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ON MORE than one occasion, Esther Ferrer
has declared that her work is a legacy of John
Cage, the American composer who opened
the doors to chance in music during the
mid-twentieth century. This opening up also
involved tearing down walls in the art world,
inspiring Ferrer and the members of the
group ZAJ in their efforts to bring to Spain
the ideas and practices of the neo-Dada
movements from the late 1970s onward. The
important thing was not randomness itself
but its capacity to generate variations—even
infinite variations—in a creative philosophy
that prioritizes the thirst for freedom that
should be the bedrock of any artistic space.
In fifty years of dedication to art, Ferrer
has assembled a multidisciplinary and profoundly critical body of work in the tradition
of process art, redrawing the boundaries of
language and time, placing the body in the
center, and then turning it into both subject
and object. An artistic undertaking that
opens up new horizons, allowing Ferrer
maximum expression of freedom and transforming her oeuvre into a continually evolving work in progress. Her creations—the fruit
of her experimentation and investigation
into variations and chance—are first and
foremost a living art.
Perhaps the recognition that Ferrer
would find most gratifying is the fact that
we can say she has been true to one of
Cage’s maxims: “Art, instead of being an
object made by one person is a process set in
motion by a group of people.”
Her consistently coherent, radical aesthetic practice has brought her international
recognition. Her works have been shown in
festivals, galleries, and museums around the
world, including the Centre Georges Pompidou
in Paris, the Staatsgalerie in Stuttgart, and
the Museu Nacional de Belas Artes in Rio de
Janeiro.
Albeit somewhat belatedly, Ferrer’s
work has also gained increasing acclaim at
home. She was chosen to represent Spain at
the Venice Biennale in 2009, and in 2008
she received the National Fine Arts Award
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in recognition of her artistic career and
her educational work, which has strongly
influenced younger artists. In 2014 she won
the Velázquez Prize, Spain’s most important
award in recognition of a body of work.
Ferrer’s work has also been groundbreaking in this sense, and her avant-garde ideas
regarding art have helped to enrich the work
of other artists. In Spain, Ferrer was a pioneer of action art, an “impure” art, she says,
that has chance embedded at its core and
that gives spectators as well as performers a
leading role.
Among her most interesting works are
the series of sketches or diagrams with instructions for use, the “scores” she makes to
accompany her actions. As well as describing
the steps to follow when carrying them out,
she usually includes the phrase that gives
this exhibition its title: “all variations are
valid, including this one.”
Ferrer’s universe of variations and
chance comes together in this exhibition
organized by the Museo Reina Sofía, which
invites us to explore a careful selection of
her objects and presents some of her performances, along with many of her “scores”
and audiovisual and photographic materials
that complement the actions.
All Variations Are Valid, Including This
One, curated by Laurence Rassel and Mar
Villaespesa, brings us face to face with
Ferrer’s multifaceted talent, and it does so
in the way that is most in keeping with her
artistic personality: avoiding a chronological
approach in favor of an overview that is
rigorous but also open to chance and to the
outer regions of her work, her innovations,
and her philosophies.
Íñigo Méndez De Vigo y Montojo
Minister For Education, Culture, and Sport
and Spokesperson of the Government
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“TO DO actions, all you need is the will
to do them. From there, you can invent
everything: the technique, the definition,
the theory (if you need it), et cetera. It is the
most democratic art form there is.”
So says Esther Ferrer in the conversation
with the curators of the exhibition Esther
Ferrer: All Variations Are Valid Including This
One that opens this catalogue. The radically
libertarian and profoundly life-affirming
attitude behind this forthright statement
perfectly encapsulates the political and aesthetic position that has always underpinned
the work of the Basque-born artist.
