling at the time.
Part of it was my own experience as a coastal dweller. I was thinking about
a sense of threat and safety, of storms and preparedness. Also New Zealand’s
location in the Southern Ocean, its relative isolation in relation to the
global scope of other One Day Sculpture artists and being positioned as a
“local artist”. The project tried to operate on very local terms—it was made,
literally, where I was living.
I think other projects in this PhD—The Good Oil and The Grief Prophesy and
Lowering Simon Fraser—have become enmeshed in more political questions.
In comparison, Perigee along with Evening Echo in Cork are more… I can’t
think of the word…perhaps they’re a little gentler?
Martin:
Maddie:
Martin:

More muted in some ways maybe?
Yes. Exactly.
It’s interesting because, on one level, you were determinedly focusing

on local conditions in some of your projects in New Zealand, but then
it seems to me your work always had a cosmopolitan openness to what
international practitioners were doing. I did wonder when you emigrated
from New Zealand how your work might change, because there wouldn’t
be the affiliation with small scale New Zealand in the same way, right?
Maddie:
Martin:

Sure.
You were doing what a lot of artists do, including New Zealand

practitioners, by going to very different places for residencies and
opportunities, and commissions, and responding to places they may not
have lived in or have any acquaintance with. So, there is a different kind
of research involved in embedding oneself into a new place.
Maddie:

Actually, even though one might think that Canada has strong

similarities to New Zealand as a Commonwealth country, the project
in Vancouver was difficult in that sense of coming and going from a place.
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You’re right, with each of these projects there’s a lot I can bring as I write
about them.
Evening Echo is one that I have to think about every year because it always
turns up in November or December and it continues to be revised and quite
present. Whereas with One Day Sculpture and Perigee I’m thinking about what
they contributed to where I am now. For example, in writing about this work
I was able to focus a lot on the materials that went into making it, to consider
it as a sculpture. I haven’t been able to do that in the same way for The Grief
Prophesy or for Lowering Simon Fraser where there are other dimensions that
I get absorbed in writing about. Material presence is still there of course, but
I was thinking, “Perhaps Perigee #11 was the last sculpture I made?”
Martin:

I know there was a pretty big shift in your practice over the first few

years that we got to know each other, and how you were—
Maddie:

In 2008, I was involved in making the work, in remodelling the

boat shed with Tim Larkin. That kind of process doesn’t happen so much
anymore. I’m not involved in the same hands-on way.
Martin:
Maddie:

You had built a boat not too long before that, for example.
Exactly. In 2006. As time passes, I can feel those sensations of “making”

receding. It was really nice to remember how much I thought about door
handles for Perigee. [laughs]
Martin:

In some ways your treatment of things sculpturally really shaped your

way of conceptualising projects, but then it’s almost as if that avenue of using
the sculptural apparatus to shape the concept shifted and didn’t become
as central to the work.
One of the points you sent prior to our discussion involved the notion
of literal absence, and a functional absence. In relation to that, and some
of the things you’re talking about with the sculptural presence of the work,
a literal absence might be used to make a conceptual or philosophical
point. When I was talking about sculpture being used to get to a concept,
or making to get to an idea, I think a literal absence gives us a literal space
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in which to conceptualise another kind of space. That’s sort of how I’m seeing
a potential methodology, or method in your work.
Maddie:

What you’re saying is that there is a functional quality to the literal

absence because it is operational in moving us towards something else,
or enables one to get somewhere else?
Martin:

Yes, and you also mentioned the word politics a little while ago, and

I was thinking that you raised a kind of “alternative politic” going on in your
practice. I’m interested in how you’re envisioning that and might articulate
what that alternative politic is at this stage?
Maddie:

That is a term I gleaned, or just plain stole, from Mick Wilson when

I was writing my PhD proposal. It’s a term I’ve heard him use before.
At the time, I was using it because I was trying to attach it to the idea
of making adjustments and adaptations to existing objects or materials,
so that something else quietly emerges alongside dominant readings. I guess
that might be most clearly seen in something like The Grief Prophesy where
there is a well-known historic event, a well-known site, and a well-known
band. Another word that has come up is a sort of détournement of an
existing narrative. Lowering Simon Fraser would be another example of where
something else emerges, not any grand claim, but small shifts in perception
take place.
I think that’s what I was meaning by alternative politic, but I’m not sure
I would keep that term now. I need to understand the function of the
word politic in that phrase, and also what is the aim of an alternate.
Essentially, it was to gesture at something happening to the side of particular
understandings of a place, site, object or material substance, but I haven’t
come back to that term in any depth. As I said earlier, having written
these texts and had these dialogues, the PhD proposal is now in a small
state of crisis…and I’m not entirely sure if this idea of “functional absence”
is especially useful anymore.
Martin:

It’s always shifting target along the way to get those research questions,

and I don’t advocate for people to get there at the very last minute, but
sometimes it takes a lot of time during the process to arrive at the most
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accurate way of describing the research. In a doctorate it’s so much about
parsing in terms. No term is left un-parsed sometimes! But, going back
to something I was mentioning earlier, you were critiquing social practice
in your proposal, and a view of it perhaps being read as cathartic. I’m curious
that, on one level, you didn’t address public art and its problematics with
the same kind of framing as social practice, and I wondered why that might
be? It’s one reason I keep writing about social practice because I think it is
not a monolithic category, but a range of modes of working inclusive of lots
of artists that do and don’t self-affiliate with that term.
In short, I’m interested in your revising of a notion of public art, but then
a distancing from the notion of social practice, and its problematics.
Maddie:

That’s interesting. I was having a conversation about the Lowering

Simon Fraser project with someone who works in the City of Vancouver
Public Art Commission. We were talking about consultation, and he said,
“Well, it’s really hard to enter into consultation when you know what you
want to do,” and I realised that was exactly the problem with Lowering
Simon Fraser. He was looking at me wryly when he said this, but I recognise
that I often remain quite singular in developing an idea. My projects have
cooperative elements—people who do things with me, people I convince,
people I pay. There are multiple dialogues I have with others where I’m
relaying what I’m doing and describing a process in as sincere a way as I
can. My role in that is important and is possibly much more central than
I’ve thought.
So, those relations and relationships, yes, I think they would fit a social
practice model. Perhaps I resist the term because, sometimes when the
projects are seen through that lens, there’s a suspicion that their politic
or ethical position isn’t in the right place. A whole other conversation
has come up lately around non-declaration in Lowering Simon Fraser, The
Grief Prophesy, The Good Oil. I think the difficulty an audience faces
in those projects is it can’t be clearly determined as to where the ethics
of the work lie.
Martin:

They’re complicated, yes.
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Maddie:

Yes, and it becomes an unsettling force; that’s what they are

operating on. This is something that I wasn’t thinking about when I wrote
the PhD proposal. For example, the suggestion whether I was acting as an
environmentalist when I put the concrete block into the sea, or whether
I latently reinforce right-wing agendas in The Grief Prophesy? I think
something I have been quite careful about is that I don’t reveal my “opinion”
to an audience, or to those who are cooperative agents in a project.
Martin:

I think that’s really fascinating. Not to move away from the specificity

of your own work, but, as a teacher, I sense that right now there’s a real
strong notion of “doing the right thing” regarding ethics and ethical
responsibility. Generationally there seems to be a very strong adherence
to protocols, how the artwork and the artist might be viewed. Whereas I see
a very different envisioning of the problematics of the artwork with people
of my generation. I don’t know whether it’s partly the earnestness of youth
and all of that, but it’s interesting.
In relation to that, I’m interested in the controls you put in place in your
projects, but what really intrigues me subsequent to that are the aspects
that get out of your hands, or move out of those controls. You’ve used the
term “openendedness” perhaps to describe some of those things that are less
predictable. I think some of the ethical ambiguities, or contradictions, could
be part of that as well. It’s always interesting material when you’re looking
at something that’s less straightforward, though I’m not sure that’s sitting
as well with people of a certain generation now who are—
Maddie:

In a milieu of identity politics? Yes, it’s something I’ve been thinking

about more and more. I think one of the strengths in a project like The Grief
Prophesy is that it walks this line. Going back to the notion of social practice,
there’s something interesting to me in conceptual logic, the adherence to the
thing that is going to happen: the block is going to go to the sea; the storm
is going to be predicted and arrive; the monument is going to be cut and
a piece of it flown to the Rocky Mountains. Those things are formed in order
for the project to unfold around them. I usually arrive at a proposal through
a residency period, living in a place for a while, being a temporary member
of that community, but maintaining a kind of observational or fieldwork role.
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I take your earlier point, that it’s useful to think of a continuum of social
practices, and where my work sits on that. I loved how you described
Perigee #11 as having a hybrid status “not exactly sculpture, not precisely
performance, and not land art per se.”
Martin:

Yes, I noted that down as not sculpture and not performance, and not

this etc…and I don’t think it’s a dialectical relationship because you’re not
trying to make a total resolve, or to achieve balance out those factors, but
there is a concerted use of contradictory quantities within the same equation.
Maddie:

You’ve given me a lot to think about, and it’s also very useful to have

you hone in on some of those terms I used in my proposal. I’m interested
to see where I get to through the next year. There’s a whole other phase
of thinking to do, and I think of David Cross pointedly saying, “The intention
is not to make things more obscure, you don’t have to over-complicate
this,” but it’s—
Martin:

It will always be complicated, whether you’re over-complicating

it or not.
Maddie:
Martin:

Yes.
One last point I was thinking about was the notion of method,

and I think we’ve covered some aspects of that. One thing I’ve noticed
in supervising PhDs is sometimes the conflation of the two terms methodology
and method, and I’m thinking that you haven’t used the word methodology.
I steer people away from it because it has a certain meaning in the sciences
and doesn’t really apply in the arts, because your method is very unique
to your practice. You’ll also be using a number of methods that might have
connections between them, but I think it would be untoward to define your
artistic practice as owing to a certain methodology.
Maddie:

Yes…I still have trouble thinking about the differences between

those two words. Like many artists, I guess, I have found method an easier
term to apply.
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Martin:

Well, going back to the notion that methodology is repeatable, and you

can’t give the parameters of your practice to anyone else and have them
replicate your practice, so it is illogical to bring in that term, I think. It is
more useful to think about methods and particular ways of practice, but
not methodology. The problem is (and it’s probably the same at Deakin
University) when you look at the general stipulations for a Doctorate, they
tend to use language that’s less applicable to the creative arts. I don’t want
to cast aspersions, maybe Deakin is ahead of the curve and has written
some good guidelines, but here in New Zealand we face this a lot and the
generic description is not really adequate for a creative practice PhD. What
we depend on is really good conveners, and examiners, and staff members
who are really aware of those distinctions.
Oh. I see we need to end, and I’ve enjoyed this! I hope any of it can be useful!
Maddie:
Martin:

Absolutely, it’s really useful.
For me, I know if I voice things it helps me think through what I might

write about later, but I also feel when I talk it’s a lot more inchoate than
if I were trying to put some edited thoughts down. So, once you piece this
together, if there are points that you might want to revisit through email,
or another Zoom call, feel free to let me know.
Maddie:

I will. Hold on there because I’m going to press pause and then I’m

going to put my camera on so we can say good bye. Right.

Michael Smith TD. Shalom Park, Cork, 28 April 1989.
Reproduced from VHS courtesy of Fred Rosehill.
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Appendix 2
A dialogue with Mick Wilson about Evening Echo
Recorded in Brussels, Belgium, 25 October 2019

Mick:

Okay, so you were going to say a little bit about the overall project?

Maddie:

Yes, the overall project has become five case studies ranging between

the year 2008 and 2019: Perigee #11 in 2008, Evening Echo 2011–ongoing,
If You Find the Good Oil Let Us Know 2012 to 2014, The Grief Prophesy
in 2017. And the fifth project has been—
Mick:

The Simon Young?

Maddie:

The Lowering Simon Fraser project, which has only just finished and has

been ongoing as I started the PhD. So, it’s slightly different, it’s much fresher
because I don’t have the same sort of retrospective lens on that project.
Mick:

And the apple project in Chicago?

Maddie:
Mick:

Not included here.

But, in the time frame, that project comes just before Perigee

#11, or after?
Maddie:

Yes, that project happened in 2010. So, it was after Perigee. In relation

to the selection of projects, I had to reach some coherent decisions about
a year ago but I think I will be able to mention other projects as they’re
relevant. Initially I planned to write three chapters, and these case study
dialogues were going to be appendices in the document. But I started
writing the case studies and realised that they form a bigger component than
I thought, alongside the conversation I have with each dialogue partner.
In order for the things that I’m not addressing in my texts to be identified,
the dialogues need to draw attention to some of this, to do that kind of work
if they can. David Cross, my supervisor, noted that my texts are constructed
as descriptions of the work: these are the components in the work; these are
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some of the people that I’ve worked with in the work; these are the ways the
work unfolded from this, to this, to this. They address some of my decision
making, particularly when there are “road blocks” in the narrative. One of the
things that’s been identified about these texts is that they appear seamless,
unfolding from one moment, then moving to another. I haven’t gone into
any level of detail where I describe multiple choices I had to think about,
or where I could have made a different decision.
Mick:

But in terms of model of the prior publication, does the document that

you submit, comprising the dialogue with everything else, have to describe
the body of work that’s previously been produced?
Maddie:
Mick:

Yes.

Does it also have to claim the particular research contribution made?

Maddie:

Yes it does and I’m still figuring out the way I’m approaching this:

where does that claim appear? Perhaps the easiest place would be an
introductory text and a summary chapter that book-end the case studies and
dialogues. I’m trying to think this through…
Mick:

Just while you’re gathering your thoughts, for the five cases, there is in

each instance a text, of about 4000 words or thereabouts, by you, which
essentially is a walk-through, a narrative of the work?
Maddie:
Mick:

And then there’s a dialogue, which is an edited transcript.

Maddie:
Mick:

Yes.

Yes.

With a person who has some connection to the piece? So, for example,

Nav Haq tomorrow—you are talking to him because he was the curator for
The Grief Prophesy. And then there is an initial text introducing the PhD
project, and a concluding text, where the substantive contribution is named
and specified?
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Maddie:

At this point, yes, I think so. I don’t think I can leave the five projects

simply as written narratives attached to transcribed dialogues. I think there
will be significant gaps within these.
Mick:

It makes sense. I’m just trying to get an idea of where our dialogue sits

within the larger structure.
Maddie:

This is the first dialogue I am having, so it foregrounds questions

of what is the form of the dialogue, and what can it actually bring about? The
dialogue partner is someone who is familiar with the project. They’ve either
written about it, or curated it, and they’ve been involved in some previous
conversations as a result. They’re bringing another view and also seeking
points of clarification around the project. I also hope they can contest the way
I am accounting for certain aspects of the project.
I’m very aware that when I’m writing I place small spotlights on certain
things. My texts don’t contain everything that happened in the making
of the work. I also don’t dwell very much on questions of public perception.
I thought that in these dialogues we could talk about how an artwork has
been received; about how it’s operating in the public sphere, as a public
artwork? Also, if I am talking about something that is absent, that doesn’t
arrive or evaporates in the work, how does this become what the work
actually functions around?
Mick:

In crude terms, you make artworks that don’t have a high spectacle,

a substantial punch of “here it is”, a big reveal. So that means the idea
of reception, or expectation of the work, is already a site where something
of the work is happening, precisely because it’s not operating in those
conventional terms of expectation: “Here it is, look at it, I’m just pointing
it out for you, you can see it clearly, there it is.” Rather, it has this attenuated,
distributed, no fixed central locus.
Maddie:

The other thing is, before I started writing I was aware that

whenever I speak about a project, I am telling a particular kind of narrative
around it, and this is something carried forwards by others. I’m reminded
of this occasionally when I hear other people relaying a project of mine
to someone else.
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Mick:

So, necessarily, part of the way in which the work circulates is through

anecdotal transfer.
Maddie:
Mick:

Yes.

So, there are particular anecdotes that come to the surface – the

interaction with the guy digging the hole, or the guy driving the plane,
or whatever. And if you elect a particular anecdote and share it, it is often
taken up by other people who then see the work through those texts.
Maddie:

Yes. So, I was wondering whether in these dialogues we would

recognise my use of anecdote and narrative, but in order to construct
what exactly? To direct the project into certain spheres, certain ways
of thinking about it?
Mick:

But if you say narrative you have the sense of a strong beginning, middle,

and end. Whereas I think there’s a kind of digressive, anecdotal process here,
which means that there isn’t a big reveal, or climax. There is something about
ideas of things, or aspects are focalised for a moment, but they’re not given
overarching determination. So, if we talk about Evening Echo for example,
we have the video clip of the politician opening the park, it has a strong role,
but in no sense is it the decisive event.
Maddie:
Mick:

No.

In some way it’s really important, but it’s not decisive. There are

audiences for the artwork that don’t ever access it through that video clip.
Maddie:
Mick:

Definitely.

So, in terms of what we can talk about, from the notes you gave

me beforehand, we were to consider how you’re describing the work and also
to consider what I was trying to do when I was writing about it. Just before
we proceed into that, the word “method” comes up in the notes a few times.
Maddie:

Yes, it does.
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Mick:

And this is more a question about one of my pet concerns. Okay, so, on

the one hand, method is simply the way of doing something. You have the
way of making the work.
Maddie:
Mick:

Yes.

The way of subsequently documenting, mediating, or otherwise

communicating the work. You have the way of conducting this conversation,
and you also have a more specific thing that is a claim to have delivered
a research outcome, or a research achievement or insight, and the way
in which this insight has been produced. The five projects are contributions
to this domain of knowledge practice, and how those contributions are made.
I just see the potential to confuse how is the work made and how do these
five things aggregate as a contribution to a domain? I would think it would
be really good to keep these as separate notions, because I don’t think the
way of making art, and the way in which things contribute to the formation
of knowledge should be collapsed into each other. It’s not that they should
be radically separate, but not to collapse them into each other.
Maddie:

So, do you mean that would be a de-emphasis on discussing the critical

decision making within each project? Because this is something David Cross
brings up with me. He’s thinks I have a highly calibrated approach to making
any decision. When I have multiple options, I make a very particular choice,
and he wants to know why I make that choice.
Mick:

So, to me, that’s a different type of doctoral approach. Which would be to

say what is being offered is here is a practice, and here is a reflection on that
practice. That’s a different thing from a claim that says here is a contribution
to knowledge, and here is a description of that contribution, why it matters,
how it matters. Those two things are not super compatible. I think if we want
to represent how the work was made, how to put together this reflective
process, that’s because we want to understand how the “art thing” happens.
That, to me, is a different set of concerns.
Maddie:

Yes. I agree.
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Mick:

I wouldn’t make it an absolute, but there is a tension, there is a polarity.

It is pulling in two different directions here.
Maddie:

I think that’s useful to raise, because I am less interested in an

explanation of why a certain decision was made, and I felt like I had indicated
this through the way that I had written these texts. There is focus on certain
matter-of-fact things, and there are gentle pointers, or asides, to other things
and observations.
Mick:

There’s something here about if the work hinges on a non-totalising,

dispersed site of disclosure—that it is fragments of different moments—if
you’re giving an account of that work, and if you produce it, saying “here
it is”, here’s how it all works, here’s the machinery, then you’re effectively
dismantling the work. So, there’s a tension in how one discloses something
that has, intrinsic to its nature, multiple and partial forms of disclosure that
never give you the full whammy.
Maddie:
Mick:

Mm-hmm (affirmative).

But, if I flip over to the other side, the way in which the work operates

is to have multiple points of being public, or going public, but never fully
manifesting in a single instance that says “here’s the work”. For Evening Echo
this is the notice in the newspaper, the poster that is circulated to the houses,
the gathering to see the light lit, the correspondence about what’s going
to happen this year, or next year, the contract that’s signed between you and
the different players. All of those are moments where the work has been
partly disclosed, but not fully instantiated yet. So, necessarily, the text that
you write describing the work is a dimension of the work, but cannot be the
total, or final instance, that would destroy it.
Maddie:

Can I ask then, from having read my text, were you expecting

to receive something like this from me, or were you expecting to receive
a different kind of document?
Mick:

To me, the document made sense. There were things in it that were

clarifications for me, things that I had misunderstood. Like, I thought JeanPierre was two French people who were specialists in programming, not
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someone who was providing a service to Cork City and to other cities! But
for the most part, the information that’s there is information I already had.
And, I didn’t feel that I was being pushed very strongly to prioritise one bit
of information as a key that would unlock everything.
But, in orchestrating moments when “the work” is disclosed, but not
totally instantiated or given over, there is a process of choreography. There
is an arrangement of elements in space and time, there is a constellating.
So, that is the decisioning that you’re engaged in, and a huge part of that
decisioning is navigating contingencies. I think the proposition from David,
if I understand it correctly, is that in that decisioning, you are being very
calibrated, that this is not a random, whimsical thing. It’s highly worried over.
Maddie:
Mick:

Yes, it is.

So, in a way, something that might appear inconsequential becomes the

site of an enormous amount of thinking and discussion and worrying over.
For example, talking to the Council about how the event is announced or not
announced, they’re super worried over that detail. Okay, that is an important
dimension of what’s going on here, and to disclose something of it would
be useful, but again, it’s not about “and that explains everything”. It’s not
to claim that decisioning is present via the explanation of it.
Maddie:

The reason to start this PhD, and to choose these five projects over

any other five projects, is to confront that I don’t yet understand what these
five projects do, what is produced from the circumstances and the decisions
I have made. I have an idea that they are contributing to a form of public art
making that I don’t fully recognise in other forms of public art making, and
this is what I would like to identify.
Mick:

To me, it is to do with this notion of “going public”, and at the same time

a certain withdrawal, or a certain negation of spectacle.
Maddie:
Mick:

Reticence.

Yes. So, a reticent going public. It’s the interesting tensions, all the time,

as to what’s in the public domain, what isn’t, and where the thing exists.
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If I go back to your first question about the description that you provided, the
text that we read beforehand. From my perspective, I already have a certain
access to the work through previous conversation. So, when I read it—
Maddie:
Mick:

It jogs your memory.

Yes, but the text seems to preserve multiplicity: the detail of the poster

going around with the calendar, the advertisement appears in the newspaper
beside these other things from the community; that the newspaper used to be
circulated in the evening, now it’s in the morning. This gives me something
of a texture of contingency, but at the same time there is this presenceabsence thing, where something is being given to me, but it’s not totally
being given over. I’m not given the sense that there’s a pure, platonic idea
standing in the background. I don’t think there is. I’m not pursuing this
unitary artwork that has absolute singularity. Rather, I get multiplicities all
the way down.
Maddie:

Thinking about multiplicity and how it is maintained, perhaps we could

talk a little bit about the idea of a sincere relationship to a project, and to the
people I’m working with? I’m aware that there are these are sort of wry
observations I include in my text, about certain people or, for example,
where I’m pointing out that the City Council suggested they could have “a
man behind a tree” lined up if the programming failed. I hope I’m describing
an affectionate relationship to the place, as I think through my own position
in unfolding the project.
Mick:

Yes, but if we think about the original publication for Evening Echo (I

have it here in front of me) it has an essay that’s clearly related to your text.
There are shared observations and elements.
Maddie:

The essay by Matt Packer? Definitely. There are elements in his text

I’ve drawn into mine.
Mick:

And there’s also the pictures, frames from the video of the dedication

of the park in 1989. It seems to me that in this publication is another moment
of the work being disclosed, and you have texts and images sitting side by side
in such a way that the text doesn’t win out and rule the day.
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Maddie:
Mick:

No.