Ferrer’s work is part of the trend toward
the opening up and expansion of artistic
practice—toward the radical redefinition of
its object of work and study—that has shaped
the evolution of art from the historical
avant-gardes and the neo-avant-gardes in
the 1960s and 1970s to the present. Not
coincidentally, Ferrer began and developed
much of her career as a member of the ZAJ
collective, which she joined in 1967, three
years after it was founded by Juan Hidalgo,
Ramón Barce, and Walter Marchetti. Their
ongoing, fertile relationship continued
until the group broke up in 1996, coinciding
with a retrospective exhibition on its work
organized by the Museo Reina Sofía.
Influenced by the neo-Dada movements
that emerged in the 1950s with Fluxus as
their most visible expression, ZAJ was a
pioneer in bringing to Spain the works and
ideas of John Cage, who has been a crucial
figure in Ferrer’s life and work. Like the
American composer, Ferrer places silence
in its many different forms—as a physical
absence, as spatial and authorial void, as
a break in the narrative, et cetera—at the
center of her work, along with the action of
chance. She emphasizes a deliberately processual and open approach, which does not,
however, exclude a structural order (albeit
one that is continually reformulated). These
elements run through everything she does.
One of Ferrer’s key strategies in many
of her actions, as well as her more objectual
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projects, is repetition—or, perhaps more
accurate, variation, as intimated by the
title of the exhibition, which is taken from a
note Ferrer writes on many of the “scores”
she creates for and with her performances.
This is common practice in the history of
modern art, where, as Mar Villaespesa
points out in the conversation mentioned
above, we can find numerous examples of
works and even entire careers that revolve
around the idea of repetition: from Erik
Satie’s Vexations (published posthumously
in 1949), a composition of eighteen notes to
be played by its performer(s) 840 times in
succession, to Raymond Queneau’s experimental novel Exercises de style (Exercises in
Style, 1947).
In Ferrer’s case, her interest in
exploring the methodological, conceptual,
narrative-discursive, and even political
potentialities of the use of repetition and
variation is inseparably linked to an ongoing
critical inquiry into how we perceive and
relate to time and space. Time—which she
describes as something “mental and also
highly physical”—becomes tangible in much
of her work, and the spectator experiences it
bodily. This occurs in several of the actions
and sound/radio works that are activated
in the exhibition, including Espectáculo/
Olucáptcepse, Un espacio es para atravesarlo,
Recorrer un cuadrado de todas las formas
posibles (Moving around a Square in Every
Possible Way), Al ritmo del Tiempo (1) and
(2) (To the Rhythm of Time (1) and (2)) and
TA, TE, TI, TO, TU, which the poet María
Salgado lucidly analyzes in a text written for
this catalogue.
Experiential reflection on the passing
of time also provides the structure for what
may be Ferrer’s best-known photographic
project: Autorretrato en el tiempo (Self-portrait in Time), in which she assembles
symmetrical images of her face out of the
halves of earlier photographs taken at different stages of her life. The interval of time
between each of the two photographs used
to put together these self-portraits varies,
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but all the resulting images have an uncanny
effect, both disconcerting and disturbing.
Not just because the two halves never quite
match—with all that this metaphorically
suggests—but, above all, because they make
us conscious of ourselves as vulnerable,
transitory beings.
In Autorretrato en el tiempo—a longterm project characteristically subject
to constant diversions, variations, and
interferences—Ferrer uses her body, or a
specific part of her body (in this case her
face), as her medium and raw material. The
critical use of the body and the exploration
of the contextual conditions that determine
how the body interacts with time and
space is another of the elements that run
through her oeuvre. Moreover, Ferrer’s
critical approach to the body is feminist.
Feminism has been an essential touchstone
in her work and in her life. In some of her
projects, feminist content is not just a
starting premise from which to work but
becomes explicit in the subject matter she
addresses, as in the group of performances
under the generic title Acciones personales
(Personal Actions), the photographic series
El libro del sexo (The Book of Sex), and the
critical divertimento of Juguetes educativos
(Educational Toys). As Patricia Brignone
and Arnaud Labelle-Rojoux argue, Ferrer,
like some of her contemporaries (from Valie
Export to Orlan by way of Helena Almeida),
has managed to “make her body resistant to
the discourses of power,” thus contributing
to transgressing and subverting its codes of
representation.