I guess that’s what I would be curious about. Can you maintain this

within the doctoral process? So that other elements come into play and
maintain that sense of constellation, so that no one side becomes the “truth”
of the work.
But can we go back to the original invitation you extended to me as writer?
I think it’s really important for context.
Maddie:
Mick:

Of course.

The first encounter I had with your work was Perigee #11 in—

Maddie:

2008. Actually, no, it was 2009, when you came to New Zealand for

the One Day Sculpture symposium.
Mick:

And Perigee #11 had already taken place. But we went to see the boat

shed that had been specially tuned for that project.
Maddie:
Mick:

Yes, that’s right.

Then in 2011 we spent some time together in Tasmania for Iteration:

Again, surrounded by lots of other artists and other art processes going
on, and it was towards the end of that period that we had a coffee meeting
where you described this artwork to me, Evening Echo, that you were still
working on. You were putting together the publication, and you asked
if would I be interested to write something.
What I remember in the conversation was the information about Fred
Rosehill. There was also information about the gas works, the park called
Shalom, the Passover Bridge, Jewtown, the newspaper, the relationship with
the Sculpture Factory and what they did or didn’t expect. As you were telling
me about the work, you talked about how you were talking about the work
and what you were cautious of in the process of articulation. As I understood
it, my brief was to talk about these things, but to try and do it in such a way
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that, while you communicate something of it, you don’t in any way claim
to have the last word on it.
I was also being informed by the fact that I’d seen the Perigee work, or rather
I’d seen the site of it, and I’d had a quite long conversation with you about
how it unfolded. I was particularly struck by the idea of the anticipation and
the non-event. Anticipation, but then there is some other sideways thing
happening, which is the people gathering in the boatshed, the detail of the
wood, and the finish and the smell. But also, I thought about the newspaper
drop project that was taking place in Tasmania. I can’t remember the title.
Maddie:
Mick:

Let Us Keep Together.

With that project I was struck by what seemed, initially, like playful

absurdity; a huge amount of effort and labour to parachute these things
into an empty field, that may or may not be witnessed. But the talk about
Evening Echo enabled me to see the project that was happening in Tasmania
in a different way. I got beyond seeing it through a kind of playful absurdity
to seeing it as much more softly nuanced, less punchy. It was not glib.
So, returning to the sincerity you brought up earlier, I think when we use
the word sincerity, or authenticity, they’re basically non-fashionable because
they’ve been connected to a generation of post-war existentialists—a
whole spectrum of heroicism and machismo and uncritical celebration
of subjectivity. But I don’t think we should throw them out completely. If the
antithesis of a glib relationship is about taking care, there’s a whole rhetoric
around “care” these days that also sounds dodgy. I’m saying, I think there is a
way to excavate a term like sincerity, and not repeat the mistakes of an earlier
generational thing. I would hold on to the word, but with caution.
Maddie:
Mick:

Yes.

In terms of the context of your invitation to write, in Tasmania there

were these temporary public artworks which were iterated each week, for
four weeks, and there was a written response being elaborated each week.
I was responding to an artwork by James Newitt. I had started with a simple
descriptor of the first iteration, but then I ended up producing this kind
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of completely bonkers fictional narrative that was partly filled with in jokes
for the crowd who were hanging around this art event for four weeks. But
there was also a claim I made about writing in relation to an artwork, not as a
kind of judgment that comes after, but as actually part of completing the
work. I made this playful and provocative claim that my writing was actually
finishing the work. [laughs]
The significance of this was that I had moved from thinking about writing
in relation to a work as something that is extrinsic and outside the work,
that comes after, to seeing that writing was a fraction of the surface of the
work in some way. Just as a particular anecdote that you might give is partly
a dimension of the artwork. So, in the Evening Echo text I took huge licence
not to engage in description of the work at all, but just to say things which
I knew would resonate with information that would be available elsewhere.
Lamps, something that lights, flickering on and off. Things that would
clearly connect.
The other thing I thought about was the resonance of presence and
absence, of a Jewish community within this southwest city in Ireland, the
far west of Europe, and the idea of that community further dwindling and
disappearing. And the park that’s called Shalom Park, and it’s made from
the gas works, and it’s originally on Gas Works Road, and linked to the
irony in local humour like the Passover Bridge. For me, the way to play with
that was to invoke a slightly parodic version of the kind of philosophical
theological exchange that might happen between wise Rabbis.
Maddie:
Mick:

Rabbis, yes, flying to Cork…

I used this fiction of overhearing a conversation, and the fiction of writing

a letter. So basically, in deciding to approach the text in a particular way,
I felt I should not be trying to write completely away from the work, but
I also shouldn’t be trying to write the “master” view of the work.
Maddie:
Mick:

Is it like writing beside the work?

Yes. Absolutely. But also, this thing (Evening Echo) that I was writing

about was something which wasn’t yet in the world. It was coming into
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being. But also, when it was in the world, when it had become, it would still
be coming because it didn’t have a fixed locus. So, the way I approach writing
about it was with the licence to write imaginatively; to be close to the work
and its concerns, not to substitute for the work, but to almost be a surface
of the work. That was my thinking about it.
There were certain things that were specific such as writing a letter, it’s
clearly not simply a generic address to the public. This is a letter to someone
(you) that’s been publicly disclosed. There’s a relationality in the background
here about why this text has been written. Also, there is a play on dislocation
of place. This was written in an airplane going from one place to another
place, on the way to another place, and there is this stuff about transposition
and not really travelling, i.e. not inhabiting place. That was supposed to stand
in tension with Evening Echo—a project that was trying to work with place,
but place not understood in the crude terms of a phenomenological site, but
place as something that is fictive, discursive, imaginative and mobile, fugitive.
Then the other aspect of it was trying to produce a text that was dialogical,
even though it was singularly authored, I was the author. It’s a pastiche, or it
contains a small pastiche of a dialogue, but it is stitching together other texts,
and a quite specific set of readings in the background that inform it. The
first public talk I ever gave was on the subject of Christian Boltanski’s Lost
Property. I read it in relation to Primo Levi and Adorno and the question
of modes of disclosure of the Holocaust and withholding representation. I’ve
been obsessed, since 1993, with the question of the historical narratives and
the representations of the Holocaust.
So that’s hugely important in that text, even though it’s very slightly present.
That’s also a strategy for saying, yes, there is this profound tear in history, and
it’s still operative in this moment in Cork, and the decline of this population.
That is part of the unfolding of this greater history. At the same time, as a
writer, you don’t want to seem crude, clumsy, and just miscalculated…
Maddie:
Mick:

To weigh it down, make it heavy?

Yes.
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Maddie:

In your text I think you used a really nice term: “a micro tear”

describing a sense of thickening and thinning gaps and holes in the air. You’ve
said to me that “subtlety” is something my practice is operating around. And
in that text, where you describe the two men having the conversation on the
plane, there is this notion of trying to make something subtle, or trying
to locate subtleties, and there’s this nice metaphor you use of turning water
into rock, and digging a hole and it becomes filled with gravel; that subtlety
continually escapes ahead of the attempt to name it.
Mick:

And there’s a play of youth and age.

Maddie:
Mick:

Yes.

It’s the younger talking to the older, and the kind of enthusiasm to grab

hold of things, and then this kind of weary sense of “you’re already saying too
much, shut up already”.
Maddie:

Yes…shut up already, old man! (laughter).

I think maybe the dilemma I’m having in undertaking of this PhD, as we
talked about briefly before, is that I could unfold the projects as “vanilla
versions” that I think would satisfy the terms for my yet-to-be-named
examiners who need to understand what is the project, what happened, and
what its contribution was. I’m thinking, as you’re talking about this notion
of writing alongside the work, that these case study texts have aspirations
to that—and you have identified the way they roam across multiple things
and never declare where the projects sits. For me it’s important conceptually
to maintain that non-declaration, but I’m not yet sure how to move into
a “knowledge claim”.
Mick:

I think there’s a way of doing that that is compatible with the

requirements of this institutional arrangement of doctorate itself. And that
is to disclose the non-totalising nature of the disclosures, that this is another
moment of these projects and that there’s a risk in doing this at all, that
you’re going to damage the works because this is like going back in to make
another mark on the page. So, in that sense, there is this high risk that you
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can actually undermine the works because in their attenuation, in their
distribution in time and space, they’re also, in a separate sense, unfinished.
Maddie:
Mick:

Yes.

And you need to be careful that you don’t deliver the finishing blow

before they’re—
Maddie:
Mick:

Before they’re finished!

I think in acknowledging that risk, and then indicating how to navigate

it, that’s pretty much where these strategies of dialogue and constantly
reweaving the different elements comes in for Evening Echo. I think
an example of this would be the image, which I haven’t seen but you saw
in the live video feed from the park last year, where the light came on early
and the door in the base of the lamp was open? This hints at…maybe the City
Council is a little bit worried that the mechanism won’t work as planned, and
is making a manual intervention without actually agreeing that with you.
It’s not a wish by the Council to sabotage the work, it’s part of taking care
of the work, but in some sense, there is a risk of sabotaging the work through
this way of taking care, yes?
Maddie:
Mick:

Yes.

To me this is resonant with other dimensions, other surfaces of the work

that you have already disclosed about the build-up of relationship with
Cork City, about Jean-Pierre, and all that. I think it is possible to continue
to disclose the work, but not to totalise and “finish” it. That’s why it’s really
important to be clear on what is the function that’s being served by the text
you’re producing. Is it to claim this is what the work contributes, and this
is how it contributes it? Or is it to say this is a disclosure of how the work
comes about? Because those are two different things. I think this is something
to clarify with the institution, and I can see both being legitimate ways
of proceeding, but I think it has to be clear what you’re doing.
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You said that in these five artworks there’s something about making public
art, but doing so in a way that is not solidified into a monumental or a
spectacular moment of visibility. There are surfaces of visibility, but they
have an incompleteness. That’s not to say that the work is fragmentary, but
somehow the work is disclosed in these fragments. There is not a mysterious
platonic idea in the background.
Maddie:
Mick:

No.

To me, what is really interesting from a kind of art theoretical point

of view is a phrase that the curator in Perth used.
Maddie:
Mick:

Marco?

Yes, Marco Marcon. Marco had this phrase that he used in the conference

for Iteration: Again about “the weakened ontology of the work of art”, and
to me that means you have a work of art that does not congeal to a single
fixed entity, the work is a constellation that’s distributed and attenuated
in a time and place, and has conversational, anecdotal, material, relational
aspects to it.
But the material register is super central, it is a sculptural practice, but that
doesn’t congeal into one thing and one place.
Maddie:
Mick:

No.

That to me is a really interesting shift in the terms of existence of the

work, but also it produces interesting questions about how one experiences,
and what is the aesthetic significance of those experiences of the work.
And, it’s funny, in reading through your text and notes today, I was kind
of struck by this traditional tension between the idea of poesis and the
idea of aesthesis. It’s not a stable opposition, there’s lots of different ways
of putting it. One way is the difference between thinking the question
of making poesis, and thinking the question of an aesthesis: of sensing,
of feeling, of experience. And what struck me about part of this tension
is the idea of interpretation. So, if you have the poetic, the aesthetic, and the
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hermeneutic—the reading of meanings—it seemed to me the key thing about
engaging with the work you were doing was not to ascribe meanings. That
it was really important to not start saying “this stands for that”, “this means”,
“this is an allegory of this”.
So, while there are allegorical elements in what I was writing, I was not
claiming allegorical function for the work. I wasn’t trying to produce
an interpretation. That was a big shift for me in my development as a writer
because I had steeped myself within a tradition of interpretation, that
was my particular ideology informed by shifts in literary criticism in the
80s and 90s. And what was really important in my experience of both
writing in relation to Iteration: Again and writing this text for Evening Echo
was to move decidedly away from the idea that the function of a critical
commentary on a work of art was to announce a particular meaning.
What I’m trying to get at is that my engagement with the artwork is also
part of my own formation. I was thinking within that milieu in Tasmania
of a whole lot of artists, curators, critics coming together to think about
temporary intervention in the public sphere, what might be possible, what’s
at stake, what does it mean? Trying to start thinking about it not exclusively
in terms of ideology, meaning, or the traditional notion of critique. And it’s
funny, because I re-read my Evening Echo text, which I hadn’t read in—
Maddie:
Mick:

Years?

Well, I had read it maybe five or six years ago. I re-read the text thinking

there’s so many concerns in it that are still live, but also where I haven’t fully
entered into things, like the question of materiality. How do you get beyond
clichés, and at the same time how do you make contact with stuff, the funny
textures in stuff in the world?
Maddie:

You were talking about the idea of the temporary within Iteration:

Again. I’m now thinking about how Evening Echo is in the world as a work
that persists, it continues as a live artwork. It exists. In my text I mention that
eight different Lord Mayors have now attended the evening in the park. And
it is interesting to me that, as it has moved ahead over time, material aspects
such as the poster and the catalogue are not really in circulation around
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the work anymore. Also, at the first occasion of Evening Echo (the launch
in 2011) I screened the video from 1989. And I had also tried to reassemble
that moment by finding Michael Smith, inviting people from Bord Gais, Fred
was there. They lined up for a photograph, just as some of them did in 1989.
Looking at the catalogue, and how there are no photographs of the actual
work in the park, I recall that I thought of these video stills as surfacing
“ghosts” that inhabit the artwork. Now this part of the project has faded from
view, you can still find the catalogue, but you have to be looking quite hard.
And as I’ve receded from the work in recent years and said to Cork City
Council, “this is a public artwork that you look after now,” their focus is on
gathering in the park and this moment of speaking or public address that
I mention in my text.
As I’ve been revisiting it, revisiting your text and the catalogue, it’s like
these dimensions of the work, these different places where the work resides,
have been falling away over time. There is still the announcement in the
newspaper, but it gets printed smaller every year, and it too might fade out
of the project if I didn’t continue reminding the City about it. Also, when
the project was made in 2011 Fred was alive, but he died three years ago.
He can be seen in many of these photographs, alongside other people who
have also gone. I’ve been thinking about how I wanted this project to exist
for “eternity” and how the question of obsolescence is arising, for example,
in lighting technology. How does the project continue and is there a natural
point of conclusion?
Mick:

I’m just looking at Matt Packer’s text, where he writes: “this is some

of the fragility of Evening Echo, an artist project concerned with Shalom Park
and its relationship to the community that it’s dedicated it in its name. Its
fragility both in terms of its recognition as a work in public sculpture, but also
in the speculation of how the work will play out in time. Evening Echo, after
all, is work that continues ad infinitum, as long as the City Council adheres
to its custodial agreement, the lighting of the ninth lamp is left entirely
in their hands.”
It does seem to me that in the discussion of public art, cast in terms
of temporary versus permanence, there is a clumsy reductive shorthand
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that misses the complexity of times and temporalities. One of the things
I think is super important in all of your projects is the way in which there
is a multiplicity of temporalities in play across space, time, public space,
public times. And not this kind of crude beginning, middle, and end, or past,
present, future. There’s a tangling.
Also, there’s something about that tangling that cannot be so easily accessed
through the grammar that we inhabit in our everyday use of language.
Embedded in that grammar is a particular temporality. So, if you’re going
to orchestrate this kind of other play of temporality, how one then talks
about it, or describes it, or names it, you’re caught up in certain pitfalls in the
readily available language. That was also part of this appeal I made earlier
to an imaginative discourse rather than a descriptive discourse.
Maddie:

Yes, but I think sometimes that imaginative discourse has been

in tension with practical obstacles. Although I think Evening Echo is a little bit
different to the other four projects in this respect. Antonia Pont, my second
supervisor, made a joking observation that, within my approach to each
project, there was a “wildly capitalist logic” at work. This was about how
obstacles arrive and a project absorbs the obstructions and re-forms itself
around them.
But in this project, there weren’t direct obstacles I faced in the process
of production. Instead, the friction has been around the fact that there’s
no plaque or on-site information at the park, and a ceremonial moment has
developed over the course of each lighting. Initially, my interest in having
any ceremony was because it would mirror the event of the 1989 dedication
of the park, for example Lord Mayor Bernard Allen wearing his gold chains
and giving a speech. So, there’s been this ongoing question of what to say,
and who says it.
This came under Fred’s influence while he was alive. Everyone besides me felt
the project needed some greater sense of occasion than it had. Whereas
I initially just wanted the lighting to work, and that the person in the park,
walking their dog, might notice the light. That was fine for me. Perhaps only
one person sees the light come on and go off. But the project has never been
left to achieve that level of subtlety. Rather, there has been a continuation
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and development of this idea of a gathering and observation, that has then
extended into a Hanukkah candle lighting, food and drinks offered elsewhere
afterwards. When Fred was alive, he felt it was his duty to host people,
but it also enabled the Jewish community to light their candles after being
in the park.
Mick:

Okay, there’s a couple of ways you can think about. You can think of it

as an appropriation of the work by different players. They appropriate the
work, and then in appropriating it, they also de-nature it a little bit. But
do you see that as a problem or a virtue of the work? To me, this is what
happens with public art. It is successively appropriated and re-appropriated
in a different way.

In a way, what’s interesting is to have something that

has this very tenuous existence, but then can be subject to these funny
appropriations. Also, that one anticipates that the appropriations themselves
are going to shift and change.
Maddie:

Which I think was what I recognised when that Christmas tree turned

up in the park—
Mick:

Which was fascinating.

Maddie:

Yes, that was a moment I was glad to see arrive. And that was because

of my discomfort around the circumstances of coming to the park for the
lighting, and then regathering somewhere afterwards to light candles and
sing prayers…how there was an extended performance being attached
to the work—
Mick:

And it’s inscribing the work into a particular significance. Basically, saying

this is about ritual, instead of the subtle play of the Hanukkah resonance. It’s
like “this is all about Hanukkah.” It’s all about the Jewish community—
Maddie:
Mick:

Absolutely.

So, the appropriations that happen tend to totalise the work: this is what

it is, this is the essence of it, and, in that sense, it works against the logic
of the work.
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Maddie:

And that then becomes the public memory of the work, because

that’s the sort of thing that appears in a newspaper headline saying
“Lighting ceremony great success again in Shalom Park.” It’s interesting,
from one perspective, having to accept how this crystallises the work into
a certain form.
Mick:

But isn’t that to do with the contestation of meaning, and that’s public

life in action?
Maddie:
Mick:

Yes, it is.

There’s an interesting thing you said there. You said you felt a discomfort,

and you were happy when something happened, like the Christmas tree.
Maddie:
Mick:

I was.

So now, instead of this question of decision and calibration and criteria,

there’s a question of desire, a wish for something. And it’s interesting to me
because it’s basically the question of an agency and a will on the part of an
artist to engender something in the public realm, but what you’re trying
to engender is something constituted by multiplicity and instability. At the
same time, it’s not an “anything goes” thing. There is a wish for it to unfold
in particular ways, not in other ways. I think that’s kind of interesting
in terms of why this isn’t a socially engaged practice, but it is relational.
This is an aesthetic intervention but it’s not about total mastery and control
on your part. But at the same time, it’s not a complete abnegation of agency
of desire.

It seems so me then, one of the questions arising is how do you

describe what you’re desiring? This sense of where you want to go?
To me, the thing about the Christmas tree is it totally resonated with the
video clip, in the way that a lot of energy was put into it. There’s a lot
of effect in “we’re going to put this Christmas tree here, and stand up for
something else.” In the way you write about it in the text, there is just this
faintest hint of an antisemitic impulse, this kind of resentment at public space
being identified with this particular community. It’s a statement of “this is for
everybody”.
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Maddie:
Mick:

Yes.

That’s a kind of grievance and resentement, there’s a hint of that there,

but also the funny detail of the lights on the Christmas tree going out for
30 minutes while Evening Echo comes on. [laughs]
Maddie:

Yes, the fact that this has been carefully arranged by Cork City Council

so it doesn’t interfere! I also mentioned in the writing that I think if there
is any broader public sense of Evening Echo in Cork, it is that there is some
“Jewish memorial” in Shalom Park around Christmas.
Mick:

Which is a great sentence: “there’s some Jewish memorial in Shalom Park

around Christmas.”
Maddie:

Exactly [laughs]. That captures something perfectly in itself. And does

it then come to mean it’s a Jewish artwork, for a Jewish community? I’ve been
thinking about this, is this what Evening Echo is now? The complexity around
this is also the politics within the Jewish community as well. In the text, I talk
about Fred Rosehill and how he kept others at a distance. He didn’t think the
Israelis living in Cork—
Mick:

Were part of the Cork Irish Jewish community?

Maddie:

Right. He described them as “blow-ins”. Fred really fashioned himself

as one of the last survivors, and bore the burden of his community’s
disappearance, when it’s not really …because there are other Jewish people
living in Cork and the Munster region.
Mick:

I mean, he has a son.

Maddie:

And his daughter lives in Cork, and therefore she also takes on the

mantle. But I think he felt he needed to handle everything, stitch it all up. He
sold the synagogue and tidied up all the business before he died.
I’ve been thinking about my relationship to the current Jewish community.
What is it? My relationship was to Fred largely, though I met other people
in the Hebrew Congregation over the years. In my original proposal

192

for Evening Echo, I stated it was not just about the original Jewtown
community disappearing, it was also the rise and fall—the subsidence—
of one community and the gaining of another. For example, I start my text
by quoting The Echo newspaper seller on Patrick Street saying, “Well, I don’t
know, now we’ve Romanians, we’ve got Lithuanians, we’ve got all these
people in Cork now.” That somehow my work was trying to have reference
to others—
Mick:

I thought there was a really interesting ambivalence in how he speaks.

We’re not clear if he’s saying that’s a problem, or saying that if you’re going
to vision Cork, you have to vision it with all this multiplicity.
Maddie:
Mick:

I think it’s the former, probably.

There’s a slight xenophobia represented there.