Ferrer’s feminist perspective also played
a significant role in the articles she published during more than two decades—over
a thousand reports, reviews, features, and
interviews from 1976 to 1997—in newspapers and magazines such as El País, El Diario
de Barcelona, Egin, Lápiz, and Punto y coma.
A selection of these articles is included
in this catalogue, along with an essay by
Carmen G. Muriana that analyzes Ferrer’s
extensive work in journalism and cultural
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criticism and reveals its links to her artistic
practice and her political activism.
Another important aspect of Ferrer’s
work is also linked to her feminist
perspective. Working along the lines of
the conceptual poetics that emerged in the
1960s, Ferrer approached language—and
writing—as a raw material like any other, exploring and pushing its boundaries (through
strategies such as the use of nonsemantic
linguistic elements as the driving force of
some of her actions) and drawing attention
to the performative dimension of language;
that is, to its power to produce reality, to condition our perception of the world. As María
Salgado writes, this “expanded conception”
of language is what led Ferrer to use the
term scores to describe the instructions for
use that she creates in conjunction with her
performances and the term poem to refer to
a group of works and installations based on
the infinite combinatorial possibilities of
prime numbers.
Fragility and provisionality are two
additional key aspects of Ferrer’s projects,
given that, as Laurence Rassel points out, she
has always been interested in working with
the literalness of materials and concepts. (“It
is not difficult to interpret my work: what you
see is what there is. Anything beyond that,
you add it yourself.”) This can be seen in the
series of works—part sculpture and part architectural model—that Ferrer calls Proyectos
espaciales (Spatial Projects). In these smallscale drawings and architectural models that
she began making in the early 1970s, Ferrer
uses delicate materials linked to everyday
life: thread, nails, paper, cardboard . . . Some
of the models ended up as projects in actual
space, in the form of installations or actions.
Examples include the performance El hilo
del tiempo (The Thread of Time), which
Ferrer made for the event/project Il treno
(The Train), organized by Cage, and Recorrer
un cuadrado de todas las formas posibles,
which Ferrer originally conceived as a spatial
project and decided to develop as an action
after she had designed the model.
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These kinds of transfers have always
been part of what Ferrer does. A constant
back and forth movement runs through
all her work, between performance and
objects, between installation and sound
work, between artistic practice and journalistic and educational work. This comes
through clearly in the exhibition project by
Rassel and Villaespesa, which shows how
Ferrer, throughout her career, has created
variations of her ideas in different forms
and media. Deliberately eschewing a linear
chronological narrative, and paying particular attention to her performative activities
(backed by the activation of several actions
and sound works during the exhibition),
this approach brings to the fore the many
correlations and combinations that are
possible among Ferrer’s different works.
The exhibition device designed by Rassel
and Villaespesa allows us to discover these
threads that, like those in her Proyectos
espaciales, connect the different stages and
aspects of her work, inviting us to follow our
own paths through it.
Manuel Borja-Villel
Director, Museo Nacional
Centro de Arte Reina Sofía
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Esther Ferrer’s artistic practice reflects the changes that took
place in the 1960s, from the creation of objects to interventions in
public space that were intended to create a space of protest and a
search for new forms of communication. Her practice also aligned
with minimalist trends and the shifts occasioned in them by feminisms, which expanded the possibilities of the serial form through
repetition and used the absurd as a means of subverting hegemonic authority. It also shares the spirit of the neo-Dada of the 1950s,
when Fluxus artists used actions as a means of dematerializing
the artwork and John Cage conceived new creative approaches
by focusing on the importance of process, chance, silences, emptiness... ideas that are, to a certain extent, indebted to Stéphane
Mallarmé’s “Un coup de dés jamais n’abolira le hasard” (A throw
of the dice will never abolish chance), a poem that was both a radical break with the past and an opening up to new possibilities.
In her work Biografía para una exposición (Biography for an
exhibition), Ferrer displays a sign on her body declaring that, since
becoming part of ZAJ in 1967, she “makes installations, works
with photography, and produces objects, projects, and, primarily,
actions.” Thus, we ask ourselves how to open up a space of “actions” to an “exhibition” space, or how the two can be made to coexist: how to favor the perception of space and time—and thus also
of presence, rhythm, iteration, serialization, process, fragility, the
magic of structure, and movement—which are implicit in Ferrer’s
actions, in her sound works and photographs, and in the series
Proyectos espaciales (Spatial projects) and Poema de los números
primos (The poem of prime numbers).
Three recurring aspects of Ferrer’s work—the fact that she
makes multiple versions of her actions (based on the nature of the
space or the physical state of her body), that these actions can be
carried out by other people (on condition of respecting the original concept), and that the Fluxus spirit of considering objects in
terms of use runs through it—have influenced our idea of allowing visitors to “use” the object-elements from a selection of her
actions and thus activate them. In this, visitors will be guided (or
not) by mediators who will execute or “re-version” these performances each day based on their “scores” or instructions for use, of
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which Ferrer writes, “all variations are valid, including this one.”
The physical scores will also be displayed alongside photographs
of the actions carried out by Ferrer in different places, presented
as documents or memories with the status of “moments” and with
a potential value for other possible “performative presents.”
This exhibition—and our conversation with Esther Ferrer
about the works presented in it—does not follow a chronology
or a continuous timeline. Instead, in keeping with its own inner
processes, it invites a certain to and from... walking, counting/
recounting, listening, questioning, experiencing combinations,
mobilizing and transforming the body.
Laurence Rassel: The related verbs count/recount1 run through

your actions: to calculate and to relate; and in many of your works
you both count and recount. The same idea recurs in your sound
works, while in the series Poema de los números primos you count
the numbers, you draw them.
Esther Ferrer: A performance is a moment shared by all those
present. It is a moment I organize, because my performances have to
have a temporal structure. And even though the whole of life consists
of moments that will never be repeated, the intensity of this particular moment—the moment of the action—is greater because it stems
from a specific proposal. I like the idea of making the audience aware
of time passing. Sometimes I count; sometimes I use a clock (or I did
in the past, not any longer). Nobody knows what time is, but for me it
is as physical as a chair that I move, as physical as my own presence or
that of the audience. For instance, in the action Las cosas (The things),
whenever I change objects and go to pick up a new one to place on
my head, the path I take makes the symbol of infinity. I don’t know
whether people realize this. For me, time is mental and also highly
physical. When I work with prime numbers, I feel as if there is a material element that is neither paper nor canvas, nails nor string: it is
something else. It is almost as though I were molding time, shaping
1—The original question uses the Spanish verb contar, which has the double meaning
of “to count” and “to relate” or “to tell.”
Used several times in the text, it has been
translated as “count/recount.”

Esther Ferrer, Laurence Rassel, and Mar Villaespesa
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it. As I draw the numbers, I say them out loud, and the time that goes
by is as important as it is in one of my performances. I like to produce
variations on an idea in different forms and different media.
LR: You count/recount, you walk, you hammer... you transmit
a sense of physicality that is fundamental to your work, regardless
of the medium you use. In your performances your steps are calculated, so your movement makes time tangible. This can be said of
all the performances that are activated in the exhibition.
EF: Time is an important factor in all of them. It sets the
rhythm for each movement. I can “count” in many different ways:
using noises, or sounds, or chairs, or I can count to myself. In my
view, if I repeat “one... one... one,” this repetition changes the perception of time and thus of the action—it seems to make it longer. In
my performances, my sound works, and the Poema de los números
primos, the system becomes the structure of the piece.