Maddie:

And my concern, I think, is that the City Council now over invests

in a melancholy toward Fred’s image of the Jewtown community, because
Fred is gone now, and Fred was quite a familiar figure to some members
of the Council.
Mick:

I remember in Tasmania the way it was easier for the public discourse

to entertain the proposition that the Aboriginal population had been subject
to a complete genocide, and were gone, rather than to entertain possibilities
that there were living descendants of the Indigenous inhabitants. I think
there’s something somewhat similar in this, in that Irish antisemitism is up
there with anything you can find in Lithuania or Russia. The last pogrom
in Europe was in Limerick, not too far from Cork.
Maddie:

Yes. I was going to add that there’s been some talk in the last few years,

from around the time Christmas tree arrived, that Shalom Park could become
a sort of multi-faith park—it could have a Christmas tree, and other religious
groups could also choose to be represented.
Mick:

The Christmas tree is hilarious, though. It’s a pre-Christian device that’s

partly Christianised with the star.
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Maddie:

It’s interesting. The rogue tree on the park bench wasn’t there last year,

so it only had a brief appearance in the history of Evening Echo. But you raised
this question of my desire for it, my desire that it appears again, that there
is a counteraction with another kind of lighting, other lights coming on and
going off. I think that the City now faces some decisions around the work,
navigating the sense of duty I have bound them to through our contract,
but also their sense of duty to a particular view of Jewtown and Cork’s
Jewish history.
Mick:

The perception of the Council is that part of what they’re obligated to is

a form of public memorialisation for a vanishing community.
Maddie:
Mick:

Yes.

But that is not your conceptualisation of the work?

Maddie:

I think what happens is the will of the City, to demonstrate

a memorialising, which is at odds with the way I’ve always perceived Evening
Echo as not requiring an active demonstration of memorial. Rather, it just
enacted it, it simply occurs—
Mick:

That it is evanescent?

Maddie:

Yes, it occurs and it then occurs again. So that’s the friction I see in the

work, and it’s been there almost since the beginning.
Mick:

But, given a relational mode of practice, it’s precisely that you not getting

your own way is integral to what happens. [laughs]
Maddie:
Mick:

Of course! And compromise—

But compromise suggests it’s an agreed thing. It’s more like the

ongoing conflict and struggle to appropriate it. The Council are faced with
a somewhat open structure and they’re saying “let’s nail it down”, fix it in
place, label it, mark it. There’s no “poly” or “semi”, no multiplicity. Their
desire is to fix it in place, which is also editing out the Christmas tree thing.
That object makes it a bit tricky for them.
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Maddie:

I think that the City would feel like they were protecting the work and

the purity of the project, assuming that I might be upset or unsettled by the
appearance of the Christmas tree.
Break
Mick:

So, lets recap what we’ve talked about. We talked about what the overall

project is doing, the five cases, and then some general ideas about how your
practice operates.
Maddie:
Mick:

Yes, and we talked about your writing.

And what I was trying to do in the writing, the context of getting the

brief, and how it resonated with all these other things.
I think the one thing we haven’t talked about is the current conditions
of the work, because as you said, it’s a little bit different from some of the
other projects inasmuch as it has this “still-in-process” aspect. I think the
other projects are still in process too, but Evening Echo is more radically still
in process because there are moments when active intervention is demanded
of you. For example, questions about how this it’s going to happen each year,
what do we do about this, etc.?
Maddie:

Yes, the most recent thing is around the technology system the project

operates on. My original desire, again it was a desire, was that the ninth lamp
would be programmed for the fifty years of future dates that are listed on the
poster. There was some misconception, though, that this suggested a 50year lifetime for Evening Echo. Rather the dates were simply an indicator,
an example of a sequence where you can see how the last night of Hanukkah
occurs, and the corresponding sunset times. It was a reference document.
Mick:

And your choice of the last night as opposed to the first night,

why is that?
Maddie:

The last night is when the full cohort of candles are alight on a

Hanukkah menorah. I mention in my text another misconception: that
Evening Echo mimics the formal lighting sequence of the menorah. The tall
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light comes on first, but the other eight lights come on randomly. Lighting
the Hanukkah menorah, you would have a very particular process—
Mick:

A sequence?

Maddie:

Yes, a sequence of moving from one light, to the next light, to the

next. We could have programmed Evening Echo so the park lights come on in
a similar sequence, but they don’t. Rather, it only draws on this as a reference
point. The idea was to use remote programming so we could establish the
form of the work, and make it operational.
Mick:

So that the moment of the lighting is not marked, necessarily, by the

Mayor’s presence and speech?
Maddie:
Mick:

No, it would be self-contained.

It seems to me that this will return in time. What I think is interesting

is how do you resolve the question of what to do now? I actually think
it would be eminently feasible to produce a programmed lighting system
that could do what you want, and that the program would offer a minimal
intervention. But for the technical issue you described, of a light that isn’t
lighting for 364 days, and lights for one day only…there has to be a lighting
apparatus that is designed for that condition. I’m sure those conditions exist
in the world for other circumstances.
Maddie:

Perhaps, yes, they do. I think it is still is about the administration of the

work, and that the work has never been able to exist in terms of remote
functionality. In your text you talk about my apple project in Chicago and
those apple trees on an uninhabited island producing apples that fall onto
the ground each season. I see my enchantment with a similar kind of notion
for how the light comes on – no one seeing a tree falling in the forest – I was
using that sort of logic or impulse. Your reference to Signs and Wonders
Shall Appear made me think about that there was an ideal of programmed
self-sufficiency in Evening Echo that was not reliant on the constant
administration of it.
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Also, at the time, the Evening Echo newspaper had committed to five years
of publishing the announcement. I had the idea that it would be a temporary
signpost and then it wouldn’t appear anymore. It was intended to alert people
until the project’s happening was more bedded into the city. I think that was
a highly optimistic idea.
Mick:

To me, this just makes it interesting. I think the work is still in process.

I think all the projects have this aspect because of their distributed ontology,
because they’re not fixed in one place. Because another anecdote, another
story, another conversation can happen, the work is still in process. But
in Evening Echo there’s a more radical degree of process, I think the dimension
of authorship is still in process.
Maddie:
Mick:

Yes, it is.

The decisioning. It seems to me that it’s about riding this wave of it, and

it might take a decade or whatever, but I think it is just flowing with it and
playing on the relational investment that’s there.
Maddie:

I was going to ask another question around the the poster and the

catalogue, those pieces of printed communication we were talking about
before, which, although they haven’t disappeared, they’re less visible.
Mick:

They’re no longer as prominent.

Maddie:

Could they require recirculation in the project? Because the only visible

textual element now is the announcement in the newspaper. Have these texts
and images been forgotten as sites of the work?
Mick:

To me, some of the video stills, as images, have such drama. But also,

because they don’t give the game away. It is like, “wow, what is this?” The
other possibility, when I think about this work, is that it warrants being
thought anew. So, rather than recirculating a text that imagined the work
before its completion, actually commissioning or orchestrating something
around it now. Perhaps playing with the tangles of the Christmas tree protest.
Well, it’s not quite a protest, but Christmas tree dissent.
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There’s something which I didn’t touch in my text, which jumps out at me
now, is the humour. It’s something about the way you respond to the humour
of the bashful disclosure by the taxi driver that’s it’s called Jewtown. And how
you convey his bashfulness as kind of a hint. So, on the one hand, there’s
something inscribed in the city’s memory that there was a Jewish community,
but on the other hand, there’s something about knowing that marking
a separate space by the name is somehow an indication of a problem, a trace
of cultural antisemitism. And then there’s the Passover Bridge thing…
Maddie:

I make an observation that nobody I ever met in Cork had any close

connection to anyone within the Jewish community, and Fred’s constant
carefulness in saying that there had never been any “trouble”. He belonged
to various social and gentleman’s clubs in Cork, but he did also indicate there
was a quiet sense of separation maintained.
Mick:

But I think that’s fundamental! So, you’re fleeing a pogrom in Lithuania,

and you set up elsewhere, and you are experiencing prejudice from day
one, and absolutely this means a fortified community looking after self, and
living with a certain element of threat all the time because your neighbours
can suddenly decide to burn you out. No matter what it’s like today, it’s
no guarantee what it could be like tomorrow.
I think that in a way that’s kind of interesting, the structure of antisemitism
that is threaded throughout, that’s visible in all these moments without
it being overt. This comes up with The Grief Prophesy as well. You’re not
producing a moralising discourse. You’re not producing a prescription, there’s
a certain kind of matter-of-factness of the disclosure of this kind of pervasive
antisemitism.
Maddie:
Mick:

Yes.

But it’s disclosed as the condition of living, not as a reprimand to a

political figure. I guess there’s something about where people get very
nervous and hostile to non-judgment. You’re basically naming something
as “oh look, there’s something there”, but to be non-judgmental appears
in some eyes to mean you are, A, valorising, B, legitimising or C, in some way
normalising.
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Maddie:

Someone mentioned this when reading my text on The Grief Prophesy.

Their worry was that I might look politically naïve because non-judgement
(in that project) may appear as sympathy towards the far-right, or the black
metal world.
Mick:

Anything giving voice or attention to an aggressor without producing

a moral judgment always has this risk of being understood to be a form
of valorisation. It’s like you’re giving a platform, you’re giving attention.
Maddie:

I was going to say that my relationship to certain narratives evolved

through Fred, who was a conduit to a specific history. What I came
to understand, over time, was that there were divisions in the Jewish
community. The images I chose (for the catalogue) are within the sphere
of Fred’s community. Now, when I see photographs from each lighting,
I recognise a few people who live in the County –Americans or Israelis –who
come each year to the lighting and I don’t have connection with them myself.
There is something about comprehending what the project is doing for people
who are within the Munster Jewish community and celebrating Hanukkah,
who come to Evening Echo but were never part of the Jewtown community.
That is, I’m thinking through where I began the project, and where the
project is now.
Mick:

Isn’t this to do with the “in perpetuity”, the ongoingness? That you also

have to grapple with the fact that the work doesn’t finalise, doesn’t totalise,
that it allows these appropriations to occur in different ways?
Maddie:
Mick:

Yes.

I think the real question on the success of Evening Echo would be if,

in some way, it is resistant to these appropriations, that something else
always slips. I think this has to unfold over time, and I would have confidence
in the work to do this. But I do think there’s a critical moment around this
particular knot of the administrative care, the technical register, and the
performativity of the moment of lighting or not lighting. To me that keeps
the work alive.
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Maddie:

Yes, each year as it turns up in my inbox, it’s about working with

people who need me to answer questions, so I’ve understood my role
is ongoing. Initially, I thought there would be a time where I’m not involved
in these conversations, but that moment hasn’t arrived yet because there are
further decisions to be made, nine years later.
Mick:

One thing I’m thinking, as we’re talking, is that that there might

be some errors on my part in the text in terms of a very strong invocation
of biblical imagery, of the apple garden, and then the rabbinic exchange I was
basing it in.
Maddie:

Well, that’s interesting in relation to take Hanukkah itself, which,

in my understanding, is not a religious observance but has been popularised
through non-observing or reformist Jewish communities because of its
proximity to Christmas.
Mick:

It’s not liturgically as prominent as—

Maddie:
Mick:

As Passover or—

Yom Kippur.

Maddie:

I think what is interesting in your text is the weight that those more

complex thoughts bring to it this “festival of lights” Evening Echo references.
I’m trying to think about how it was it that I first made that connection
to Hanukkah. I would have noticed the lights on the park’s perimeter, and
then had a question of how could one connect the naming of the park to the
community that once existed around it. I made a fairly literal connection
in using the Hanukkah menorah as a form to work from.
I think there’s sort of a gravitas in your text. It makes me laugh a little bit
but I also find a lot of sadness in it. Maybe because you announce your own
state of emotion, you are flying long distance, at night time. I remember that
very clearly. It is very different to the text that Matt Packer wrote, which
does more work for contextual description of the project, but he also makes
a very nice point at the end when he notes that Evening Echo reveals the
whole contingency of making a promise in the first place, the gifting of a
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park that we will call Shalom. In doing this, we make some form of promise
to your memory.
I think it’s an interesting thought about this notion of a further
communication around the project, rather than just recirculating
or resurfacing those original texts.
Mick:

If we go back to your process here, you disclose the work through

a written text, and then you have this dialogue. I think in a way what would
be interesting (and I don’t know how practicable it is), but at a certain point
you’ll have the five dialogues as texts, and then all the dialogue partners
could have the possibility of reading those other dialogues? And then there’s
a conversation that might turn to the relationships between the different
projects. But with the caution that you don’t want to produce the theory
of the practice. I really think that looking at one work through another work
is revealing of nuance. That’s what happened for me when you told me about
this work, it changed how I was reading and understanding and relating
to We’ll All Stay Together. Is it?
Maddie:
Mick:

Let Us Keep Together.

And the formal title for the apple piece is?

Maddie:  Signs and Wonders Shall Appear.
Mick:

Signs and Wonders Shall Appear, yes!

So…is there anything we haven’t covered?
Maddie:

I think that we’ve covered diverse things. We’ve covered exactly what

I wanted to cover…In a better way than I wanted to, I think.
Mick:

One of the things I want to add to the edited transcripts is specific

references to what I was looking at, because that rabbinical dialogue was
based on specific sources that I can’t grab now. I remember one of the things
I was worried about was producing the clichés of Jewishness. But at the same
time, I wanted to risk it to invoke a specific tradition of thinking theological
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categories through this enormous subtlety that is different from both
Protestant and Catholic theology. It’s been shaped by battles over orthodoxy,
there’s something within certain dimensions of the Jewish tradition, this
question of a play of interpretation, but also this sense of wanting to bring
an end to this play of interpretation in order to focus on the actuality of living
and dying.
What I was reading at the time was about a renewal between Judaic
intellectual traditions and the Jewish enlightenment. Moses Mendelssohn, this
amazing Jewish philosopher, is part of the question on what is enlightenment,
with Kant.
I was interested in all this stuff, and although it’s only a small detail, it was
important to me. The same thing with the question of this reference to the
Holocaust. You can’t understand the dispersal of the Jewish community
in the late 20th Century without it. And at the same time, the relationship
is not super linear.
Maddie:

On a local level, there is also the relationship between Dublin and

Cork in terms of their Jewish communities. We didn’t talk about this, but
in Dublin a Jewish community still has presence. I guess it too will have
reduced, but this sense of emptying out is much more acute in Cork…and the
synagogue has been sold now.
Mick:

Yes, the whole thing of selling it to the Seventh Day Adventists.

Maddie:

I know. That was a fairly unilateral decision on Fred’s part, as I

understand it. Which would have been disagreed with by some of the other
members in the congregation.
Mick:

Of course.

Maddie:

I guess there’s quite a lot of residue there. It will be interesting to see

what unfolds, after this further conversation with the City Council. I think
they are willing to continue with the project, but for them it is about easing
of the technical administration, alongside the demonstration of civic care
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towards the remaining Jewish community who gather. There’s a certain sense
of taking care of business that happens around the work.
Mick:

Oh, yes, local politics!

Maddie:

The local politics. And then my decisions from here. How the work

can persistently maintain its character, where it began, what is new, and what
it carries forward.
Ok…I’m pressing stop on the recording now.
Mick:

Did you add the date?

If you find the good oil let us know. Howard’s Precast Concrete, New Plymouth, 2013.
Image courtesy of Maddie Leach.
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Appendix 3
A dialogue with Mercedes Vicente about If you find the good oil let us know
Recorded in Gothenburg, Sweden, 16 November 2019

Maddie:

I’m going to start by recapping that my PhD at Deakin University is a

PhD by Prior Publication and includes five case studies. You and I are going
to be talking about If you find the good oil let us know from 2012 to 2014, and
I’ve given you a piece of writing to read that touches on what I think, and
how that project unfolded. We are in a dialogue to trouble some of the things
that I’ve written, but also to expand this, to add more dimension. We’re going
to work from these beginning questions and notes, but is there anything you
need clarified around the structure of the PhD or why I’ve asked you to do
a dialogue with me?
Mercedes:
Maddie:
Mercedes:
Maddie:

No.
No?
It might come up later, but at the moment, no.
Fine. So, we know each other because you were the person who invited

me to do a residency in New Plymouth in 2011, but before that we were
both involved in One Day Sculpture in 2008 and 2009. That’s probably where
we first met, or encountered each other more regularly. You then invited
me to do the Taranaki Artist in Residence with the Govett-Brewster Art
Gallery, and I came and went from New Plymouth several times across two
years. But you had left New Plymouth for London before the project was
completed. When did you leave?
Mercedes:
Maddie:

June, 2013.
That’s right. And the book for If you find the good oil let us know was

released in February, 2014.
Mercedes:

And the concrete block was also released after I left.
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Maddie:

In January 2014, yes.

As part of the project, I invited a number of people to write a letter and you
were one of them along with ten or eleven other people. And those letters
were published in the Taranaki Daily News in early 2013 and your letter was
published maybe about halfway through the sequence, I think?
Mercedes:
Maddie:
Mercedes:
Maddie:

I looked it up. It’s one of the early ones, actually.
Was it?
I can’t remember exactly, but I think it’s the fourth or the fifth one.
Probably, yes. I remember thinking about the placement of your letter

particularly, when it should appear in the sequence, because these texts just
sort of landed in the newspaper. For local readers, it was a question of “what
is this, what’s going on?”
Mercedes:

Right. I forgot about that. You were strategic about when my letter

should appear. Because it was going to provide a kind of frame. As I recall,
you didn’t want my letter to go first, as a means of “explaining” a strategy
or the artwork. I think that the intention of the letters was not to announce
themselves. Not that they would be mysterious, or concealing something,
but that they would almost read like a letter written to an editor rather than
me saying, “This is a project by artist Maddie Leach. In the next few months
there are going to be a series of letters coming from…” and so on. You didn’t
want that.
Maddie:
Mercedes:

No.
You didn’t want that kind of framing. But at the same time, my letter

came after two or three others, after people were starting to wonder what
is this “good oil” about? So, then I could come in.
Maddie:
Mercedes:

It was doing some contextualising work.
That’s right.
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Maddie:

I remember after your letter was published, one of the local readers

mentioned you directly, in an outburst towards “Mercedes Vicente (is that
her real name?) at the Govett-Brewster”, that this was “elitist” language,
and so on.
Mercedes:
Maddie:

Right, yes.
So, we were both in a line of fire [laughs]. I think it was only my name

and yours that were mentioned in those responses.
Mercedes:

Oh, I don’t remember that!

But, I mean, of course, because there’s a letter that arrives in the TDN with
my name attached; then you have somebody to address it to. It wasn’t like
that with everybody because the Govett-Brewster also has great supporters
in New Plymouth, but there are a lot of people who are really strongly against
what the gallery does because they think it’s not populist enough. They might
think of the arts as more aligned with craft, or who are artists themselves,
painters or artists who use more traditional media. They belonged to a group
who felt the Govett-Brewster had closed their doors to them.
And there was that guy Morris—
Maddie:
Mercedes:

Morris West.
Yes, Morris West. He was somebody who was constantly on attack

towards the Govett-Brewster. Also, If you find the good oil let us know was
taking place at the time when the Len Lye Centre was really at the centre
of conversation in New Plymouth, and a lot of people were against that
too. But I think the perception of elitism had nothing to do with Len Lye.
In fact, Len Lye’s work was something more aligned to the taste of the town,
something that people could feel proud of. But contemporary art was often
very badly received, especially if you were engaged in projects that were
more conceptual and more difficult; projects that were considered not very
accessible to a general public.
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Maddie:

Yes, I think your letter, of all of them, carried a strong sense

of responsibility to build some of the context around the project.
Can you remember if you felt it was the kind of writing that the project
needed because the other letters were taking a more poetic, narrativebased approach? They were working with ideas of memory and fiction, and
constructing certain kind of images. Whereas your letter addressed “Dear
member of the public” and I remember you began by going through a list
of possibilities asking “Who are you? Are you a student? Are you…”
Mercedes:
Maddie:

“Are you an engineer, somebody involved in the oil industry?”
Yes, you had a whole range… “Are you someone who comes to the

gallery?” In retrospect, I wondered whether you would have thought about
writing in a different way or whether you felt that your role, as curator,
conditioned a certain sort of language and response?
Mercedes:

Well, I think two things come to me. It was different because

I was the one in charge, if you like, or the one that was the closest to the
project. I was the one that had the institutional role. Although by the end
of the project, I was no longer at the gallery although we remained in close
conversation. I think that my writing simply reflects the kind of writing
I did as curator at the Govett-Brewster Art Gallery. If this would have been
a project somewhere else, and I didn’t have an institutional role, I don’t know
if I would have written something more poetic. Probably not, because I don’t
tend to write poetically.
I use writing as a means of trying to understand a project, to see it within the
realm of other artistic practices. I was not going for the kind of writing that
comes from ‘art writing’ or the literary. I think my letter represents the kind
of writing I do. But I also think that, unlike other writers in the project, I had
an institutional position and I was writing from that place. My writing also
reveals a frustration, a certain resentment, of trying to introduce and defend
projects in a place where you can feel this rejection. I was trying to resist
a populist approach to art, where you can see that contemporary work is not
perceived properly. I think the letter reflects my own situation; it’s not just
a letter, it’s the implication of living in that context for a long time. You are
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seen as the voice of the institution and it reveals some internal conflict with
the role I had.
Maddie:
Mercedes:

Yes.
I was trying to defend a position of what, for me, art should be. This

is precisely why I invited you and I didn’t invite somebody else, someone who
would have created a project that would have pleased people who were more
vocally against the Govett-Brewster. But it’s true, I could’ve approached
the letter with a very different kind of writing, but that’s not me and I think
it came out my own institutional situation.
The idea of addressing the letter to “the public” was because we’re always
talking about audiences and the pressure to show artworks that will bring
audiences in. I guess I was trying to ask “what is this public?” Public is so
wide, and there are many publics.
Maddie:

I’ve been thinking about who I invited to write those letters and trying

to recall why I assembled that group of people, and if I would I make any
changes now. Two of the letters weren’t actually published in the newspaper;
each writer does a different thing for the project.
One of the things I mention in the piece of writing you’ve just read, is how—
in a number of the letters—there is a prefiguring of the concrete block object
long before it was made. It is this level of imagination that I was interested
in and how, through the format of the Taranaki Daily News, something that
was speculative became a kind of a fact; something was going to happen. For
example, Lila Smith was very strident—
Mercedes:
Maddie:

She was one of the vocal ones.
Yes, in her own way, she also imagined this object going into the

sea. I’m trying to think of a word for the way the project proposed and
imagined an act, and a kind of collective thought experiment towards that
act happening. In early 2013 there was this small ferment in the TDN, with
some outraged readers declaring If you find the good oil let us know was a lot
of crap, it was the Emperor’s New Clothes, it was art gallery elitism, it was
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a trick. But, by the time one year had passed and I was implementing the
block drop, there was only a very small circle of people who witnessed what
felt, at the time, like a very large action. There is a question that recurs
in relation to whether the drop needed to take place, because it had already
been pictured, discussed, debated and objected to.
Mercedes:
Maddie:

Right.
I was wondering what you thought about that? The idea that

it happened, right? That it caused speculation as to its truthfulness. When
I proposed the project to you and said, “this is what I want to do,” and then
all the effort to try to get it to happen. By early 2014 did I still need to put
this concrete block in the sea? Because much of the project had taken place
a year earlier in the newspaper, and on the façade of the gallery.
Mercedes:

Well, it’s funny because I think you and I differ on this, clearly.