Mar Villaespesa: You work with repetition even though you
say that repetition, like silence, does not exist. In a brief text on Se
hace camino al andar (The path is made by walking), you write, “she
redoes, she restarts,” which clearly illustrates that there is no repetition, only reiteration and therefore variations.
EF: Repetition is a convention; it is impossible. Although every
morning I get up, have breakfast, and so on, I will never do it the
same way twice, no matter how hard I try. I am not the same person
I was yesterday; time has done its work. I am interested in repetition
precisely because there is no such thing as repetition, and because it
brings a rhythm to the action, as I said earlier.
LR: Do you remember the first time you felt that physical moment, that “one... one...”?
EF: I often think of something my mother used to say when
we were impatient: “Girls, you have to give time to time.” I love that
expression. And after a night at the theater, my mother would say,
“It felt like an hour even though it lasted two,” and my father would
say the exact opposite. I was a little girl, and I used to wonder “what
is this time thing about?” Later, when I hooked up with ZAJ, they
were all musicians; we used a chronometer. This intensified my relationship with time. There is a temporal dynamic in almost all my
actions that is similar to music.
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MV: How can we speak about presence—which is inevitably

linked to the body in the performative act—when we invite visitors
to the exhibition to perform or activate some of your actions?
EF: Presence—my own and that of others—is important in my
idea of performance (although some absences can be a form of presence too). I plan the actions with myself in mind, but anybody can
carry them out. Then the presence is that of the performers, who
have their own characteristics, and this alters the action, whether
they try to follow the instructions of the score (which is not desirable) or do their own version, which is much better, as long as the
original idea is respected, of course.
LR: Are you interested in participation?
EF: Participation is important because I do performances in
front of an audience, and I think the people watching are free to
participate if they wish. But it is not part of my work. I don’t seek it,
and I don’t avoid it, except in the case of specific performances that
require the participation of a number of people.
LR: In the action Íntimo y personal (Intimate and personal),
which you did on your U.S. tour with ZAJ in 1973 and still do today,
you also measure and count—in this case with a critical attitude to
the representation and commodification of women’s bodies.
EF: The idea was to fight the stereotypes of what women’s bodies are supposed to look like according to beauty contests, school
books, and advertising. My intention, like that of other women artists, was to introduce a new representation of women. We wanted
to use our bodies to convey ideas that belie those that had been expressed in art for hundreds of years, which were simply an expression of male phantasms, fears, and interests, “justified” to a lesser
or greater extent by various mythologies, religions, or, once again,
male interests, including economic interests.
MV: In 1977 you made a series of photographs in Fernando
Lerín’s studio, under the same title, Íntimo y personal. What led you
to “repeat” this series in 1992?
EF: While I was working on Autorretrato en el tiempo (Selfportrait in time), I thought it would be interesting to represent the
passing of time using the entire body. So I decided to carry out the
same action in the same studio, and I asked Lerín’s wife, Ethel Blum,

Esther Ferrer, Laurence Rassel, and Mar Villaespesa
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to take the photos, as she had the first time. When I saw them, I realized my gestures and movements were almost the same the second
time around. I hadn’t thought about it before doing the action. All
I knew was that I would start with the head and end with the feet.
LR: The 1970s were about deconstructing everything and liberating the body. In El tiempo pasa (los días) (As time goes by (the
days)) you use your identity, but you also deconstruct it. You question it, cut it up, fragment it..., there is a certain elasticity between
what you are, what you are not...
EF: Perhaps this “deconstruction” was a necessary step in
the process of reconstructing myself. As you can see, the photos
are the kind used in identity cards or passports, and this is not just
because I was short of money back then. I never called it a selfportrait, oddly enough.
MV: In El tiempo pasa (los días) there is a tension between image and text.
EF: That was a very difficult period for me. Creating the obligation to work has saved me from depression on many occasions.
I decided to make this series as maquettes first, and full scale later
on. I would make one sheet a day for periods of about a week at a
time. The phrases I chose reflected my mood. I was writing quite
a lot back then, which is why there are notes alongside the photographs. Nobody knew about El tiempo pasa. One day Juan Vicente
Aliaga asked me if I had any works from the 1970s, and I remembered this and showed it to him. That’s when it was exhibited for
the first time.2 All my photographic work comes from that series. I
never wanted to sell it; there must be a reason for that. It is part of my
life, part of an era. On the other hand, I show and sell Autorretrato en
el tiempo and Autorretrato en el espacio without a pang.
LR: What was the method or mechanism you used to make
Autorretrato en el tiempo?
EF: At first I considered taking a photograph of myself every
ten years, but the interval seemed too long, so I reduced it to eight
2—In Feminist Genealogies in Spanish
Art: 1960–2010, Museo de Arte Contemporáneo de Castilla y León, 2012. The exhibition
was curated by J. V. Aliaga and Patricia
Mayayo.

59
0577_052-109 entrevista.indd 59

All Variations Are Valid, Including This One

3/10/17 14:29

years and then five. The photographer Ethel Blum took a lot of
slightly different shots so that we would have enough material to
work with. If the angle was not the same as it had been in previous
years, the halves did not match. We would cut the photograph in
two, down the middle, and paste each half to the two halves of the
earlier photographs. It was quite tedious, because I also had to make
the enlargements first, and I was short of money. Nowadays, with
computers, it’s easier. I still take a lot of shots, but I try them out digitally until I find the one that works. After a certain point, I decided
to also exhibit what I call the “mothers”—the original photograph
taken every five years—because I realized that the passing of time
was more clearly visible in them than in the montages. When the
time difference is very big, as in 1981/2014, for example, the result
is somewhat “monstrous.” It is difficult to match the two halves, because there are lines around my mouth, my eyes are smaller, et cetera. Every time I finish a montage, I think about ending the series,
but then the new date comes along and I think, “well, I’ll try again.”
The next one will be in 2019, if I am brave enough. I made the video
version (which has the same title) because I think the medium influences the reading of the work. In this case, because the images—the
sequence of photographs—move and the spectator does not.
MV: When we talked about the fact that you use your own face
in your work, you said that if you had used somebody else for the
first photographs you might not have been able to get hold of them
again five years later, when it was time to take the next one. But you
can always get hold of yourself.
EF: Yes, and I also wonder whether I would have felt freer if I
had used someone else’s face. In theory, I give myself free rein with
my own face, although that may not be true. But that’s getting into
psychoanalytic territory. I think deciding to make the works with
my own body, face, or hand was the right solution.
MV: You say your work is not autobiographical and that Autorretrato en el tiempo and Autorretrato en el espacio (de la nada a
la nada) (Self-portrait in space (from nowhere to nowhere)) are not
autobiographical either.
EF: I don’t think the self-portraits are me. They are a medium I work with. In the spirit of Magritte, I could say, “This is not
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a photo of Esther Ferrer.” Astrophysicists say that time and space
are two sides of the same coin; they are inseparable. When I was
considering what form I could give to an Autorretrato en el espacio,
I thought about the fact that we come from nothing and return to
nothing, and that was decisive. When I saw the work, I was surprised to find that some of the images look like pencil drawings. I
hadn’t imagined that.
In Autorretrato en el tiempo I wanted to make the passing of
time visible. I hadn’t intended to use my own face, but for many
reasons it turned out to be the most practical solution. I could have
used any other face given that it was not a work about self-portraits
but about time. And I think time can only be perceived through the
traces it leaves.
MV: Was that what led you to “repeat” your 1975 Acciones corporales (Body actions)?3 The ones in which you measure your body
in and against space, which is the other coordinate that structures
your work, along with time.
EF: In these actions, my body becomes subject and object. I
had always thought they would be perceived differently if I did them
when I was old. The exhibition at MAC/VAL4 was the right time to
do it. The result was interesting for many reasons. Movements and
gestures change as we age, and people tend to accept aging in a face
but less so in a body. The response to the images in the new video
was often aversion. Apparently it is normal to show my body at thirty, but it is no longer normal in my seventies. And so it seems that
the whole artistic side of the action no longer counts.