I realised that I used a word in my letter, I don’t know how I phrased
it…something like the obstinacy you had…with the materiality of the whole
project. I recognised that was extremely important for you.
I think all the steps in the project, the process, the implications, all the
zigzags that bring you to one place and to another, the involvement of other
people along the way, the imaginary, the literary writing, all the speculations.
All those things were very fertile and attractive to you. Somehow you also
had an obstinacy with materiality that I didn’t have. To me, the concrete
block itself was not interesting.
Maddie:
Mercedes:

You never told me that!
No, no, I think we had this conversation before. I mean, I really

didn’t care about the oil or about the material objects. But I think what
I love in reading your text is how it reminds me that the project is incredibly
fertile and it never closes up. It’s rich in the way you constantly open
up possibilities. I mean, this is what is fascinating about works of art, you
don’t know where they lead you. We keep going with you through all these
stages. For me, it was the conceptual level that really drew me in.
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It was also something that I didn’t know how to define very well. I mean,
we talked about relational aesthetics because that was what everybody was
talking about at the time, and I remember you were kind of against that
concept. Maybe we can talk about that too. But, certainly, there’s a level
of relationality in If you find the good oil let us know, whether we can call
it “relational aesthetics” or not. I think I understand why you might feel that
would be too simplistic.
But going back to the object, I thought, perhaps because you are a sculptor,
materiality is important. From the beginning that oil was going to go to the
sea and you didn’t know anything else. It’s almost that there is something
in your character that frames your approach. And this is a wonderful thing
because the project is not purely a conceptual proposition. It’s not purely
relational. It is using the oil as a way to go on a journey that involves people,
that involves research, that involves propositions, speculations, that opens
up imagination.
But, at the same time, there is something that you’re really attached to in
a material object, but not in a simplistic sense of “there is a sculpture that
exists in the world”. I mean, there’s something almost absurd in this, but
perhaps you would deny the absurdity of it, for you there is something that
is not absurd—
Maddie:
Mercedes:

No, and I—
I don’t know…what is the word? Maybe absurd is not right, because

I don’t think you were deliberately working with absurdity. But you were also
saying there is something about the non-cathartic that interests you. But the
dropping of the block is cathartic, and it was cathartic for you.
Maddie:

At the time, absolutely. I think my attachment to the material, as I’ve

come to see it, is the necessity of stating, “I’m going to put this oil in the sea.”
And what unfolds from there is a matter of grounding the intention, the “real”
action of doing that. Yes, it’s about the material, but it’s also about getting
something to happen.
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Mercedes:

That’s true. So, it’s not about the object arriving in the sea, it’s about

the process that it entails and the people that you bring with it.
Maddie:

I think it’s both, because I need the first part, the proposal, in order for

the second part to happen. It’s not just a conceptual proposition, rather there
is a real “problem” to solve that allows everything else to operate around it. It
is the thing that anchors, steers a course, and it keeps the project considering
real conditions. And without that real problem, the project becomes
a different kind of project.
Mercedes:
Maddie:

Right.
The real conditions are how heavy is the block? How does it get

transported? How do you tie onto a boat?
Mercedes:
Maddie:

Logistics, a kind of deadpan logistics.
Exactly. How do you drop a one tonne block into the sea? How do you

get the specific batch of cement shipped from Westport to New Plymouth?
How does the oil actually contribute to making the cement? Those things
are all functional elements to me, and they then allow additional concepts
to develop around them.
You’re correct in terms of my sculptural background or education, that the
agency of an object or a material is always of interest to me. But, really,
an object or material simply places me in relation to other things. For
example, by having the 70 litres of oil in my possession, I ring up Holcim
Cement and ask them for an exchange of material; “Can we put it on a ship,
can you test it, and can you burn it in your kilns?” Navigating some of those
processes enabled me to document them, to produce certain images which
I inserted into the narratives of my written updates to my letter writing
companions.
I don’t think I’ve ever been interested in proposing something primarily as an
idea that doesn’t really need to happen. The intention is always to follow
a proposal to its logical conclusion.
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Perhaps we should talk about the Walters Prize soon? Because I think If you
find the good oil let us know is especially pertinent in relation to the idea
of non-catharsis that we touched on earlier. One month after the block was
dropped, Rhana Devenport wrote to me and said—
Mercedes:
Maddie:

“You have been invited.”
Yes. “’You have been invited to participate in the Walters Prize…and

can you reconstruct the project in some form?’” And, at the time, dropping
the block in the sea—
Mercedes:
Maddie:

It was the conclusion of the project.
Yes, it was, because I wanted a specific photograph for the book.

Though it is printed very small, it provides a form of evidence to all of those
who were speculating about this action. So, I think the simple answer
to those questions of why the oil, why a concrete block, is that they enabled
me to continue. When I met business people, or people working in industry,
our conversation was operating around a real problem but there was absurdity
contained within that problem.
Mercedes:

But is it absurdity from our point of view? In their world there’s

not absurdity. It couldn’t be more real. There’s a level of pragmatism the
discussion is operating on.
Maddie:

Sure, but for people in the oil industry, the absurdity was “Why is the

block going into the sea?”
Mercedes:

Right, but that is what is also so interesting, because you’re bringing

two worlds together, rubbing them against each other. For us, as your writing
companions, the logistics of the project is kind of irrelevant, in a way. You
were giving us all these details, but we sort of don’t have to care. Whereas
for you, it’s an act of putting those two worlds together, a cultural world and
a world that is very pragmatic. I mean that without stereotyping, because
you also encountered people who were surprisingly interested, such as the
scientist who tested the whale oil.
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The project has a sort of plain-speaking pragmatics, logistics, and force. But
there is also the fact that you’re not dealing with creating a concrete block for
the building of your house, but for something that has an artistic purpose…I
don’t know what happens there. When you were talking earlier, it made
me think that the project was trying to reveal something of the working
world, construction, transportation, those kinds of things. But its intention
wasn’t to think about the conditions of industrial labour or economy.
Something else happens when you place that kind of plain language next
to these letters that are extremely poetic.
I haven’t read them all again, but I don’t think that any of the letters
addressed the logistics you were feeding us as updates. Nobody found in those
details anything that they wanted to engage with, instead they wrote around
them because they were interested in this utopia, this object, or that first
romantic idea of the whale oil, or what it could be.
Maddie:

In my text, I say something about how my companion writers were left

considering the “cerebral problem” I proposed—as to what should be done
with the oil—and the imagining of whales…while I went about the business
of the pragmatics and logistics. About how I was moving between Taranaki
Regional Council, Holcim Cement and the oil and shipping companies, but
I was still telling a narrative in those contexts. It wasn’t that I made my life
easy by not talking about the whale oil.
Mercedes:

Yes, but I wouldn’t say that you were just giving us an update.

Your updates were very particular. You are a storyteller. You were giving
us logistics, but it was in the form of storytelling. I think this is why
the project invited that kind of writing, because your own writing, the
communication we received from you, was giving us the steps of your
process, but it was always told as a story. I think that was why people engaged
on a more literary level with you.
Going back to my own letter, it makes me think of the people who were
outside Taranaki receiving these narratives from you. It was an epistolary
exchange. But you set up a tone, or you set the tone, and people responded
to that tone. You were not simply saying, “I went to see so and so, and we are
going to do this next. I’ll keep you posted of the outcome.” No, you were

214

writing all the time, quite elaborate letters, very considered. I mean, I don’t
think that you’ve had a comma out of place.
You were narrating the project to us. But I was involved in the project, not
just through those letters. I was involved in the project through conversations
with you. So, there was a huge difference. I was in regular conversation with
you, and receiving your letters like everybody else, but I was also with you
exchanging ideas, or thinking through logistics, and how the project could
develop. We spoke about issues of audience and reception, like the idea
of putting the letters in the newspaper, the title being painted onto the façade
of the gallery, all those things that confronted us with, “Okay, how?”
And this was not because I felt compelled that you had to give the GovettBrewster something, rather that there were other ways that the project was
reaching out to our local public. Yes, the letters are reproduced in your book,
but the experience of reading a letter in the newspaper or the experience
of seeing the façade of the gallery were aspects that were only received
by local people. That’s different to an audience going to an exhibition and
reading about the exhibition through art criticism or through a catalogue.
There’s something in those iterations that are outside the narrative, that
I think you also need to think about. Don’t you think?
Maddie:
Mercedes:

Yes.
The experience of seeing the building, what does that do for the local

public? In your text you tell us that the title has gone onto the facade, but
it’s only mentioned and not part of your storytelling. Should we think that
those things are different from your written and conversational exchanges
with a shipping person or whatever? Are those separate acts or…You know,
a letter in the newspaper is not the same as when it’s printed in a book.
Maddie:

I think the time span between things is important to mention because

If you find the good oil let us know was painted on the facade of the building
at the time that the letters were appearing in the newspaper.
Mercedes:

Yes.
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Maddie:

You were quite involved in that decision regarding the façade because

it anchored the project to the temporarily closed Govett-Brewster building.
It identified itself as being a Govett-Brewster project, and as being an artistic
project. We talked about this in the context of the city, that the interesting
thing became “who is you and who is us?”.
Mercedes:

Right. The utterance of “If you find a good oil let us know.” That

utterance became contextualised because it was on the façade. It’s was the
institution uttering the sentence.
Maddie:
Mercedes:

Yes.
I know that your project was not about this, but for me there was

an intention to bring the word “oil” into the Govett-Brewster Art Gallery
because, at that time, the Govett-Brewster was closed to start the expansion
of the museum to create the Len Lye Centre, and the main funding for that
came from Shell Todd Oil. I was a bit nervous about what the reaction to that
would be. In retrospect, I think I was pushing the project in a direction that
was not your intention. I brought politics into it.
Maddie:

But I disagree. I think a sense of the political was always part of the

project. The confusion of the whale oil and the mineral oil, how the word
“oil” is implicit in Taranaki’s colonial history. All of those things about New
Plymouth being an “oil town”. I had the barrel of whale oil before I arrived
to start the residency. I remember that I didn’t necessarily think the project
was going to operate around it. But there were matter-of-fact conditions such
as seeing the Pohokura oil platform each night, and this veneer of “lifestyle”
operating in New Plymouth supported by a wealthy oil industry. I think that
that was always very important to me, and the idea of trying to get the block
onto an oil ship that was going out to the Maui platform.
Mercedes:

But I do remember bringing this into a meeting at the Govett-

Brewster, because as much as I wanted, intentionally, some institutional
critique, I also understood that the gesture (on the façade) could add a fire
that would harm the institution. Perhaps.
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I was kind of surprised how it went over my colleagues’ heads, nobody picked
it up. Or if they picked it up, they probably preferred not to bring it to
anybody’s attention. You know, not to turn it into a big issue. I mean, putting
the title on the façade was a bit of… What do you call it? I’m thinking of the
word in Spanish.
Maddie:
Mercedes:

Provocation?
Yes, a little bit of a provocation. It was slightly risky. I think this

is something that the other writers would not have picked up. But these
things, when you’re living in a place, you know the tone. It was true that the
town’s economy was booming because of the oil industry. So, a lot of people
would not have been happy about any public criticism of that situation.
Maddie:

Which is where this idea of the ambiguity in the project is pertinent.

It doesn’t state clearly what it is doing. For example, the question I received
(or the suspicion I received) was, “Is the work an environmental protest?”
That it could be perceived as having a level of activism.
Mercedes:

It’s funny because, now that I’ve been more focused on issues

of ecology, I don’t think today that I would support you to put the block—
Maddie:
Mercedes:

In the sea?
Yes…in the sea. And also thinking of the politics of that action, too.

When I was reading about the project again, it just opened up all the things
that I didn’t think so much about at the time. How you could only place
the block within a certain number of miles from the shore, which is within
the national—
Maddie:
Mercedes:
Maddie:

Maritime Zone.
Yes. You couldn’t place it outside of that.
It was to do with the jurisdiction for the 12-mile limit. New Zealand

has a maritime economic zone around it. At 12 nautical miles, it becomes
international waters. So, the concrete block was placed right on the line—
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Mercedes:
Maddie:
Mercedes:

Right on the edge.
And whether it’s in national or international waters is unclear.
And that is interesting. You play with pushing the limits of that

situation. I mean, how precise can they be in dropping the block, it might
be that it actually fell outside the line. We will never know.
I don’t know much about it, but I would also question whether those waters
are actually under the New Zealand government’s jurisdiction. For example,
what is Maori jurisdiction over the maritime area?
Maddie:
Mercedes:

And the seabed.
Thinking of the project taking place today, I would probably ask you

not to only consult New Zealand government legislation, because then you
are siding with the New Zealand law. I don’t know if at any point in 2012
you needed to get permission from the Maori community?
Maddie:
Mercedes:
Maddie:

Yes!
You were? I don’t remember that.
Taranaki Regional Council asked me to consult with three interested

parties, one being Taranaki Iwi Trust.
Mercedes:
Maddie:
Mercedes:
Maddie:
Mercedes:

Oh, I see.
The second one being Egmont Fisheries.
Yes, that you mentioned.
And the third one being Iron Sands Offshore Mining.
Right, you also mentioned that one.
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Maddie:

It’s in a footnote in the text, I mention that the Taranaki Iwi Trust gave

a very consistent answer. They have a principle that anything placed onto the
seabed, such as a structure like an oil platform, should always be removed.
Their argument has been that, when oil platforms are decommissioned, they
need to be entirely removed, not just dismantled and left. They said it didn’t
matter how big or small the object is, the same principle applies: if it goes
on the seabed, it must be removed from the seabed.
Mercedes:
Maddie:

Right. Very nice. So, then the project is not finished!
[laughs] And then the fishing company also didn’t want to give

approval because of a risk of snaring their fishing nets, which means they
were practising bottom trawling. The mining company wasn’t operating
in that part of the seabed and didn’t feel that they had permission to give.
So, none of those three said “Fine”. I sent that information to the Taranaki
Regional Council, and they still gave me the approval with the caveat, “We
understand there won’t be any publicity around this action.” This was always
very interesting to me. I did what I was asked. I consulted, and did not get
support through that consultation, but TRC said, “Sure, you can put that
on block on the sea floor”.
Mercedes:

The politics I was thinking of at that time was around the politics

of oil. Therefore, the text on the façade, and the idea that the project
could go ahead, that it could challenge all the systems that tend to limit
our freedom to do things, this was what attracted me; that finally, from
your persistence, you found a way to get around the system, without
trying to be illegal, or whatever. But I didn’t think about the ethics of it,
in environmental sense.
Maddie:

Don’t you think that’s what is interesting because “the system”—the

government, Taranaki Regional Council, that is—give me permission to make
the action? It’s not that I did the action without the permission.
Mercedes:
Maddie:

If I was in their shoes, I would not have given you permission.
I was very surprised.
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Mercedes:

To me, I think it is an irresponsible decision by somebody who was

reading the email, wanted to get rid of it and thought you would pester them.
They’re saying, “Well, just do it, and get out of here!” I think it was probably
a negligence. I mean, if the Taranaki Regional Council requires that you ask
for consultation with these three parties, and those people have not given you
the go-ahead, The TRC should not do that. This is how I see it now.
Maddie:

Which also raises, what their processes are around bigger structures,

bigger companies.
Mercedes:
Maddie:
Mercedes:

I think today, you would not get that permission.
No. Possibly not.
Because I think the politics now are much more sensitive regarding

land, and rightly so. Yes, I was quite happy that you accomplished that
project because you did everything that you were told to do, and you did
it. The Govett-Brewster could not have supported you to do something that
would have been illegal.
Maddie:
Mercedes:

No.
You went through the process as you were told, but the process

wasn’t the way it should have been.
Maddie:

Which I think is what the project actually reveals. Returning to this

idea of If you find the good oil let us know being a protest action, it doesn’t
operate outside of the law. The interesting thing is that it navigates requisite
conditions and receives permission, which I think then reveals a highly
contradictory system.
Mercedes:
Maddie:

Yes, that’s right.
And perhaps a dubious system, too. The idea that it is only a one-

tonne concrete block. It was considered to be a size of a large boulder. It’s
not an oil platform, but it is referencing a relationship between cement,
and the oil industry, and plugging oil wells, drilling and filling with cement.
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Those things are entwined somehow in that block object. Lately, I’ve thought
about how If you find the good oil let us know reveals these inconsistencies,
through its direct action. I think it’s really important so say it doesn’t work
around anything. It was like a rolling stone. The force of it achieved what
it requested to do.
Therefore, I think the project does reveal contradictions, discrepancies,
situations of power. Power in terms of me receiving permission from the
Taranaki Regional Council and their ignoring of Taranaki Iwi Trust, for
example. Could the more ethical position have been to say, “Well, I have
revealed TRC and now I’m not going to make the action”. This returns us to
the question: why does the block need to go in the sea?
Mercedes:
Maddie:

That’s right.
I could have said “I’m going to put it on the front of the newspaper,”

and reveal that they gave me permission.
Mercedes:
Maddie:

Yes.
But there is also an idea of how it becomes a kind of relic, you

know? Abby Cunnane wrote a very poetic letter about the block being
a monument to the death of the sea. She frames it in those terms, that the sea
is becoming old and it can’t bear things anymore, it’s losing its vitality. This
obstinate block is a monument resting on the sea’s floor. Is it valid to think
of the project in these terms? Or does one condemn the project for having
proceeded to materialise?
Mercedes:

What is fascinating is that the project is like a prism. You know,

you turn it around and it becomes all these other things. I think the fact that
you brought so many people in who had to think about it. I mean, we visit
exhibitions and we receive exhibitions in very different ways, but often
we don’t put this in writing. So, it is interesting how the project opened
up many readings. Even today, when we are thinking through it now, we are
trying to assess the project from today, we are not discussing a project
20 years later. I mean, this is only what, five, six years, seven years later?
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Maddie:
Mercedes:

About six.
Even six years later, we’re thinking about it in ways that I didn’t

think about it at the time. And, from my position now, if you would had gone
in to the same process, I might have tried to steer the project in a different
direction. And because we were in discussion, I might have asked different
questions - which might make you think about different outcomes. It’s true.
I might have said, “You know, if you want to go ahead, fine. But I’m not
part of this…”
Or, perhaps I wouldn’t have stepped back as curator, but I might have been
much more vocal. I could have said it goes against my ethics, but if you want
to do it, it’s your action. But we were not thinking in those terms then. I was
thinking about how a project might go ahead. I think it’s true what you’re
saying about how the project reveals something about systems and laws,
how you got around something, and would people give you permission?
We’ve also talked about how you approach people with certain charisma.
You can talk plain language, and when you address those people in business
or industry you’re not talking in artistic terms, you are simply discussing
the logistics of doing one step in the project with those people. You have
a good way to enter into dialogue with people. But why would someone
do you a favour? I mean, it’s not like you are a powerful person or you are
paying them. A lot of the time you were getting people to help you for free,
or they would only charge you a small fee. There was definitely a lot of “in
kind” support.
Maddie:
Mercedes:
Maddie:
Mercedes:

Yes…to some extent.
And you were not somebody who they felt that they owe anything to.
No, of course not.
It is because they were intrigued by the whole thing, and they acted

out of good will. They were sympathetic to you, or they were curious. Maybe
it was about activating curiosity.
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Maddie:

Sure. Though it’s interesting that, in the end, I couldn’t get the

concrete block transported for free. I had been trying to get that to happen.
Eventually we paid Captain Mike. I think it was $4,000
Mercedes:
Maddie:
Mercedes:

To transport the block? Wow.
To go out to the 12-mile limit, drop the block and come back.
I mean, if you think about this today, that’s another question, the

idea of waste. I don’t mean it in the same way that people think of “tax
payers’ money” though. You are not somebody who’s a spender for the sake
of spending, and I’m not that kind of person either. I wasn’t so involved in the
project at that stage and you were dealing directly with the gallery. They
probably went along with it because they were committed to the project.
So, if you felt that was what was needed, they agreed. For me, it would have
been much more about the environmental question not the cost, because
money can be spent in many ways. Is it appropriate to drop a block on the
sea bed? Does the project dismiss that the Maori community would not have
received it in positive terms? They would never understand why you, or the
project, would do this. Don’t you think?
Maddie:
Mercedes:
Maddie:

I think it depends.
I mean, would you do it today?
Well, first of all, I think about the conditions around the material

transfer. The period when it was still possible that it might be whale oil,
a substance from a marine mammal, and if that substance could be returned
to the element it came from. When it was defined as mineral oil, an oil
extracted from underneath the sea bed, there’s a clear difference between
putting whale oil into the sea and putting mineral oil into the sea. In the
process of If you find the good oil let us know, the mineral oil goes through
a disappearance as it becomes cement—which is also sand, limestone, chalk,
ground stone.
Mercedes:

Right. It’s not a waste product. It’s not plastic.

223

Maddie:

No, it’s not plastic. Though plastic is also made from oil. But cement

has these natural material components contained within it. As concrete then,
it exists as a solid thing, as opposed to oil that would have been dispersed
in liquid form into the sea. As a solid it stays contained, and it sinks as well.
I guess that’s another thing – it doesn’t simply sit on the sea bed, because
it is soft and muddy in that area. This captured my imagination a little bit,
that the block would continue a downward trajectory, that it would have
an incremental momentum as an object. I guess, after a long time, it’s possible
that it lands back into bedrock, where mineral oil originates.
Mercedes:
Maddie:

So, you did think ecologically about that?
I wasn’t not thinking about those things.

But, in relation to your question would I do it now, or, what was it worth?
I wanted to talk about the photographs that resulted from the action, because
they are the things that still circulate in the world. There are three images one
can find of the concrete block, and two of them are in the book. One sitting
in Howard’s Yard and one from the boat as it falls into the sea. The third one,
attached to the Walters Prize, was the double page spread in the TDN. And
this is the image that I return to the most.
Mercedes:
Maddie:

Interesting.
In that image, you don’t see the block. Rather, there seems to be

something emerging not something that is descending. The image is captioned
with the quote from Maritime New Zealand, when I informed them of its
location and GPS coordinates. The quote says “Yes, we are aware of this, and
we don’t think it warrants any further attention”. It reads like an odd kind
of silencing, or perhaps it was simply that no one cared.
In relation to the Walters Prize, I think that image conveys something about
the reappearance of the project, that it doesn’t go away, you know? This
block, this action, continues to ferment something.
Mercedes:

It’s a symbolic image, an image you would never have circulated.
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Maddie:
Mercedes:

No, not previous to the Walters Prize, that’s right.
That image is the image that you would have taken from the boat

after the block goes down, no?
Maddie:
Mercedes:
Maddie:
Mercedes:
Maddie:
Mercedes:
Maddie:

Yes. Shaun Waugh took that image.
So, you could have chosen to present that image in the book.
In the book? Yes.
But you didn’t.
No.
So that image would not have had a public life, if it wasn’t—
For the Walters Prize. I don’t think I recognised its potential at the time

of making the book. Then it was more directly about “here’s the block waiting
to go to sea, and here’s the block going into the sea”. Because this question
hovered around the project of whether the block drop happened or not.
Mercedes:
Maddie:

You wanted to have the event evidenced.
Yes, and when the block is going into the sea, it created this…this

vortex, this remarkable cylindrical displacement of water. At the time,
I thought of the third picture as a kind of “after-image” and as too ambiguous.
Mercedes:
Maddie:

Or maybe you found it redundant?
Maybe. But it’s funny how that image made complete sense in the

context of the Walters Prize. You and I talked through really difficult
questions around how do you re-emerge or reappear a project like If you find
the good oil let us know. Despite what I might think of Terrence Handscomb’s
review of the Walters Prize (parts of which I find problematic because
he includes some unnecessary personal observations about me) the thing that
really struck me was his acuity about the idea of what is supposed to appear;
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what is to be in front of a judge in an art prize. He recognises the act of not
appearing as being a very particular decision.
Mercedes:

It’s the same frustration that I would have had in New Plymouth,

always. That if you presented certain artworks that try to have some sort
of autonomy, there was this resistance, because it was perceived as elitist.
And I think that critics in New Zealand can resent it when you don’t stick
to what is expected of you, the work is framed as nonsense or as irrelevant.
I don’t know what it is. It really rubs against people, anything that is sort
of…how would you say…anything that doesn’t follow what is expected of art
or how art should play, then you have a very strong vocal rejection.
Maddie:

Actually, I think Terrence, in his own way, was trying to be quite

supportive. I think he sort of latently admired a certain braveness in my
decision. But the thing was, it wasn’t about being brave, it was about making
sense of something being in the institution of the Auckland Art Gallery. You
remember Zara Stanhope’s rebuke to me that I was risking being ignored and
that I wasn’t generously giving the gallery public the artwork?
Mercedes:
Maddie:

Right. Yes.
We briefly talked about catharsis earlier, and after those few months

when I was trying to resolve what to do for the Walters Prize, whether there
was going to be documentation and video in the gallery. I can remember the
relief in making the decision “it’s not going to be like that”. And I wouldn’t
do anything differently now, actually.
I think my decision divided people, in terms of seeing it as ungenerous
and as making the work too hard, or on the other hand, supporting it for
resisting the conditions of a major public gallery and conventions of display.
You know, one thing that wasn’t well understood about my decision was
that it located the primary audience as being in Taranaki, at 7 o’clock
on the morning on the opening day of the Walters Prize, reading a breakfast
newspaper.
Mercedes:

I think that your gesture was about trying to keep the integrity

of the work, so the decision itself had great integrity. Sometimes that might
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be punished by institutions or by publics because they feel that you put
the integrity of the artwork before the audience or the institution. And this
is where I come in, because I was totally on your side.
It’s not that we wanted to piss off Auckland Art Gallery. It’s about an artwork
trying to assert itself, trying to present problems, think through problems,
intervene, help us think outside the square. All those things that you want
from an artwork. But when you have to compromise an internal logic,
to change the work because it is the Walters Prize, well, you were not going
to do that! And I was so happy that you didn’t.
And it would have been fantastic if you had won the prize.
Maddie:
Mercedes:

Yes!
I don’t think that you were trying to be elusive. I think that you

were really trying very hard to give the project another life. A project that,
for you, had reached a conclusion. You took into consideration what would
be an aftermath, an epilogue, to something that was not meant to continue.
To do the project without compromising it, without trying to embed it in
institutional demands. If anything, I applaud you for not giving yourself to the
allure of the Prize, or acting opportunistically. Maybe if you had made the
project differently in the gallery, there would have been a different outcome?
I don’t know. But at least, to this day, you know that you did the right thing.
And I’m completely a hundred percent with it. You have the satisfaction that
you did the project on your own terms.
Maddie:

I still think that the 2014 Walters Prize, as a whole, was a remarkable

moment in the Prize’s history. I don’t think it’s been repeated since then.
But at least now they have relaxed requirements around reinstalling the
nominated artwork.
Mercedes:

Around the world there are a lot of artistic practices that are

assigned to happen outside the museum model. It’s becoming a really
prominent mode, but you find a lot of those artists are very tame when they
are invited to an exhibition. I think that’s when they lose their integrity.
They place themselves inside the institution by just simply presenting
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documentation of their work. As I said, If you find the good oil let us know had
incredible integrity and the Walters Prize became really integrated into the
whole project.
Maddie:

It’s interesting you say that, because this is something David Cross

brought up. In the text I wrote he thought I should minimise the Walters
Prize component, that perhaps it had too much emphasis. I disagreed with
him because I think that this has extended the original work. I never talk
about the project without discussing the Walters Prize.
Mercedes:

I think that you did not choose to have that “epilogue”, but rather

it came to you and you could have said, “No, thank you, I don’t want
to participate. This work cannot have an extension.” Or you could have just
presented documentation. But, instead of doing that, you incorporated this
other element that comes from life, and you continued with the same kind
of methodology, the same kind of internal logic towards the next step.
Suddenly, just when you thought the project had finished, it has not finished,
it demands that you go back to it. Another option would have been to say
the project is finished and the judge needs to evaluate a project that has been
completed. That would also have been a valid position.
Maddie:

So, do you think the project is concluded now? When we were

speaking about Taranaki Iwi Trust’s viewpoint, you said “so the project is not
finished!”
Mercedes:
Maddie:

[laughs] I could see another afterlife.
Was that an idea to remove this block from the sea floor, because

it rests in an undetermined state?
Mercedes:

That is not my call. I mean, it’s your project. If I was still working

at the Govett-Brewster, this conversation is giving me an idea, and I might
have invited you and said I want another afterlife of this project. Maybe,
I don’t know! We can also propose it to the Govett-Brewster now, see
if they want it—
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Maddie:

[laughs]. Yes, we could, and say we want to go and retrieve the

block, that’s true. But you mean that conditions have changed, the ethical
conditions have changed?
Mercedes:

Yes, and our positions within the project have changed. I mean,

this conversation would probably not have taken place if it wasn’t for your
PhD. For example, in this moment of revision, of re-considering this project,
we realised that we have a different view now. We incorporate different
politics that we didn’t operate by at that time. I think it would be valid.
It would mean entering into the logistics of putting that into action. You
know, getting the money, going to Taranaki, having meetings with the Iwi
Trust, putting the idea across and asking their opinion. Perhaps the Iwi Trust
would say, “Yes, we would like that thing to be removed.” I don’t know.
It might be that you don’t get any response.
Going back to the Walters Prize, one thing is what is integral to the project
and another thing is whether you got the award or not, but also what the
Govett-Brewster thought about it, the conversations that you had with them,
the fact that you were no longer working with me. If I had been involved,
I might have been able to be an advocate for you, but I was at a remove from
that. You were dealing with a different institution, so there were other types
of pressures. The Walters Prize has a lot of visibility and there’s a lot at stake,
it reveals the politics of the art world. I think it is interesting that If you
find the good oil let us know was presented in a year where there were three
projects that were challenging for the Auckland Art Gallery because they all
were defined in opposition to the white cube context.
You were in good company, but I wonder, because the project was somehow
displaced, and received at the ACAG as some sort of deflated version,
if that played to your disadvantage? As opposed to a project like Luke Willis
Thompson’s where you actually got into a cab, it had more of a “catch”.
I think that probably some people read it as you shooting your own foot, you
know? Or that it was your own defiance of the art world and that you were
trying to make a statement. I never read it like that, maybe because I was very
close to the project. I remember, when you were trying to find the solution,
saying “Don’t play to the pressures off of the Walters Prize!”. Sorry if that
wasn’t good advice.
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Maddie:

It was! But, you know, I don’t think the other three were in the same

position as I was. Luke re-staged his work and also made some improvements,
in some ways. Kalisolaite ’Uhila also restaged his project but the ACAG
was a different site, and Simon Denny installed his work as a version of the
original exhibition. The good oil didn’t restage itself. I wasn’t pulling some
kind of wilful stunt, but the question was what could I do? Go and get the
concrete block, pull it out of the sea and put it in the gallery?
Mercedes:
Maddie:

That would have been such a lame position. Very lame.
I think the thing to do was to speak to these impossibilities. I think that

Charles Esche, as the judge, responded to that.
Mercedes:

I have to say that you were somehow lucky in having Charles as the

judge. I don’t know him well, but I mean another judge could have just rolled
their eyes and said, “Well, what is that?” I think Charles would have been
someone who thought about the processes you involved, though I don’t how
informed he was, that’s my only question. But he did that project about the
Picasso work that goes to Ramallah? Do you know that project?
Maddie:
Mercedes:

Yes, I do. Picasso in Palestine.
I mean, a project like that, my god, it’s one of the most amazing

projects I’ve ever seen. It’s a brilliant project. I would say, he’s a bit like
me. He says, “I’m going to do it, and I’m going to go through it.” He had
to defy himself, he’s willing to defy the art world, put this institution
at risk, for the sake of making a proposition happen. So, if we think of that
work, in certain ways I’m surprised that he didn’t …Did he ever have
a conversation with you?
Maddie:
Mercedes:

No.
You know, I wonder what kind of material the judge receives. How

are they informed about the projects?
Maddie:

The way the Walters Prize works is that it is largely on the basis

of what they see, or experience. When Charles spoke about Luke’s work,
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he really felt that was a very memorable experience. The good oil was never
going to offer that.
Mercedes:

The thing is that your project, well, it’s probably the most beautiful

project I’ve been involved in. It has so much defiance. It has so much
courage. It’s intelligent. It has poetry. It filtrates into the system.
Maddie:
Mercedes:

It’s just really hard to see! [laughs]
It has so many facets, so many iterations or moments where

it appears, disappears, it comes back again. Different forms of engagement.
Picasso in Palestine is the reference I think of at the moment, as a project that
goes through multiple steps, that reveals all those workings in the world.
Somehow it opens up—
Maddie:
Mercedes:

Operations and challenges?
Yes, all those challenges, and you could say at the working level, and

at the personal level. But it doesn’t really matter in the end whether Charles
selected you. But, of course, it would have had a great impact on—
Maddie:
Mercedes:

Well, I would have had $50,000!
Not only that. It would have been a recognition of your courage

and your investment in the project. A lot of projects don’t have that kind
of investment, so in that sense it would have been great. For me, I have
to say it was amazing, you were very generous in the sense that I was able
to feel like I was participating in a dialogue. I was not just delivering logistics
or project managing. It was something that we were thinking through
together, but they were your decisions.
For fairness, in the Walters Prize, I think that they should reconsider those
protocols around a judge not speaking with the artists, because with projects
like yours it requires some sort of form of briefing. But perhaps that brings
other issues because a judge might judge an artwork on the charisma of the
artist, or how well the artist talks about their work. But I think for a project
like yours something else is required.
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Maddie:

I want to end on this question of narrative and storytelling ability,

which we started off talking about and is coming up again and again in all
the projects in this PhD. One of the things that has been noted is my ability
to “story-tell”, alongside the requirement to unpack or describe artistic
decision making. In the writing to date, I’m drawing on storytelling skills that
I have developed each time I present a project. I’m specific in the way I place
this piece of information, then another piece of information…but David
Cross’ question is how do I calibrate my decisions? Meaning that I make
very particular decisions as a project develops and, in the course of this PhD,
I need to identify how I’m making decisions when I’m faced with choices.
That’s one thing.
In my dialogue with Mick Wilson he was saying, “Well, that’s one path—the
reflection on the making of the artwork”. The other path is about knowledge.
For example, what is the contribution that the five projects are making
collectively, or individually? What’s interesting with The good oil is how,
or where, does it exist as an artwork? When someone is looking at the project
now, how do they access it? Is it just through the book? There are only 300
copies, but it is still available, and you can also see it on my website. As with
the other four projects in this PhD, it’s dispersed, so how do you find your
way to its pieces? Is it located as a story and not in the reality of the block
in the mud and the sea? And do the images and texts in circulation continue
to illustrate the story? You know, I loved writing this text because I felt like
I knew the project so well, but it made me go back through the steps I had
taken in a really methodical way.
Mercedes:

I think that you need to think of the artwork through time and space.

So, in certain ways the closest medium to that would be performance. You
almost have to think of the project from the day that I invited you, or the
day that you got the whale oil. That’s your zero point. From there to the
Walters Prize. I mean, if we want to consider that’s the ending. In terms
of methodologies, you might be wanting to look at how people are theorising
performance, maybe? And see the project as a performance.
Maddie:

Yes. This has been something that’s been in the back of my mind. I’ve

been thinking about the role of performance in my practice or rather, the
performative.
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Mercedes:

I would say it’s the performative, it’s not performance as in you

performing, it is in the project operating within the model. It’s not only
performance, it might be something else but, of the media that we know and
that have been theorised, performance is the one that I think of. Theatre? But
maybe theatre is outside the realm of performance. But, you know, working
in time and space – you could say it’s an expanded form of performance.
It might be interesting to think of it in this way. Because then the object is a
prop, if you like. You probably don’t like that idea, but it’s a prop in a way.
In theatre you also have props, the prop is what detonates actions. It might
give you a language to think about.
Maddie:

Part of the reason for starting the PhD was that I couldn’t really name

what my practice is any more. I think it doesn’t clearly sit within social
practice. It has elements of this, but it…
Mercedes:
Maddie:

It’s insufficient?
It is. All of these terms are in a way. It’s sculptural, it’s conceptual,

it’s performative. In relation to theatre, there is Brecht’s notion of the noncathartic or anti-catharsis.
Mercedes:
Maddie:
Mercedes:

Do you know the book Ugly Feelings?
No.
Oh, yes, you must read this book. I read a chapter of it and I thought,

oh, this is totally Peter’s material. I bought it for him and it was “his book”
for about a year. When we met Mick Wilson, he was asking Peter about his
film practice and Peter was speaking about non-catharsis. Then he said, “I’m
reading this book.” And Mick said, “Of course!”
Also, do you know of Copy Press?
Maddie:
Mercedes:

No.
It’s a small publishing house in London run by Yve Lomax and her

partner. Yve used to teach art writing in Goldsmiths and then at the Royal
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College of Art. She’s somebody who’s very good at thinking about the
position of how we write. She has always advocated for a very free writing
within art practice. With Copy Press they publish different kinds of books,
but it often comes from artists who are writers.
I thought that your writing could take the form of existing as writing, you
know, because I think the storytelling aspect of your work is really prominent.
Very prominent. We were just discussing that your practice has all these
different components and your writing isn’t just a reflection on the project,
it’s writing that also is a prop, or can activate the project as well. It has a very
enmeshed relationship with other elements.
Maddie:

The good oil was the project where my own writing became much more

visible and became a part of that mesh. It’s been interesting to come back
to writing for this PhD and to find a very precise way to construct texts.
They’ve taken a long time to order. I spend quite a lot of time on a sentence,
and what it says, with a certain kind of a voice, if you like.
Mercedes:

Yve has always thought a lot about “writing an image”, what is the

how? Also, when I first arrived at the RCA, one of the students I met was
really into Sebald. Have you read him?
Maddie:
Mercedes:

Sebald? No.
W. G. Sebald. This summer I wanted to read all his books. I think

he only published four or five. Not that many. His writing is beautiful,
very different from yours. I mean, it has certain themes, certain things that
he keeps exploring. He’s a writer, but he’s a writer that uses images and this
entanglement of the image and the writing. The writing feels biographical,
but at the same time you don’t know if it’s fictional. It has these ambiguities.
Maddie:

I’ve been reading some Joan Didion and also Teju Cole, a photographer

who also writes, and also a book by Haruki Murakami. Not a novel, I read his
book about running.
Mercedes:

Yes, I read it too. I bought it in an airport when I was also running.
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Maddie:
Mercedes:

A lot of people have read it. It’s so matter-of-fact.
I think that you need to get other sources because I think there is so

much experimentation in writing at the moment. Joan Didion, I haven’t
read her sufficiently, but I see her more as a political journalist or kind
of commentator, you know.
Maddie:

The White Album, about the concluding years of the 1960s, is what I’ve

been reading. I think she has a very intriguing, sharp way of observing things,
people and places.
Mercedes:

I also think of Chris Krauss. But I think of her writing as being a bit

different to your interests.
Maddie:
Mercedes:

Perhaps, yes. So, we’re going to stop here, right?
The idea of writing is something that we can come back to it. Should

we stop? How long has it been?
Maddie:

It’s been more than an hour and a half. I need to pee too.

The Grief Prophesy. Music Lovers Records, Gothenburg, 26 September 2017.
Image courtesy of Hendrik Zeitler.
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Appendix 4
A dialogue with Nav Haq about The Grief Prophesy
Recorded in Antwerp, Belgium, 26 October 2019

Maddie Leach:

One of the things I spoke about with Mick Wilson was a sense

of the structure of this PhD: why I’m doing these dialogues, and how they
fit into the PhD as a whole. I described to him that, originally, I thought
these case studies would have a smaller dimension within the overall text,
which was going to have three main chapters doing the “intellectual work”.
Then, as I wrote my case study texts, I thought differently, that perhaps
these descriptions and the dialogues could become a more central part
of the document.
Nav Haq:
Maddie:

Right.
This has been making me think about what I have written and how

have I written it. My texts are written knowing that I would be having
a dialogue with you, but also in the sense there are examiners down
the track who are not familiar with the projects. My text is trying to do
the job of describing the work, but it also does something else than just
a straightforward description. I see the dialogues as being a way to add things
that are left out or avoided in what I have written. But also, I hoped that
they would operate as way for me to work through the multiple components
of the project. They jog my memory about the process of making The Grief
Prophesy, and I think that we can usefully think of them like that, also for you
as a reader. As my curator, you weren’t involved in all these details, but you
had some sense of them occurring.
One thing I was talking about with Mick was that my texts don’t really
identify any one thing as more significant than any other thing. I think
this becomes clear as I describe things in a reasonably matter of fact
way, but I also add observational details—of people or certain scenes
that I encountered in Keillers Park, for example. There’s more than just
description being included to build a picture. Mick suggested that, depending
on what the conversation is, once edited, perhaps there needs to be a further
conversation. Or, it could be interesting for the dialogue partners to see all
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five edited transcripts, so there is an overview of a practice rather than just
an individual project. I think what’s clear is that there needs to be another
dimension in the PhD talking about what do these projects do collectively.
Anyway, to start today, could we talk a little bit about what is our
relationship, and why we’re in this dialogue? I was one of a number of artists
who were having brief one-to-one introductions with you, as a way for you
to meet artists in Gothenburg. I presented some projects to you, and you
just listened, largely, because you were seeing a lot of people. Then you
wrote to me and said you’d like to invite me to do a project within GIBCA
2017 and that, specifically, what you had in mind for me was one of the
public projects.
Nav:

Yes.

Maddie:
Nav:

And then we worked together for about a year, was it?

I think so, yes.

Maddie:

We had communication throughout that year as the project evolved,

but I had project manager Ola Carlsson as an intermediary. I wonder if we
could talk about the decisions you made regarding some of the projects
being public projects, and other projects being in the institutional venues
of GIBCA? How you made decisions about who those artists were, or what
the nature of those public projects should be? Why wasn’t everyone located
in Göteborgs Konsthall or in Röda Sten Konsthall, for instance?
Nav:

Well, I’d seen other editions of the Biennial. I’d seen the one immediately

before, in 2015, and I’d seen one maybe ten years before also, when it was
much more focused on just Gothenburg Konstmuseum. I think GIBCA has
changed since that point. Even though Röda Sten is the organiser of it, the
Biennial itself is, technically speaking, its own entity—and actually, anybody
could run it, but Röda Sten has been in that role for the last few years.
GIBCA 2015 was also pretty much focused on Röda Sten Konsthall and
the Gothenburg Konsthall. It was a good show. I thought it was pretty
interesting, but you could tell the resources for it were quite limited. Which
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is alright—when you work in the public sector in Europe, you’re used to that
kind of situation. When I started working on the 2017 edition, there was
a chance to get extra support for things to happen out in the city, and I was
quite happy about that because I’ve always been quite interested in organising
projects for a “non-art” context, let’s say. So, we managed to get support
through the Postcode Lottery and it opened up a way to present about
nine individual projects, in addition to what might normally happen in the
museum venues. So, this site-based dimension of GIBCA came about because
the financial capacity opened up.
Maddie:

When you were starting the curatorial process, that money—from the

Postcode Lottery—was it already there? Or was it something that came after
you had met artists in person?
Nav:

Good question, that money wasn’t there from the beginning, it arrived

a bit later, from memory. We did have about a year to work on those
commissions and I suppose the confirmation of the lottery money came
at a similar moment as when I started to invite artists. But the thing is, I
was interested in doing public projects anyway, so I think I would have had
to find a different way to have done that.
It is always a bit different with every artist. For some, it’s immediately clear
to me, an individual work or a set of works makes complete sense to exhibit.
But for others, it’s not always immediately clear, but you intuitively know
that it could be a really good idea. I think that was the case with you, for
example, and a few other artists in GIBCA. My invitation was not “I would
like this” but more “I think there is something here for you”.
Maddie:
Nav:

…something to do.

Yes, and I think it was seeing how you work, because you are very research

oriented, your work is more like slow art, right? You are taking on a project
once a year, or every two years, something like that?
Maddie:

Yes.
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Nav:

And I thought, “Okay, well, there’s maybe just enough time.” I’m thinking,

for example, of the project you did in Ireland?
Maddie:
Nav:

Yes, Evening Echo.

I thought that was interesting. I also thought this was a chance

to really do something that could relate to the wider context of the city
of Gothenburg.
Maddie:

I guess I was starting from scratch, in a way. But in other public

projects for GIBCA there were different approaches, not all of them were
beginning from new ground. Some of them were variations of earlier projects
reinstalled, like Jens Haaning?
Nav:

Yes, also, for example, Jonas Staahl. He made a project that was basically

developing a smaller project he did before. But, just to answer something
that you mentioned earlier, with a lot of artists I was interested to have more
than one presentation, so that with each artist you could get more than one
dimension to their work. Jonas had a big public commission, but he also had
a work in Göteborgs Konsthall. I think more than half of the artists in GIBCA
2017 had more than one presentation of their work. It wasn’t a rule per
se, but I was quite interested to do that.
And, you’re right, with Jens Haaning there were a couple of off-site works,
but the difference with him was that I included a mini-show within GIBCA
looking retrospectively at Jens’ practice from the early 90s onwards. I was
quite interested in the particular moment of history that is the 1990s.
With Jens it was a bit different to other artists because it was about representing interesting works over the whole of his career. So, his sound piece
was in…I forget the name of the location?
Maddie:
Nav:

Hjälmar Brantingsplatsen.