LR: There is an aspect of the physicality of the passage of time,
of the experience, that can be understood only when you actually
live through it in your own body. That is, your image is not just a
medium; it is a woman who grows older.
EF: A woman who shows her body because it belongs to her
and she can do whatever she wants with it. It is a feminist assertion,
and I totally concur with it.
3—Video recording of four actions, including Íntimo y personal, Midiendo el espacio
con el cuerpo, and Huellas, sonidos, espacio.
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LR: In the late 1970s you started working on El libro del sexo

(The book of sex).
EF: Yes, it is linked to feminism. Women’s sexual liberation
has been very important in my life and in the lives of a great many
women. El libro del sexo reflects the feminist slogan “our body belongs to us,” which was about fighting for our right to define ourselves according to our own values. Physically taking control of
our bodies also means taking control of our image. Through it we
can impose our own discourse, organized in our own way.
El libro del sexo comprises all my photographic works that
show female or male genitals. There are two series: El árbol de la
ciencia del bien y del mal (The tree of knowledge of good and evil),
which got its title from the fact that my pubis resembled a tree,
and La caída (The fall), which is based on the Genesis text, divided into episodes. Música celestial (Celestial music) corresponds to
the first part, when Adam and Eve are in the Garden of Eden and
God tells them not to eat the fruit of the tree of the science of good
and evil. Eve is the protagonist. She and Lilith were history’s first
feminists. They disobeyed God the Father and thus all patriarchal values. The serpent is like a moving phallus. I made another
version of Música celestial later, but this time the text referred to
a couple having sexual intercourse. It starts slowly and builds up
speed. The texts on the stave made of threads over the photograph
are indications taken from scores by Satie, Couperin, and Falla,
such as “très doux,” “allegro impetuoso,” and “avec une ardeur profonde.” Another piece was Música angelical (Angelic music), which
represents female masturbation. Or at least that was my idea.
MV: When did you decide to make your Juguetes educativos
(Educational toys)?
EF: That series of objects was like an amusement or a rest. The
Juguetes educativos are works against war, against male violence. I
first came up with them at a traditional festival in the Basque Country in the late 1960s. Someone displayed an ikurrina [the flag of the
Basque Country] in a square, and the Civil Guard came, with guns.
I thought their guns looked like phalluses. I didn’t make the series
then, because it seemed too obvious, but years later, during the Gulf
War, when Bush senior was in power. In a shop I found a gun that
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released a little flag that said “boom” when you pressed the trigger.
I called it Détournement de la pornographie au service de l’art (Détournement of pornography at the service of art).
MV: Judith Butler used the term optical phallus to describe
the bombs with camera attached to the front that were used in that
war... And the sexual connotations of the Hommage à Fontana series
are immediately apparent, even though the paintings are abstract.
EF: I love Fontana. Tearing the canvas is rich in symbolism and
connotations, ranging from the extremely poetic to the extremely
brutal. The canvas vibrates. There is violence and violation. It is in
a sense related to female genital mutilation, a subject I wrote about
in the press.
LR: Another of your object-works is L’Uccello di Leonardo,
which we think is a highly critical little gem.
EF: I made it for an exhibition that was held in Milan to mark an
anniversary connected with Leonardo da Vinci. I went to the local
library and borrowed some books on Leonardo, and I found his project to measure the muscular strength of a bird. The drawing looked
like a phallus with a wing, so I decided to make just that. Leonardo was said to be impotent, and Freud recounts his fantasy of a bird
having come to him in his cradle and putting its tail in his mouth.
In Italy, a boy’s genitals are called uccello (bird). I photocopied the
drawing, and then I went to a pornography shop (where I was a regular customer, because it was where I purchased material for the Juguetes educativos) and bought the phallus. I made an accurate copy of
Leonardo’s wing, and I commissioned a friend to make it out of wire,
along with a mechanism to make the phallus and the wing move.