Exactly. And he had works in both konsthalls. Jens had a very particular

presence in GIBCA. Overall, there were the different public commissions,
there was the show as a whole, and there was an overview of Jens’ work.
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Also, the video exhibition in the city library was a “sub-project” within the
whole that sat within the commissions for public space.
Maddie:

It’s interesting thinking about those artists whose work reoccurs

in different parts of the Biennale, because The Grief Prophesy goes through
this process of disappearance in GIBCA. Almost, but not entirely. It’s the
work that has the most tenuous presence, though perhaps you disagree? The
premise of my project was there was going to be something sited in Music
Lovers Records, and from there it was going to be dispersed by an audience.
Once something failed within that premise, in some ways the work then
struggled to make sense of its relationship to the Biennale.
I remember, at one stage, you and I talked about there could be some
presence of The Grief Prophesy in Gothenburg Konsthall. I think we were
thinking about the actual painting that Kristian Wåhlin was making, and
we were talking about poster reproductions and the potential of these as “take
away” items. I’d forgotten that there might have been a “backstop” presence,
if an aspect of the project had been located in one of the konsthalls.
Nav:

Yes, I do remember, that was definitely part of the discussion. For

me generally, it’s always quite a discursive process, and this is for me one
of the things that makes my job interesting. I do remember that being one
of the ideas that came up, but without it necessarily being—
Maddie:
Nav:

Something that would stick?

Yes, or a necessity. I suppose you put forth these possibilities and you

settle on something eventually. I do remember that Kristian was going
to make this painting and I’m curious to know what happened to it?
Maddie:

It is still in his studio in Höganäs, as far as I know. Recently I tried

to have some discussion with Stadsmuseet (the Gothenburg City Museum),
to see if they would acquisition The Grief Prophesy into their collection,
including that painting. But this hasn’t progressed very far…perhaps we can
come to this again later?
Nav:

Cool, yes.
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Maddie:

I mentioned in my notes that I think the writing I’ve given you operates

like a series of breadcrumbs; it sets this trail for you to follow. I found this
writing text on The Grief Prophesy complex to work my way through without
being exhaustive, or over explaining. Was there anything in the writing that
surprised you? Or anything you thought about the way I’ve constructed this
text, and what I haven’t given you as a reader? Does it do its job?
Nav:

I see as an account of what happened. But there were three or four

things that got me thinking. The first thing, and this is something I talk
about in relation to the context of the Biennial, is that one of my failings
was the misunderstanding of what it was really about. Everybody got stuck
on this thing of religion, and actually that’s really not what GIBCA 2017
was about. It was more about the absence of religion, but because there
was this term secularity, I think people know the word secular and associate
it with atheism, for example. In a funny way, this was my starting point some
years ago when I was first thinking about doing a project about atheism.
GIBCA became a chance develop that idea, and this is where this notion
of secularity came up.
For me, secularity is, to define it in a very simple way, about equality,
actually. And religion is just one factor in that amongst many. It also
includes things like sexual freedom, and freedom of expression. There
are contemporary notions of secularity too, for example, on the board
of a company you should have equal gender balance, that is a form
of contemporary secularity. You create a system to give people this—
Maddie:
Nav:

Condition?

Yes. That’s actually what I wanted it to be about. But then I think it was

also the Swedish context. One of the early things that GIBCA Artistic
Director Stina Edblom mentioned was that the word “secularity” is not
in common usage in Sweden. She said that it was starting to become more
common in the media, but it was often used in a more reductive way,
compared to usage in academia.
So, people got a bit stuck on the word, and a lot of the reviews were framed
through that lens. Perhaps this is a failing, because it wasn’t intended to be
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an exhibition about a harmonious situation between religions. I think people
got stuck on this because of secularity originally being defined in relation
to the presence of religion, and you separate that from the state to make
complex decisions on society. I’m noting this because you also mention this
definition in your text, as that’s what the curatorial theme was. But I actually
think most of the biennial was not really about religion.
Maddie:

Yes, I write “conceptually more difficult to grasp, secularity was

attached to the curatorial frame to consider the right to divergent belief and
the protection of religious freedoms.” That’s interesting…and useful for you
to point out, that there was a more complex and broader set of relationships
GIBCA was embracing.
Nav:

For example, the film by Saskia Holmkvist, Corina Oprea and Ellen

Nyman was about the weapons industry and why people end up in another
place and how they are treated. That’s really how it connects to the title
of GIBCA, because it’s really about a question of how do you give everybody
rights and freedoms in a situation where it doesn’t encroach on those factors
for other people? I also think your project, in my eyes, is more about this
than religious intolerance or tolerance—even though an aspect of the occult
is present in The Grief Prophesy story, maybe you can see it as a belief system,
as part of the mix.
Maddie:

I can’t remember where I read a description of Josef ben Meddour

meeting Jon and Vlad. Maybe in a court document, describing their random
encounter at Brunnsparken and what unfolds from that chance collision.
I was also interested in how Göteborgs Mosque was built later, very close
to Ramberget and Jon’s apartment. One of the questions I have received is if
the mosque is on the album cover because Josef was Muslim. It is a literal
association, but it’s not what the intention was. There’s nothing schematic
in the way those things have arrived in relation to each other, they sort of just
are. One of my interests with The Grief Prophesy was in the random proximity
of these elements.
Nav:

But was he? Muslim?

Maddie:

I don’t know.
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Nav:

Because one might think so, from the name Josef…but I’m not sure.

Maddie:

It’s not to assume that he was or wasn’t, and as a homosexual man,

I think if there was a relationship to Islam then that might be a difficult and
complex one.
Nav:

Yes, and depending on where you’re from, for any of those monotheistic

religions.
Maddie:

Wikipedia suggests that 99% of the Algerian population is Muslim. But

that’s not to say that Josef came from that majority. I’m unclear as to when
he would have left Algeria, perhaps as a teenager. He moved to France for
a while before coming to Sweden. It wasn’t ever something that was clearly
on the surface or coded within the narratives that circulate. Actually, his
initial curiosity in Jon and Vlad was their clothing and long hair. These were
supposedly some of the things he asked them about, and whether they were
Satanists. He wanted to know more about their beliefs.
But, it’s interesting to return to this idea, that for you, GIBCA 2017 was
misunderstood as having a more singular conceptual ethos than—
Nav:

Yes, but I have a feeling that if I did a project here in Belgium on the same

subject, I’m not sure there’d be that misunderstanding. I don’t think so. But
in Sweden, there was. I started to realise after a while, there is something
about the context there where you have to lead people by the hand a little
bit more. That was suggested strongly to me when I started working on the
project. Later, there were differences when we had wall texts next to the
artworks and the text in Swedish was simplified compared to the original
English. I was a bit uncomfortable about it, and surprised. But maybe
people do need—
Maddie:

So, there were factors that didn’t allow for the complexity of the

proposal you made? Secularity (and what it refers to) raises some complex
questions, which take some navigating through and doesn’t provide clarity
or instant knowledge. Could we talk a bit about GIBCA trying to contain
that complexity? For example, I think The Grief Prophesy runs parallel
to the process you’re describing as a curator, because one of the things
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I encountered, also raised by the artistic director, was that my project
risked being misunderstood. This is an interesting thing to think about:
misunderstandings and intention, and where something is left as ambiguous,
complex or the position is unclear. That was where I noticed a particular
nervousness from GIBCA. So, it’s interesting that we share some of the same
experience.
Nav Haq:

Very much, yes. There was a situation with a few things in the

Biennial that made people very nervous. [laughs]. And that was actually the
reason they wanted to set up the advisory group that we had.
Maddie:
Nav:

Can you remember what it was particularly that made people nervous?

There were five or six things, actually. For example, I had the idea that

I wanted to present these copies of anti-Semitic cartoons printed in the
Swedish press about 100 years ago. That was one. And there was the project
by Jens Haaning.
Maddie:
Nav:

With the Turkish jokes?

Not only the Turkish jokes, that was one, but the Foreigners Free project.

And there was also a project with Lawrence Abu Hamdan, which was
documentation of the collaboration he did with an architecture office for
a mosque in Lebanon. There was this whole backstory that the mosque was
funded by a Lebanese politician, who was one of the warlords to enter the
civil war period. It turns out that the last known Swedish double agent,
who gave information to the Russians, was protected by this guy. I didn’t
know about that, but it became part of the story. I thought it was hilarious
and I never thought Lawrence’s project for a mosque, about allowing all
denominations to come and pray, would have this connection to Swedish
espionage. But the thing is, it wasn’t new news, so I don’t know why people
were so anxious about it.
There were one or two other things in GIBCA a little bit like that. I know
Sweden somewhat—15 years ago I spent quite a lot of time in Stockholm.
But Gothenburg was relatively new to me. Sweden is a place where people
really set down some parameters, I think, in their day to day life. It is quite
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regulated. I kind of get it, but I think it’s a pretty imperfect system, especially
when things head towards something a bit sensitive, it really causes a big
reaction. The thing is, we worked through all of these issues and, for the
most part, it was fine. I’m not the kind of person to just throw the dead
cat on the table! I had to think carefully and go through a very drawn-out
process to make sure everybody was feeling okay about it. I’d never really
come across this in the same way elsewhere, because a lot of the time you’re
talking about historical facts that people know about. And sometimes the act
of re-presenting something is very different to the original idea behind why
something was made.
So, yes, I had that situation with your project. One of your original ideas was
to have the pentagram etched on the water tower, and it was very quickly
given the kibosh by the city. I think GIBCA themselves might have been
reluctantMaddie:
Nav:

To pursue it.

Yes. I think, generally speaking, with your project there was this question

of permission. Permission to do this, permission to publish a record, this
issue of permission continues to come up, and it is a country that follows
rules. Here, in Belgium, I think you could just do it. So, something like the
pentagram engraving, maybe it would have been better to use the “Belgium
method”: you just do it, probably it’s going to be fine, but if something comes
up, then you deal with it. In hindsight, maybe that could have been the way
to have achieved that component?
Maddie:

Yes, but the interesting thing here is, I had a contract with GIBCA.

For example, when the issue came up with John Zwetsloot and the recording
of Into Infinite Obscurity, I remember how quickly Mia, Director of Röda
Sten, pointed to the contract and the clause about obtaining copyright
permissions. I’ve thought a lot about whether I was in a position where
I could have just ignored that I had signed a contract. Possibly yes, I could
have tested the risks of going ahead. Perhaps you’re right about the small
pentagram engraving on the water tower door, it would have been better
to just have it done, without any fuss. If anyone had noticed, it would
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probably have been considered just be one more piece of graffiti on the
tower—albeit with a different aesthetic.
Nav:

Yes, exactly.

Maddie:

Returning to the nervousness of GIBCA organisers around some of the

proposals, I was thinking about how one takes cues from the people you are
working with. I think my own risk-taking and ambition for the project was
affected by Ola, my project manager, saying it was really difficult to get this
to happen, that “we’ve tried and we just have to take ‘no’”. Perhaps it’s about
playing a role, agreeing “okay”, and then doing something anyway, as you say.
But I also have a responsibility for my action, for what I do, and I involve the
commissioner through my action.
Nav:

That’s true. As organisers, they have responsibility and, to their credit,

most things we actually managed to do. Röda Sten are a medium-sized
konsthall, and therefore a bit independent because they’re not a city
institution like the Gothenburg Konsthall. You might argue, on the one
hand, that if they were a bigger more official organisation they might
find some things easier achieve, but I have a feeling it’s the opposite. The
official institutions in Sweden are really going to stick to the rules, and the
more independent organisations have a bit more freedom to do these kinds
of things. I think in that sense, we were probably working with the best
possible organisation in Gothenburg, rather than if Biennial was run by the
Gothenburg Konsthall or the City Museum.
Maddie:

Yes, sure. But I had a conversation reasonably early in my project

with Mia, Stina, Ola, and Kalle the technician who works at Röda Sten.
I was called in to talk about the potential risks involved in making particular
connections to the metal scene, i.e. to Victor Draconi (formerly Vlad).
What that meeting did was make clear that there was doubt circling around
my intentions with the project. I can remember the question came up “Will
people be able to see that empathy sits with Josef, as the victim? Will that
be clear?” I can answer that much more clearly now than I could answer
at the time. I knew that The Grief Prophesy project wasn’t operating purely
as a memorial for Josef, that we weren’t going to play the music at the water
tower site where he died, to lay something to rest. That sense of doubt has
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continued to follow the project, when I’ve talked about it publicly. I raise this
in my text, how I understand that The Grief Prophesy doesn’t declare where
one’s grief, empathy or allegiance should sit.
Nav:

Okay, yes.

Maddie:

When I was speaking with Mick, we were talking about the risk of this

“non-declared” position is that it can seem to align itself to the perpetrator,
or to violence. I wondered if you had any thoughts about the ambiguity in my
project at the time, or how you see it now afterwards?
Nav:

Yes, I could see it. It’s interesting because my own research at the moment

is about ambiguity, funnily enough. So, I’ve been thinking about this quite
a lot, in a philosophical sense, but in other senses as well. I’ve always thought
an ambiguous position is often a very credible one for artists. For example,
I’m thinking about a project like Steve McQueen’s Queen and Country,
do you know this project? It’s the postage stamps project where he was
commissioned by the Imperial War Museum to be its official war artist
in Britain, not so long after the invasion of Iraq and Afghanistan. His project
was a very simple one, to create a set of postage stamps with every known
dead British soldier as a result of that war. I can’t remember exactly, maybe
… let’s say … about 120 or 130 individual portraits on the stamps.
The whole time he kept his position very ambiguous as to what he felt about
it, and about the war in general. What was really interesting was the Ministry
of Defence prohibited this project becoming public. Steve McQueen had
wanted the stamps to go into circulation through the mail and the Ministry
prevented that, presumably because they thought it would place them in a
negative light — because soldiers dying touches a lot of emotional stuff.
But what was interesting, when people were asked about it, those who
were against the invasion wanted to see the stamps, and people who were
not against the invasion and supported the military, also wanted to see the
stamps. There was something shared between each position, actually.
It was a shame it was prohibited through the official channels, but he never
at any point stated his own position, for or against. That’s why I think this
position of ambiguity can be a productive one actually. I suppose I have
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that particular example in mind when thinking about your project, the way
you think about both Josef ben Meddour and the story of Jon Nödveidt.
Of course, Jon was the perpetrator, or one of them, but there’s a whole story
there that came through Kristian Wåhlin, who knew him and spoke of him
as actually a pretty decent, smart guy; that somewhere along the line people
become victims of society, one way or another.
Maddie:

That’s a nice example you just gave, with Steve McQueen. I’m

interested in how you describe different audiences for those postage stamps,
supporters and detractors of the war, and their reception of the work for
different reasons. I think it would be interesting to consider reception of The
Grief Prophesy within the world of black metal, extreme metal.
That’s something I wish I’d had more chance to explore in this project, that
constituency or audience. There’s a quote I included in my text from a guy
called Patrik, a fan of Dissection. A clue in his email is “I really love Kristian
Wåhlin’s artwork” but then he says “I also live next door to Ramberget, so I
see it from my kitchen window” and “I love Dissection’s music. Could I have
an album?” I think the potential for someone coming from the metal scene,
to be interested in the work for other reasons, exists alongside the palpable
melancholy that I think the music produces. The Grief Prophesy has a sense
of sorrow that seems very clear to me, but this shape-shifts in relation
to where you’re arrive to the project from. A lot of fans of Dissection say, “
I still think their music’s really good and they’re important and they did some
great things, but I don’t agree with what Jon Nödveidt did”. For some people,
the album is interesting for those reasons. But within an art world audience,
perhaps the project rides too closely to extreme metal for some people.
The most exaggerated suggestion I’ve had is “Basically, Josef ben Meddour
was killed by the extreme right.” You can’t simply align black metal
or extreme metal to the extreme right. That’s a gross affiliation. There are
problematic components in the scene, undoubtedly, but you can’t cast the
entire genre into that political position. Which is perhaps what Kristian
was trying to describe by saying that, for most people in the scene, there
is the production of an aesthetic and production of performance; there is a
threshold that doesn’t get crossed, you don’t perform these “in real life”. For
some people, The Grief Prophesy leans too closely towards the metal scene,
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or appears to give validation to it. I wondered if you have any thoughts
about that?
Nav:

Obviously there’s a key reference point in the project, but I think there

is a heightened sensitivity at this point in time. Gothenburg is one of those
cities where there’s always a scandal to do with somebody’s art project,
on an annual basis, it seems like to me, that becomes a media storm. It is
true that the Nordic Front (NMR) organised marches through the city, and
people know about certain things going on in Hammarkullen, but only from
a distance because they never go to those suburbs. This is what is on people’s
minds, and they have a tendency to self-regulate as much as possible away
from these things. I see it as a cultural thing.
But I don’t see The Grief Prophesy as aligning itself with more extreme
elements of the black metal scene. It does come with certain kinds
of aesthetics and symbolism but, at the end of the day, it’s still
a counterculture like any other. Sociologically speaking, perhaps it makes
sense “up in those parts”, you know, where it’s dark half the year! I suppose
people know stories of church burnings, and blood love, and people get
nervous, especially in relation to their self-image of freedom in the Nordic
countries. Part of the GIBCA project was about unpacking this a little bit
as well, including the anti-Semitic cartoons, for example. The fact was that
some people were genuinely worried. They made some assumptions that
Jewish people would be really offended, but actually that community were
fine about it. They were supportive because they felt that people need to be
educated, and that the act of re-presenting something is different than the
original intention of when something was made.
The thing is, those positions people have expressed to you about The Grief
Prophesy, I wouldn’t see as a valid argument because I think you were
negotiating the sensitivities with a lot of the key individuals. I suppose it was
only really, what was his name, the band member you never met?
Maddie:
Nav:

John Zwetsloot.

Yes, John Zwetsloot.
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Maddie:

I was going to say this earlier, when we talked about ambiguity. There

is also the idea of something being active, that remains unsettling. You
mentioned you had an interest in the 1990s as a historical moment, and in my
text, I mention some of the context around when Josef’s murder happened
in 1997. I think this one of the things that hasn’t come through in the way
people perceive The Grief Prophesy. That it was trying to refer to this historic
context and a contemporary moment in Gothenburg where these unsettled
relations remain.
I write about the title and about “prophecy” with a C and “prophesy” with
an S; about this difference between a known future and a sense of predicting
a future. This sense of forecasting was one of the things I thought a lot about
in relation to the construction of the image on the album cover: the mosque
and the water tower, and Kristian’s “doom aesthetics”, as contemporary
collisions and arrangements that spoke to unresolved tensions. I think
I haven’t articulated this aspect: the context of the early 90s metal scene, Nya
Demokratia (a short-lived right-wing political party in the mid 90s), and then
John Ausonius, the “Lasermannen”.
Nav:

Oh yes, who I didn’t know about.

Maddie:

Yes, I learned of him in relation to the different waves of immigration

arising in Sweden. So, there is something here about what has come before
being present within the imagery of The Grief Prophesy. The project hasn’t
had much chance to be thought of in this way. To be honest, it hasn’t had
much chance to be thought of in any way, because—
Nav:

Which I think is a shame. In my mind, I see it as an artwork still

unresolved, and I get you’re still figuring out where it can go. I do wish
though, in the moment of GIBCA, it was more visible as a project. It didn’t
need to be resolved, but more visible—because I think the process that you
went through is super interesting, actually. Even the small things, like the fact
that there was this happy accident with the word “prophesy”. I remember
at one point I made a mistake because I thought the band spelled “Dissection”
differently to the English word. I don’t know, but I would hope there still
is some sort of resolution to come. Whether it’s eventually that the record
can be finally distributed or-
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Maddie:

Yes, this has been the main thing I’ve gone over: if I’d distributed the

album, and 416 copies were out in the world, then what would the project
be? While it remains in this halted state, this indeterminate moment where its
legality is under question, it’s like a small permanent monument in my studio,
in boxes. Though there are about 36 copies in the world circulating—
Nav:

Yes, there’s one of them over there! [laughs]

Maddie:

I was speaking with my husband Julian about the possibility of a

“lifelong project”—taking some albums with me wherever I went and
quietly inserting them into record stores, where someone would find
them eventually… Or, there is my attempt to contact the city museum
in Gothenburg, who are apparently putting together a new exhibition
about “hidden stories” in the city to which The Grief Prophesy would be an
interesting contribution. Then it would have the museum as custodian
of the art work and therefore a permanent, and public, future. Another
option would be to continue in a “provocative” mode (provocative for John
Zwetsloot, that is) by putting the Bandcamp site back up and distributing the
album, which may potentially cause him further annoyance or upset. I think
that could lead to saying “We have to go to court to settle this,” and I think
that would be an interesting process.
Nav:

Yes, you mentioned that in the text.

Maddie:

This has come up a lot, how the “epilogue” of the project revolves

around this copyright issue, and whether this is now a part of the artwork,
or is halting its successful completion.
Nav:

On the copyright, just to understand; are you already in breach of the

copyright by producing the records?
Maddie:

In John Zwetsloot’s eyes, yes, because this concerns mechanical

copyright—the permission to print his composition physically onto vinyl. But
I was also going to say, my own position has changed a lot on the copyright
issue since 2017.
Nav:

Okay.
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Maddie:
Nav:

That is another thing to note; I didn’t take legal advice at the time—

And I don’t think GIBCA was really informed enough.

Maddie:

No, and they didn’t offer me legal advice. Whereas, now I think I could

argue transformative use on the basis of this notion of “inner form”, whereby
I consider I have made a new and independent artwork from the original. I’ve
been able to understand more from a music copyright lawyer who said “Yes,
you could argue that position, you may not win that position, but you can
argue it.” I think if I had understood this at the time, I might have proceeded
to release the album. But if I had, it would be also be a case of asking “Do
I have the money to end up in court? And, does it also put GIBCA in court?”
This is now part of the narrative of the project because it’s one of the
obstacles, like the engraving on the door; a sort of blockage. I’m interested
to know how you see it, this question of “where is the art work?”. Is it
in the production of the album: the image, the musical tracks, notions
of distribution, the 416 physical copies? The copyright issue with John
Zwetsloot comes afterwards, it literally arrives as GIBCA opens.
Nav:

Well, at the moment, The Grief Prophesy exists as a monument in your

studio and as a story.
Maddie:

And you can listen to the tracks on my website, via a private

SoundCloud playlist.
Nav:

Okay.

Maddie:
Nav:

So, it does exist.

I’m not sure what to say about this if I’m honest. You’re talking

to somebody who’s worked with many artists who have published records.
I did one with Natascha Sadr Haghighian, for example. I like the fact that
it’s a format to make something especially for, and you can distribute it. I’m
a vinyl fan, so I like the idea of it being “out there”, that somebody like Patrik
can get hold of a copy. But what you have now could also be meaningful
in another way. For example, we have a work in our collection in the
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museum by Alfredo Jaar, which is based on images of genocide in Rwanda,
but all the photographs are in boxes, an archive of boxes, and nobody can
ever see them. We are prohibited from seeing something, which itself can
be meaningful as a gesture. You might think about The Grief Prophesy in a
similar way.
I do think, on one level, that it’s a reflection of how a society defines and
regulates itself. We talked earlier about the context in Sweden, of following
rules and how, by default, one is made to as well. If you choose to just
go ahead and get the album out there, maybe it will be fine, but maybe you
get into trouble. I’m certain that if it was here, there wouldn’t be the same
problem as you have there.
I think the project says something about that, for me, as an outsider. The
thing is there, where people live it, they don’t really realise this in quite the
same way. I totally understand that a culture for following rules is about
things like rights, freedoms, protections, but does it necessarily mean that
they believe it? Let’s say gender equality: Sweden has rules for it, but I don’t
know if they believe it. I’m not convinced. And for me, The Grief Prophesy
process is partially it’s symptomatic of this situation.
Maddie:

A number of Swedish people I’ve spoken to have been quick

to recognise John Zwetsloot’s position, and his right to be upset about The
Grief Prophesy, because his feelings are damaged and I have caused a certain
trauma to him. That’s been interesting to reflect on. This is an ethical
dimension of the project and whether my position is one of causing “harm”
to John because I think the project has a greater good. This requires me to
negotiate his upset, his outrage and his demands.
We are no longer in correspondence because we’ve arrived at this crevasse
between our positions. I say The Grief Prophesy is a new work, he says “No,
it’s not”. So, the next step is to go to court, which neither of us have the
money to do (probably), or perhaps he simply cares less now, who knows?
Perhaps the more interesting thing now is this “monument” of the albums
in cardboard boxes. I am realising there’s potential in this, The Grief Prophesy
can move around in that form. It was recently included in an exhibition
in Melbourne, as a single copy of the album to listen to on a record player.
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It’s been interesting to think about forms of distribution; how it now moves
through the world, rather than staying still? It’s not the same as distributing
the work through Bandcamp, for example. It’s about a different kind of access
to the work. This is where the City Museum comes in for me. It could be a
site for the work, perhaps the entire monument of boxes could reside there.
I had a meeting with them in May and since then two emails saying “Yes,
we’ll get back to you in a week,” but nothing is forthcoming.
So, we’ll see. It’s felt unresolved for a long time. I have this physical thing
in my care and I feel a responsibility to it.
Nav:

I don’t think they’ll do it. I think for the same reasons we’ve been

discussing. I think they’d be too nervous about it.
Maddie:

Yes, probably… Maybe it doesn’t feel fully resolved, but it’s moving

closer towards knowing what it is that I have. For the musicians, and for
Kristian, there’s a lot of their work contained in this project, so it also sits
in an indeterminate state for them. I bear my own sense of The Grief Prophesy
being halted, but also theirs as well.
Nav:

Yes.

Maddie:
Nav:

The intention was for it to be a public artwork.

Sure.

Maddie:

Can it still be a public artwork, in relation to the idea of non-catharsis

that I’m interested in? That the work stays in an ambiguous state, it doesn’t
provide resolution for anyone. That’s what it does. It remains live in that
sense. I was talking with Mick about whether writing about a project
concludes the project in some form. Or, is it that the five projects I’m
presenting in this PhD are all ongoing in their own terms, and this is important
to acknowledge? They’re not conclusive projects. They haven’t fully “arrived”.
Nav:

Yes.
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Maddie:

The only other thing I wanted to ask was if there was anything you

wanted to ask me? Or, any observations that have occurred to you as you’ve
been travelling through this with me again? Or, do you feel like we’ve
covered it?
Nav:

Well, I don’t know. I appreciate that, for you, The Grief Prophesy needs

to find way to continue somehow, and I think that’s great. Even for me, in
a funny way, the biennial itself is a bit like that. For example, the catalogue
is not printed yet, and I’m sort of hanging around waiting because I’ve edited
all the texts, I’ve finished my essays. There were also one or two unrealised
projects in the biennial. Måns Wrange was meant to make a film for The
Banned Image, but he got stuck with the timing of things, and in the end,
it didn’t happen, which was a shame. The context around that was a bit
different from yours. He has a background in moral philosophy and his work
addresses the question of freedom of expression. I think yours came to this
question even though that wasn’t necessarily the starting point, right?
Maddie:
Nav:

Yes.

I think that the biennial project as a whole was a way to talk about several

things at the same time, and I think your project also does that. I think the
knottiness is interesting, and it could be fruitful to unpack the situation that
you find yourself in now, one way or another. But, also, I’m not the kind
of person to find solutions for somebody else.
The thing is, you made a record, which is actually a physical thing and one
thing might be to really know what the legal parameters are; what you
can and can’t do; how restricted is the copyright situation? What happens
when you go outside of Sweden? Answers to things like this might be a
big help, because it’s a shame that legal questions get in the way of other
sensitivities. For example, that if somebody is affected on an emotional level,
a legal argument is used. I’d be interested to unpack a bit more about John
Zwetsloot’s position and how you are actually affecting him, in terms of his
rights. I suppose the copyright issue is where you’re maybe affecting his
rights, potentially, if that’s a grey area.
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Maddie:

Yes, I guess it’s the question of “artistic standing”, is there any damage

to his artistic reputation through my work?
Nav:

But would that be through his association with Jon Nödveidt?

Maddie:

I think his objection is on moral grounds, that the association with

the Keillers Park murder is not something he wants his composition to be
connected to. But this is where the pivot point is, because I argue that it’s not
his work that I’m using, that I’ve made a new work.
Nav:

I suppose it depends on if you want to go down that route. It would be a

brave thing, or on the other hand, you just do it and maybe nothing happens.
Maddie:

Exactly. We will see what’s going to happen. It’s as if The Grief

Prophesy keeps this word “grief” in the present. I write about this ongoing
dimension, of multiple griefs circulating around it.
Nav Haq:
Maddie:

Yes, you do.
All right. It’s nearly 4 o’clock, and we have been recording for an hour

and a half.
Nav:

Is it? There you go. Thank you.

Maddie:

Fantastic. And thank you.

Lowering Simon Fraser (book detail). New Westminster, Canada, 2019.
Drawing by Michael Kluckner.
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Appendix 5
A dialogue with Shaun Dacey and Kimberly Phillips about Lowering Simon Fraser
Recorded on Zoom, 15 May 2020

Maddie:

I wanted to begin by saying thanks very much, and, as I outlined in the

notes, the purpose of our conversation is to travel through this project with
you both. It’s seven months now since Lowering Simon Fraser happened—
not as long a time-delay as other projects I’ve had dialogues about, though
I started writing the text you’ve read before the project was presented in New
Westminster last October. I think I started writing in August and didn’t finish
it until February or March this year.
One of the reasons why the two of you are here is that you are both clearly
mentioned in my text. I take the liberty to construct a certain familiarity
with others involved and the way “characters” appear. The text is a form
of reportage on the process of the project; to actively recall the sequence
of things as they happened, the research I was doing, the thinking I was doing.
This helps me work through some of the decisions I made, but only from
my perspective. I’m hoping this is clear to the reader. The dialogues are then
a way for others close to the project to challenge some of the assumptions I’ve
made in the text, to remember things differently, question certain parts of the
project that I’ve suppressed, or where I’ve elevated particular things.
Perhaps we could start with clarifying the role that you each had in relation
to Lowering Simon Fraser, and any immediate reflections you have on the
nature of that role? For example, Shaun in terms of instigating the project,
and Kimberly in terms of completing the project. It evolved over a four-year
period and that makes it one of the longest projects I’ve produced. It was
also unique in the way that it was passed between you, and the different
perspectives that you brought. We could start with you, Shaun, since you
began the project with me…and ask “why?”
Shaun:

Well, I think it stems from the position I held at the CAG at the time.

I was the curator of Learning and Public Programming and was very invested
in developing critical and conceptual artistic programming, pushing this
“grey area” between public programming and curating. Nigel Prince, the
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former director, gave me carte blanche to do that (as long as I found all the
money to do it!) and through that this really amazing opportunity came
up. Before I had started working at CAG, the gallery was gifted the Field
House at Burrard Marina from the Parks Board. So, I was able to establish
a residency program for visiting artists to develop public projects, and
to consider what public art is beyond monumental “corporate public art”.
I could bring my own research interests in artists with collaborative practices,
socially-engaged practices, but also artists interested in frictions and tensions:
the “dark side” of social practice.
Our Field House was part of a larger residency program run by the Vancouver
Parks Board and they definitely had a “feel good” vision of artists working
in the community, “face painting” etc. I think CAG was the only Vancouver
cultural institution, at the time, given access to one of their buildings and
was focused on international artists and considerations of how do we bring
in an outsider? How do we support them, how do we give them the freedom
to make something new within the context of Vancouver? From the inception
it was meant to be about slow growing, multi-visit, process-oriented projects.
As it turned out, a “final presentation” was not on the table for many of the
projects, for different reasons. Maybe we’ll get into that later, because I think
your project brought out this context––the institutional context––I was
working within and that Kimberly was working within.
Nigel dropped a book of yours off on my desk, If you find the good oil,
and I was really taken with that project, and you seemed like a perfect
fit for the Field House program. I invited you, you took me up on the
offer, and we got to meet on your early visits to Vancouver. I would say
my role was a “shepherd” or collaborator at the beginning. What I like most
is commissioning work and being there to support an artist through ideation,
and the Field House was really a place for process and experimentation.
Maybe I say “yes” too much, or I can’t say “no”, but it’s almost like improv.
I keep saying yes and trying to facilitate what the artist is exploring, to see
where it goes.
I think the other context to consider is that I was almost running my own
“institution within the institution”; trying to consider the Contemporary
Art Gallery as porous, and the role we played within our community
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of Yaletown, or of downtown Vancouver. However, your interest quickly
connected to New Westminster and it offered a chance to think what role the
CAG could play in sharing a very unique conceptual practice like yours in a
different municipal context.
Maddie:

Can I ask a question? That kind of investment, as you’ve described

it––in the artist, this “institution within an institution”, in the Field House
residencies and process-based practice––what did it feel like to leave
a project? To pass it on to someone else? Because you don’t get to continue
ways of resolving and presenting it…
Shaun:

Yes. I didn’t really want to leave the project and I think your project

really needed one person to see it through, to be that connection on the
ground. I know how important that can be. But Nigel was very invested in it,
he wanted to hold onto it as a CAG project.
Maddie:

I was going to add that there was quite a gap between you leaving and

Kimberly arriving. I think Jas Lally was left there, in the middle, holding it—
Shaun:

At a very critical moment in the project. I think that’s when the first

meetings with City of New Westminster council happened.
Maddie:

Kim, I’ve thought quite a bit about the sense of being handed an artistic

project, and an artist, and getting the background on what the project
is, alongside many other CAG projects in development. Shaun has described
a particular passion, if you like, for certain practices to develop around the
Field House program. Could you be candid about inheriting a project like this
one? I expect it was a bit difficult.
Kimberly:

I think an important thing to ensure is understood is, by the time

I arrived at the Contemporary Art Gallery, Shaun, you had departed. It was
at least eight to ten months—
Shaun:

More like a year!

Kimberly:

Almost. So, there was a considerable gap, which means a lot of things

in a lot of ways, I think. Inheriting projects is de rigeur when you’re moving
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from one institution to another institution. I think the nature of what
inheriting projects means is how you can inhabit and guide them, feel like
you can develop a sense of trust with an artist, and the nuances and care that
has to be taken with an artist’s work and the intentions of a project. How
well you can do that depends on the nature of the project, how far along the
project is, and what had happened before you arrived. Especially in projects
that are time-based and unfold over many years, as in the case of yours,
Maddie. And involve so many different characters at play. When you come
into a scenario at a certain moment, it can be difficult to understand what has
happened, to get a clear picture, which was part of what was curious for me.
Also, there were certain elements…how do I say this? Inside the CAG, there
was some difficulty in getting clarity on who had full purview over overseeing
your project. So those things were things I was navigating. When I arrived,
it wasn’t clear from the outset that I would actually be taking the project
forward. I should clarify that my role was very different from the role that
Shaun had occupied.
The assistant curator, Jas Lally, had been managing the project, to whatever
degree that’s the appropriate word, in the interim period. But I feel
as though the director was definitely very invested, as Shaun said. It was
almost as though he wanted to take the project forward himself. I wasn’t
in a position to question that by any means, and that was perfectly fine.
At a certain point, and I’m now trying to remember when that was…
after the meetings with the city of New West where Nigel presented with
Rob, I was brought in to get briefed on where things were at. It was at that
point it became clear to me that I had some questions about what had gone
on before my arrival. Maybe I’ll put a pin in that and bracket that.
When I arrived, the Field House program that Shaun had developed was
definitely under question because it had become evident that there were
different understandings of how the Field House was to be inhabited and
enacted on the part of the city, the Contemporary Art Gallery and the Parks
Board. There were three entities that were not working together in concert.
The Parks Board had a much more didactic understanding of how an art
project should unfold. I think there were certain pressures being put on CAG
to bend their programming, to suit a particular idea that I was absolutely
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uninterested in following, because I don’t like to put a square peg in a round
hole, and your project certainly didn’t fit into that model. So, there were
outside pressures acting on the project in some ways. I will say too, that the
first question I had when I was brought into the dialogue on the project was
around the Indigenous presence, or lack of presence, in the discussion and
the research. I think Jas had already attempted to contact Chief Larrabee
of the Qayqayt Nation. Nigel was realising that it might be a little bit sticky
and really complicated, actually. I’m not sure how much experience he or
Jas had had in navigating the complexity of public projects that involved
culturally sensitive material and histories regarding Indigenous peoples
on their home turf. Suddenly there was a sense of wariness or worry. I had
done some projects like this before. I should qualify that. I worked quite a bit
with Indigenous artists, so had some familiarity with the delicacy of some
of these issues.
I felt for you, Maddie, because it’s difficult to have things shift and change,
and it’s also difficult for the person now guiding the project, to enter the
conversation with a whole bunch of questions. I think it is very strange that
Shaun wasn’t able to have the opportunity to continue with the project,
despite the fact that he had departed from the institution. I’ll be frank and say
that happens a lot. You have a particular project that is sensitive, that you’ve
developed, that means a lot to you, and the relationship between the curator
and the artist is important for the project’s integrity. And oftentimes, you
make an argument for why that should happen. Who knows why that wasn’t
possible, I was not in a position where I could say, “This should go back
to Shaun”. It was just crazy circumstance I think.
Maddie:

One of the things I thought about as I was writing, was my actual time

on the ground in Vancouver. It was about three months, all up, but spread
over this period of four years. There was a very clear cycle of being there,
and getting some traction, and then moving away again and going back into
intense email communication. I think that you, Kim, arrived into the project
at the time where this was evident. I talk about this in the text —where the
project becomes becalmed, it got stuck in this place where it lost momentum.
We would be in dialogue through email at the time when dialogue clearly
needed to be happening face-to-face, through introductions, or personal
meetings. For example, my memory of that period was a conversation
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between yourself, Rob McCullough and Chief Larrabee, and I never had
any direct participation in that. Alongside this, I’ve been wondering, did
this project take too long? Did that four-year duration actually affect it in
a significant way? Weakening it, if you like. Or has the length of time, the
shift of curators and institutional change, meant that the project has gained
something?
If we shift back to the narrative I’ve told in the text, I’ve constructed
a sense that the project had a very strong first stage: the original proposal
to cut the monument, travel by helicopter, taking the granite to the Fraser
Pass in the Rockies. There was something complete in its conceptual logic.
Then I describe the silence that developed around the project, arriving first
from Chief Larrabee and then continuing in various forms. The project was
trying to have momentum while it was also losing responsiveness within its
own process.
Kimberly:

One of the things I think is really interesting about this project––as

an outside “reader” of it, but also as somebody involved in it––is this eddying,
a kind of slow grind I have witnessed before in projects initiated by people
who have settler descent and have involved histories or narratives that
should, or do, involve Indigenous folks. It meets a kind of resistance and
a refusal to engage. I feel there’s something fascinating about the momentum,
a kind of forward propulsion, that you as the artist desired and that it was
literally not possible to do that. Everything kept grinding to a standstill, and
it started to feel like this standstill was the conceptual framework that you
were working in, that you had sort of “piloted” into as a visitor to this place.
We’re all visitors. We’re visitors on multiple levels. We were visitors to New
West as the CAG. That wasn’t our turf, but we were as settlers, etcetera.
This sort of impossibility–– of realising something in the way that you had
conceptualised it––became really interesting to me, if frustrating for you, and
part of the entire project.
What’s fascinating is this concept of how time is iterated, how we experience
time and how, as institutions with our own logic, we set up artist residencies
for a specific period of time. There’s this sort of self-fulfilling prophecy
that we feel that things should just fall into place, and then we meet this
wall of resistance. It’s like, “Nope, it’s not going to work the way you think
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it’s going to work”. You do all this work, and all this research, and make
all these connections, and then it will simply just fall away. There’s lots
of ways you could think about building the project differently…But then
it would have been a very different project. And as you mentioned in your
text, if you had involved, for example, an Indigenous maker or thinker
from the outset, it would have been a completely different project in terms
of authorship, in terms of who is it for and what is it saying, and how does
it live in the world.
For me, I think it would have been better, in the conventional sense, if you
had spent eight or twelve months here in Vancouver, to do continuous
building of relationships within those communities. Because you’d have
been able to dig into, in a more complex way, some other folks beyond the
settler narrative and people who are willing to speak, willing to quickly relay
their thoughts to you. With a lot of Indigenous communities, it takes a long
time to build trust and for them to open up. I think we were very lucky with
Musqueam, with Jim Kew who had a role of liaison and connection outside
the Nation. He’s very good, and quick to envelop folks and bring them in. But
it depends on what we think is “success”, right?
Shaun:

I would say from the outset my interest in your practice was this

“making visible” the invisible bureaucracy, the red tape of the production
of public art. This project lays that bare in the sense of a long bureaucratic
process, and your obsession with getting permissions from the City Council.
We see in the Council notes this kind of very Canadian “We support artistic
practice and experimentation.” There is a grand gesture that is recorded but,
from the beginning, I didn’t believe for a second that you would be able
to take a helicopter and fly that piece of granite. For me, you were kind
of playing a game or navigating these bureaucracies to see where it would
land. I enjoyed the text for that narrative. And I think you are a very good
storyteller.
The book of yours that Nigel gave me was the book from the project in New
Plymouth…and I also think about your project in Perth with the Aboriginal
community there. These both share an almost documentarian attempt to be
“objective” with Lowering Simon Fraser. To put everything out there in this
new text is a really interesting way to look at it, and I wish there was more
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time to unpack the really complex relationships Qayqayt and Musqueam, and
the nation-building efforts of these Indigenous Nations, the way that cities
placate them, and fall in and out favour. I think this was an interesting aspect
you touch on.
A big thing that comes up for me was what we did beside the Paddlewheeler
Pub. There are many routes the project could have gone, but I think
an interesting vein was around whiteness and how, as settlers, we need
to have conversations with each other…you know, I need to have
conversations with the dudes at the Paddlewheeler! There’s an aspect of this
project that is about white people having conversations about that kind
of hero-making and holding up those sorts of monuments. For me, that
moment outside the pub—that exchange we had and the police showing
up––that was the ultimate performance for ten people. That was the most
powerful part of the whole thing for me.
I think it goes back to the core of the Field House programming which
wasn’t about this concept of extreme visibility, but was about these intimate
moments and small projects. Reading your text, it unfolds as a series of oneto-one interactions that really speak to the identity of an artist, the things
that you navigate, and what you represent as a political identity. That was
interesting for me.
Maddie:

I think every project I’m doing now involves me traveling from one

person to the next person with a kind of core concept in tow. Whether it was
an incredulous, or plausible, suggestion to lower a monument and take part
of it by helicopter to the Rockies, the idea holds and stays at the centre of the
work. It activates a whole series of conversations around itself.
In writing the text, I tried to confront the fact that I was never really
interested in working with an Indigenous artist and co-authoring a project.
I’m not sure if I would have wanted to follow a process of deeper exchange
to develop the concept as you suggest Kimberly. I think this position was
captured for me in the point Eric Fredericksen made when he said, “It’s
extremely hard to consult when you know what you want to do,” because
I recognised that was exactly the way I was working: moving ahead with
a particular conception of something needing to happen. This has become
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more and more interesting to me. Yes, it was frustrating with Qayqayt but,
ultimately, most of my frustration in the end was with New Westminster
City Council. I finish my text with an email from Mayor Jonathan Coté
where he says, “Thank you very much for being interested in our community
and bringing this really interesting project to us.” Having moved through
a series bureaucratic steps with Lowering Simon Fraser, New Westminster
City Council was left not having to face any difficult questions around the
monument—an object they “own”. I was trying to identify a particular sort
of ideology around it, a particular history inherent within it, a particular
group of white men with attachments to certain histories.
Kimberly:

I feel like one of the things that isn’t strongly indicated, but you nod

towards it in your text, is the way in which it reveals a kind of glacial pace,
and the difficulties of institutions navigating one another in a civic context.
But for me, the biggest thing is that this project parachuted into a context
that is very fraught and live. Whether we want to call it reconciliation
or not, this sort of grappling with how a civic entity, a settler entity, begins
the halting and challenging process of attempting to acknowledge and listen
to communities have been literally, and repeatedly, erased. And how this
project queries the set of histories and narratives around another white figure,
and then draws into it a number of other white voices. I think it’s a really
complex place that you landed, and I don’t think New Westminster City
Council have any idea. They’re actively still trying to figure out a position
and how to go forward so that these Indigenous communities feel seen and
feel heard.
Just before you arrived back here in September last year, there was
a newspaper article where Rhonda Larrabee was interviewed and said
how disappointed she was. Something had just gone down with the City
of New West and Qayqayt. Rob was then very concerned that this would set
everything back, and there were of lots of different initiatives that they had
developed. This is the kind of tenuousness of the larger context; something
I think was so huge and much bigger than your project, and the fact was that
your project arrived into this exact moment.
I think about what this project would have been like if it had been five years
earlier, even three years earlier; how differently it would have been heard
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or witnessed, how different (or not) those conversations at the Paddlewheeler
Pub might have been. I’m thinking about the ways in which some “white
dude” voices challenge any challenges we might bring to assumptions around
white histories. I think that kind of resistance is new. People are starting
to feel threatened that the narratives they grew up with are maybe not—
Maddie:
Kimberly:

Viable?
Yes, and what does that mean for how you assume your masculinity

and your presence in the landscape? For me, as someone who works within
an institution often partnering with other institutions and cities, it’s such
an interesting case in the sense of like, wow, it’s so much bigger than
we think. What can one project like this hope to do, or hope to reveal? What
can we learn from all of this? Because I do think that precise context, that
precise timing is everything really.
Maddie:

Would you both say then, that in my text, I’m wilfully ignoring certain

things that should be addressed? As I said, it’s a construction in itself.
Kimberly:

It always is. And I really like the way you have framed this

conversation in relation to things that you repress in the project and others
you draw out. I think we all do that, of course. I remember there was one
email exchange you and I had, ages back now. I had voiced concerns around
the Indigenous presence or how can we could go about drawing this in, that
we needed some guidance and we needed some consultation. I had brought
up reconciliation processes, etc. And you were quite clear that you didn’t
see this as a truth and reconciliation project. That it was not a project aiming
to take up those issues.
I thought, okay, that’s fair. But the fact remains that you were dropping into
a context that was grappling with those huge questions. So, can you do a
project that decides to bound itself off from those questions, when the larger
context that you’re within is worried about them?
Maddie:

Yes, fair point. But what I wanted to articulate, and became

particularly interested in, was the caveat City of New Westminster attached
to its “approval” for the project. I saw it as something that just existed on the
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surface, that there was something insincere about the request for Indigenous
approval and support. As Shaun pointed out, this shores up a bureaucratic
process and provides a safety net for the City. It demonstrates something
operating without a fundamental commitment to support it coming into
being. Then it became about how the project could navigate that situation.
Rob McCullough, at City of New West, became the sole conduit—
Kimberly:

He was like a gatekeeper, in some ways. We did try to reach Rhonda

Larrabee afterwards directly, we didn’t receive any response, but he was
definitely protective of his position—
Maddie:

He was. And when Qayqayt First Nation requested the renaming

of Sapperton Landing, and New West Council declined, that whole
relationship started to sour. You begin to think about the ground this formal
alliance is built on. Something emerges in the project around insincerity
in the relationship on the part of the City. It becomes about operating
through certain channels to do what is “required” but—
Shaun:

Maybe you could have privileged the Indigenous nations with the same

privilege that you gave New West, as far as going through their bureaucracy?
Even if they had said “No”, it’s still an interesting route to go down.
Musqueam, especially, is a very bureaucratic organisation and a nation state
in a certain way. I think there may have been a missed opportunity with that.
I also think working with communities, regardless if you’re someone coming
from New Zealand or someone who runs an institution in Vancouver, you
do hit a lot of roadblocks. Because these nations are being asked nonstop
to participate in things, and that’s a really interesting context as well.
I want to say, I think Nigel is a missing link in your write-up! I mean
he played such an important part in that transitionary period.
Kimberly:

Like I said, because he didn’t have the same kind of experience…

he couldn’t anticipate what complexity was going to be met by a project
which didn’t suggest this from the outset. Because at the point at which the
conversation was brought to an Indigenous community, it was a foregone
conclusion, you’ve already decided what the narrative’s going to be. The
response can be “You just want our approval. That’s not how we work.” In all
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honesty, it was really difficult to have generative conversations with Nigel
about what he thought. It was tricky. I don’t know if…Shaun, what were
your conversations like with Nigel when all this was beginning, as you were
leaving? I don’t have any sense of what went on there. Maybe that’s not a fair
question to ask?
Shaun:

He was very invested in Maddie as an artist and really wanted to take

it on. And yes, I had concerns about the director of an organisation and
the ability to host. I knew that Maddie’s project needed a lot of support
to navigate all these things. I’d say those were my concerns. And for Jas,
I think this might have been her first project to have a lead on. So that’s a big
learning curve. Also, losing Biliana Velkova (who was New West’s Public
Art Officer) to the city of Richmond. She was a big advocate and knew the
community.
I think it really shows these things are shifting around. But I go back to this
idea, of the bureaucratic process and privileging the Indigenous nations the
same way, as a critique of these municipalities who don’t do that. I mean,
some do, but where I work in the city of Richmond, they don’t do this.
It sounds like New Westminster is beginning to navigate that. I think
it creates an interesting proposal.
With that said, I do think artists are allowed to be unethical, and I think
it does bring up conversations and tensions. I wasn’t able to attend the public
discussion, but I feel the awkwardness of that as a performance in itself.
I appreciate what Kimberly brought to the project and the conversations you
were able to have with Kamala and Debra. I think those tensions coming out,
no matter how clumsy or how they were thought in the moment, are useful
in hindsight. I think one of your supervisors brought up your role as, I forget
what term she used.
Maddie:
Shaun:

Antonia. She calls me a “raconteur”.
I would say Kimberly was a bit of a raconteur as well. I think it’s great

she was able to bring a perspective in.
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Maddie:

The directive from the Council, to specifically talk with Chief

Rhonda Larrabee, made no mention of anyone else or any other nation.
So, they placed a specific limitation around the terms of consultation.
It was an interesting moment to move outside of that and to speak with
Musqueam. There is another added layer, which gets a brief mention in my
text––Bill Chu. I repeatedly felt what was missing from the context was that
the monument had been erected by a group who were particularly virulent
in their anti-Asian sentiment. The monument is also now located in the
former Chinatown district of New Westminster. I began a conversation about
this with Bill, and attempted to make contact with others from the Chinese
community in Vancouver, but these never developed or went anywhere
in particular.
When I was in conversation with Jim Kew and Bill Chu, they both offered
unsolicited suggestions for how I could make the project “better”. There’s
something really interesting, and annoying, about saying “this is the idea”
and then that idea is blindsided. [laughs]. You get suggestions “why don’t
you…” or “it needs more objects around it”. These are frictions. And what
you say, Shaun, about artists being unethical —I’ve been reading Simon
Critchley in relation to ethics and artists. He says he doesn’t think that artists
can be unethical and cites Santiago Sierra as an example of an artist having
a deeply ethical practice, because in the logic of his artistic process he reflects
forms of capitalist exchange and inequity back to itself.
The complexity of the murky ethical position, and the sense of doubt
that accompanies it, has been interesting to think through. It was
an uncomfortable position to be in, especially in relation to the public
conversation. I acknowledge that the project was deliberately, knowingly
and intelligently co-opted into another narrative: that suddenly we were not
talking about Lowering Simon Fraser but talking about other things. Instead,
we talked about the potential project that Debra Sparrow wanted to propose
as a tribute to Musqueam runners. I didn’t like the sound of that project as a
public artwork, it sounded overtly literal. But there was no challenge to her
idea in our public discussion. There is a hesitation to be able to enter into
a debate about what makes a thoughtful public artwork. Our conversation
danced around these things. It’s like a game of chess. The public discussion
was a game of chess and Debra Sparrow checkmated that conversation!
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I suppose we arrive in an ethical tussle around ways of procedure and
areas of disagreement. Also, how one commits to an idea. I could say I was
committed to this project as an ethical project, because it was attempting
to destabilise a specific history. To cut a monument, shorten it and stick
it back together— how could that not be understood as a subtle but brutal
gesture in itself? But I have had to accept that it wasn’t being understood like
that by others.
Shaun:

Sorry, a question. Remind me, when the City approved or gave their

blessing, wasn’t the caveat, as long as Rhonda Larrabee gave support,
they would—
Kimberly:

The City of New Westminster would support the project on the

proviso that Qayqayt Nation had also given their support for it, which—
Shaun:

I know you and I had earlier discussions, Maddie, around your interest

in Indigenous stories of Simon Fraser and, in those early stages, I knew
we would have to go down that route; there’d be a lot of permissions needed.
I do think there are ways you could navigate the lowering of the Fraser
monument without making it so connected to the Indigenous. But when you
went to City Council, it implicates Qayqayt and it turns it into this—
Kimberly:

This register they’re desiring to build, and they had already made that

commitment to Qayqayt, and that had nothing to do with you so much.
Maddie:
Shaun:

Yes.
I think it brings up a question that we’re grappling with in Canada,

and probably other Commonwealth places, maybe New Zealand too.
I think that you can’t approach these colonial narratives and considerations
around unceded territory without engaging those communities. I think from
a collaborative, artistic perspective, it is very unlikely that you’ll go and “cold
call” an Indigenous artist or First Nation and ask them to participate in a
project without a whole bunch of questions arising and usually getting a “No”.
I think your project had to grapple with that. I think it did through
Kimberly’s curation and that final public event, which speaks to an awkward
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exchange, in a sense. I guess the question is, how does an artist navigate those
things? But also, the institutions involved also have their own stakeholders
they need to represent, so you’re also confronted with many layers.
Kimberly:

In relation to one thing that you said earlier, Maddie, I think that

the conceptual architecture of the project, the idea that you had is so
much a part of the work. I mean the poetics of it, the politics of it. The
fact that it is an incredibly brutal gesture and also an absurdist one, and
very funny! I mean, it’s a very wry gesture. But there was the fact that you
crystallised this conceptual gesture very early on. As soon as that happened,
I can’t imagine how it would be easy for you to go into dialogue and draw
in potential Indigenous stakeholders in those narratives, because the idea was
fully formed. For me, that was really interesting.
I remember thinking this at one point in the public discussion, which was
a very bizarre, performed, awkward set of miscommunications in some ways,
but I felt like it was the only way, it was the only thing we could do. Because
the alternative was to have a conversation of white people, or not have
anything. I remember thinking to myself that you still desired, at that point,
to be able to separate the conceptual gesture and some of its material aspects
from the politics of the histories that it calls up. In your mind, it seemed
to me, as though you still felt there was a possibility of separating those two
things. That you could think of the one thing without the other thing.
I guess from my position… It was curious because I loved the conceptual
gesture, but I felt like it was absolutely inextricable from the mess that
we would then ultimately find ourselves in, in this moment. Maybe three
years earlier we could have, it could have been very different. But it felt
to me that it brought up all those interesting questions around a conceptually
framed artwork. I mean, I don’t think the project was a failure in the sense
that it could not but falter in an eddy, in this miasma that we’re sitting in, as
Shaun described. All of these competing, often contradictory, claims and
allegiances, and desires to build allegiances and whatever. This project just
drew an outline around those complexities. I can’t imagine how it could have
done anything else within the project as you decided to do it.
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Maddie:

I know you’ve got about 20 minutes before you need to go Kimberly…

and I wanted to ask specifically, what do you think constitutes the artwork
in this project? The question often comes to me “where is the artwork?”
“What is the artwork?” I’m interested in this, half a year later, because there
are copies of the Lowering Simon Fraser book that, hopefully, will have some
small circulation into the future. And, Shaun, you identified the moment
of colouring the monument as important, but that was only something a very
few people saw or were participating in.
Shaun:

For me it’s all of it, including your text. It really comes back to my

first interaction with your work—the Good Oil project and how it was
encapsulated. I encountered that project as a book shared with me that
contained the whole narrative, and referred to documents and images.
So, for me, when I think of your projects, I think of all these little bits
coming together.
The success of this project, at least how I’m experiencing the conundrum
of public art right now in Vancouver, is that it encounters all these tensions;
these questions around consultation and lack of consultation, and the grinding
down of initial conceptual ideas into this “compromise” between institutional
forces. This power of art in the public realm, and how many people have this
vested interest in art and trying to control it in a certain way. In a municipal
context, I see this on a daily basis—the way decisions are made about art
in public. I think the project is encapsulated through all these different
modes, whether it’s the final cartoon book, the text you’ve written, there was
a newspaper article, the public talk. It’s hard for me to pinpoint. And I was
lucky, or unlucky, to have participated in a police report being written about
it! So, it’s invisible and visible. It’s nebulous. It’s hard for it to disseminate.
The totality of the project is very difficult to disseminate, which is interesting
and difficult.
Kimberly:

I think in my own practice, since my PhD, I’ve maintained a long

interest in questions of the spectral or things which are present, but not
visible. One of the things that I am continually interested in, and some of the
strongest work I see, is artists who make things that are present, but not
visible, palpable. There’s something very valuable in visual artists who work
in a way that draws out the architecture around us that we take for granted,
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and help us to see it in a way that it wasn’t visible before. Some of the best
contributions that contemporary art makes to our world is that it allows us to
see what we’re already navigating, but we don’t really think through. So, in
my view, I would say that the original proposal, the conceptual gesture of the
work is not the artwork, it was a provocation or a proposition. And that all
of the elements that ended up manifesting: the physical intervention on the
monument, the police report, the book project, the discussion, are also not
the artwork, but they are artefacts of the artwork. The artwork, for me, is
the intractable, impossible mud through which you moved to try to realise,
or to voice this proposition or provocation. I think that all of the artefacts are
aspects, gestures that emerged out of the landscape at different moments,
as evidence of your attempts to communicate that provocation, and to engage
others in it.
That’s how I feel. That’s what makes you a conceptual artist for me. Even
the conceptual gesture of this original, ridiculous idea (in some ways) is not
the work; it’s the meta environment that you revealed, that you made visible
to us in a certain way. I don’t want to be flippant, but I bet you that this
process was very sobering for the city of New West and their very earnest
desire to build relationships with Indigenous peoples in their communities
differently. And that they recognise it’s complicated, and they’ve made some
decisions that they’d make differently. I don’t believe any of us in the settler
context can feel smug at this point that we’re making gains, or we’re getting
somewhere in the reconciliation process, because I don’t know whether
we are. But certainly, I think this is a project that showed, wow, nope,
we have a long way to go. You know what I mean?
Maddie:

Yes, it links into one of the other things I’ve thought about, and I want

to write more about, the sense of anti-catharsis.
Kimberly:
Maddie:

Yes. I like that.
I think it is inherent in all of the projects in this PhD. But this project

in particular initiates a certain kind of re-occurring depression in me.
[laughs]. I think I see it differently to “the open-ended artwork”. Anticatharsis is interesting because the conversation is left radically, or eternally,
unfinished, unresolved and non-satisfying. It disconcerts more than it answers.
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I suppose what lingers is how very ephemeral Lowering Simon Fraser was in its
appearance over those few days in October. Not so many people took the
book from the Anvil Center…and, if anything, what kind of contribution can
it make beyond this? Yes, there was a moment of exchange with ten drunk
customers at the Paddlewheeler Pub perhaps, but this doesn’t link to other
parts of the project…or the driver who glimpsed eight seconds of something
on the Queensborough Bridge. I guess this is why I feel the need for the book
to circulate in libraries. It is the only remaining physical artefact. But, as you
say, this is not the project in itself. Curiously, a review of the project turned
recently up out of the blue, by Forrest Pass who’s written about the Native
Sons of British Columbia. I don’t know how that happened.
Shaun:

Is there a way that you could gather these elements together, the

physical elements, and give it to the New West Archive or something?
Kimberly:
Maddie:
Kimberly:

Yes, create a fond?
Yes, I could.
Do you think the project, if we could draw a circle around the

entirety (the police report, all the hundreds of emails, whatever) becomes
some sort of archive? Because I think that one of its contributions, to take
up that question, would be in future, how this project lines up with other
public projects that, in our time, have attempted to grapple with some
of these really complicated histories and physical artefacts. Literally, this
starts from the point of view of a monument. The contribution is in the
archive of the project itself. I don’t know whether it’s a reckoning. It’s
a cautionary tale in some ways, but it’s also like, “This is where we’re
at right now.”
Maddie:

The archivist I worked with at the New West archive, Barry Dykes,

he’s retired now. So again, the evaporation—
Kimberly:
Maddie:

Oh god, of course. Everything is liquid, right?
[laughs] And everything disappears into dust. But, yes, perhaps that’s

a possibility.
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Kimberly:

I don’t think that your writing is part of the artwork. For me, the

ability to distance yourself and reflect on it feels a bit different because it’s
an attempt to take stock or take account, which feels different than the
process of moving through toward an end point. Unless you feel like it’s not
ended, then maybe the writing—
Shaun:

I just think that one of Maddie’s strengths is being a storyteller. And

I think that that creation of a narrative then fits into a vein of her practice.
But I also agree with what you’re saying Kim.
Maddie:

It’s where to tell the story…and does it need to be told any further?

Kimberly:

There’s also something interesting about imagining somebody

in the future coming upon your archive box at the New West archives,
and attempting, through the ephemera that is gathered, to make sense of a
moment that would not be their moment. That there will be future times
where other people will misunderstand and misread or read your project too.
Maybe this is also part of the anti-catharsis. That the “clarity of hindsight”
might also misconstrue or gloss over things. It’s interesting.
Maddie:

You and I had a joke at one point about the Lowering Simon Fraser

“companion volume” of emails.
Kimberly:
Shaun:

Oh my god, yes. It would be a tome, right? Hilarious.

(laughter)

Maddie:

It’s something to consider for future possibilities! Before you go, Kim,

do you have any other questions that you want to put to me…?
Kimberly:

I don’t know that I have any other questions for you, Maddie. I’ve

really enjoyed this process, actually. It’s nice.
Maddie:
Kimberly:

To talk it through?
To have Shaun here, has really helped too. And whether this also part

of the project?
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Maddie:

I was thinking when we talked earlier about you coming into the

project, Kimberly, how I couldn’t provide you with the text that I’ve been
able to provide you with now. Which sets a tone, and has these characters
appearing as actors coming in and out of the project. For example, I was
thinking about why, when I met Jim and Bill, I mention that we had
to go and get horse manure for Bill’s roses. I remember that so clearly.
It is an insertion of something additional, on the edge of the immediate
conversation I was having with them. How the survival and care of rose
bushes ended our meeting; something symbolic about rose bushes that
needed manure to grow…
Shaun:

I think it also speaks to the way that we need to work, in the sense

of relationship building, and it is about those day to day interactions.
I appreciated those elements being included, because that’s such a key part
of how you work, but also how our institutions are working. I think the
tensions arrive when there isn’t a way to get to that more intimate place.
Maddie:

Yes, I think so too. And the project happens in those instances as well.

Kimberly:
Maddie:

I’ve got to sign off. I’m so sorry you guys.
No problem. I want to say thank you very much. You’ve raised some

really great observations. I’ll get the transcript, edit and tidy it up and I’ll
send it to you. You can just say, “Yes, that’s fine,” or you may want to clarify
something. I’ll send it to you as a full-length script.
Shaun:

Good to see you Kim.

Kimberly:

Good to see you too. Good to see you both. It’s weird. You might

as well both be in Sweden, for all I know! We’ll be in touch, I hope.
Maddie:

Thanks Kim. Yes, I’ll be in touch.

Maddie:

I can stop recording now…Shaun, do you want to continue a little bit,

if there’s anything else you wanted to bring in?

278

Shaun:

The one thing I was going to say, I was just looking at the Lowering

Simon Fraser book again just now, how, with the idea of narrative and
imagery, it goes back to that core moment and the focus you had on the
actual monument, that slow lowering and disappearance. I think is visually
compelling and can really speak to a lot of these complexities in a simple way.
Maddie:

Yes, we didn’t have time to talk about it. I would have loved to ask

Kim about Michael Kluckner!
Shaun:
Maddie:

There’s just so many characters in this!
I think this book-without-words, and the text you’ve read, are telling

the narrative in different ways. What bothers me somewhat is that the book
will be in boxes on shelves. I wrote to Rob McCullough because I thought
the books would still be at the Anvil Center, and he said the CAG had
picked them up. So, they’ll be in their storeroom. He said “I would love to be
distributing them or have them at the museum!” I was going to ask them
to send some back to him. The paranoid part of me thinks is it a project that
gets suppressed in the CAG repertoire.
Shaun:

But it’s a nicely made book, and these sorts of picture books sell better.

So, I’m assuming it will.
Maddie:
Shaun:

They should be giving it away for free!
When I’m there, next time, I’ll go take a look.

I think it was a good conversation today. It was great to hear from Kim’s
perspective. I think it was a hard shift—Nigel was very noncommunicative,
and she was probably thrown into this thinking that it was all taken care of.
Maddie:

It’s funny…and unknown, why Nigel really wanted to keep this project,

because most of the time my emails with him were me hassling about money
and the budget. We didn’t really have a great dialogue about the project and
what it was trying to do.
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Shaun:

I think it was just about holding power, even though I offered to keep

working on it for free. Thinking back on things, I think you delivered
a project that I thought you would, in a certain way. There were a lot
of potential routes that you could go, but I think you found a path and you
delivered on it.
Maddie:

One question I also wanted to ask was if the CAG was the right

institution for this project?
That sense of dislocation between downtown Vancouver and New
Westminster, and the CAG having an exhibition focus, largely. I don’t know.
I often felt like Lowering Simon Fraser was a bit out of the orbit of CAG as an
institution. I think back to your point about how you made a space for this
way of working within CAG, but it was hard to maintain that space in what
the institution became.
Shaun:

I should have just taken it. I should have just not cared and just trotted

to Richmond!
Maddie:

Yes, just poached it and said, “We’re giving her more money.” [laughs]

Shaun:

I think the municipal context is so interesting. I think New West was the

right fit, but I think the energy of the CAG really dropped off. I think you
delivered something that’s really complex, and interesting, and fits within
your practice. You’re writing about four projects, right?
Maddie:

Five. This is the fifth one, and the most recent one. The good oil is one

of them, and the project in Ireland with the park and the lights. The project
I did in 2008 with Claire Doherty for One Day Sculpture, and The Grief
Prophesy which was the vinyl album I recorded here in Gothenburg. This
text, and the one for The Grief Prophesy were the most complex to write.
The thing I need to do now is the third part, this other register of writing
where there is a greater demonstration of reflection on “knowledge”. I think
it needs to be more philosophic approach. I had a long dialogue with Mick
Wilson about wanting to avoid explaining how the art is made, or having
to explain the decisions I have made. I need to figure out how the examiners
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understand this as a purposeful avoidance on my part, that I’m discussing
the work from another kind of angle. I like the way that these texts on the
projects are narratives. The dialogues are fascinating because they are a form
of live thinking and questioning. I think they’re interesting because of that
quality. It’s been rewarding talking to the people who’ve been involved
in each project because of my own blind spots, and to address some of the
disappointments, conflicts, and troubles in the projects themselves that
I don’t establish in the text, or that I simply point to and then leave again.
Shaun:

Yes. It’s interesting that Kimberly talked about how your proposal

crystallised the project. But I feel that, for a long while, you didn’t even know
what you were going to make.
Maddie:

Yes. That’s a good point, because a “project” didn’t emerge until just

as you were leaving the CAG. The first time I did the residency was in 2015,
and again in Summer 2016. It wasn’t that I had any kind of proposal for
at least the first year and a half.
Shaun:

It’s funny, I think about documentary film making and how much of it

is pre-planned to disrupt. So, I think about that in your artwork. Did you
make the proposal (to lower Simon Fraser) to disrupt Council?
Maddie:
Shaun:
Maddie:

Yes. I think so, actually.
Playing that role that your supervisor suggested.
“Can I get them to agree to this?” was the question I was initially really

interested in. And if so, what does the Council giving me their approval
mean? I suppose what has unfolded since then are things that were not
apparent in that first question. The consequences of approval are now
revealed. Your role was in working towards this question of what to propose,
and then Kimberly’s role was to address the consequences of having made
that proposal.
Shaun:

But as curators, we all have different values or concerns, and—
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Maddie:

Yes. It would have been really interesting if we had stayed as a team,

what direction would it have taken?
Shaun:
Maddie:

But we can’t…
It is what it is. Exactly.

I’ll stop recording. Then we can say farewell afterwards.