When I exhibit it, I include a photograph of Leonardo’s drawing.
MV: Is there any link to the Pianos alados (Winged pianos)?
EF: I don’t see any connection, but perhaps there is something
I haven’t noticed.
MV: For this exhibition, the Museo Reina Sofía produced a
full-size version of one of your projects, Piano Satie (Satie piano).
EF: Tom5 and I both like Satie a great deal. John Cage considered him the father of minimalism. When I read Ornella Volta’s
5—Tom Johnson: composer and Esther
Ferrer’s husband.
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book on Satie’s texts,6 which are very funny and smart, I took note
of some of the instructions he wrote on his scores for the musicians.
And when I did the drawings for the piano designs, I copied these
notes all over one of the pianos.
LR: Picking up your idea that the Piano Satie can be played,
what piece do you suggest for a post-opening concert?
EF: I would like it to be Le fils des étoiles (The Son of the Stars),
one of my favorite pieces by Eric Satie. The full score used to be
hard to find, but it has been reissued now. He wrote it for a play
during the period he was involved with the Rosicrucian Order.
It consists of three preludes and three acts, but it is rarely played
in full. Generally speaking, when Satie is played, the program includes Gymnopédies, Gnossiennes, Danses gothiques (Gothic Dances), and, if you’re very lucky, Vexations. It would be quite special to
hear this work played on the Piano Satie, and its duration is appropriate, about one hour.
MV: Going back to repetition: when Satie wrote his piece
Vexations, he intended it to be repeated 840 times. In Exercises
in Style, Raymond Queneau recounts a simple incident in ninety-nine ways. These retellings are clearly variations on a theme
rather than repetitions, and this reminds me of the way you specify on your scores that all versions, or variations, are valid. Did
these early works influence you?
EF: As I said earlier, I am an admirer of Satie, and I also like the
work of Oulipo. But I’m not particularly conscious of these influences. The exciting thing about art is searching, experimenting. Picasso found without searching. I search even though I don’t always find
anything. If we are talking about performance, as I was saying earlier, repetition can change the way actions are perceived and thus
their content. In my other work, it is different. The series are like a
continuation or development of an idea.
MV: One of your winged pianos was produced once, wasn’t it?
EF: The Italian editor and collector Francesco Conz asked Juan
[Hidalgo], Walter [Marchetti], and some other artists, including
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6—Erik Satie, Écrits (Paris, éditions
Champ Libre, 1977).
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Música celestial (serie El libro del sexo) [Celestial Music (The Book of Sex)], 1983
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Música angelical (serie El libro del sexo) [Angelic Music (The Book of Sex)], 1983

0577_052-109 entrevista.indd 66

3/10/17 14:29

Hommage à Fontana [Homage to Fontana], 1987
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Juguetes educativos. (Détournement de la pornographie au service de l’art)
[Educational Toys. (Détournement of Pornography at the Service of Art)], 1968
Produced from 1979
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L’uccello di Leonardo [Leonardo’s Bird], 1999
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L’uccello di Leonardo (Leonardo’s Bird)
Inspired by Leonardo da Vinci’s
drawing measuring the muscle power
and endurance of a bird
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Piano Satie (con paraguas) [Satie Piano (with Umbrella)], 1979
Piano alado [Winged Piano], 1979
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me, to create pianos. I came up with various designs, not all related to Satie, but none of them were produced at the time. When
Conz was very ill, he phoned and asked me to go to Italy to produce one of them. He had bought a very beautiful old piano, and
I added some wings, very similar to the ones in Uccello. I wanted
to add a mechanism to make the wings move when it was played,
but it was not possible. On the lid, I wrote Satie quotations. I knew
from Tom that the German word for a piano lid is Flügel (which is
also Spanish for “wing”). If you place two piano lids at an angle on
top of a piano, they look like wings. I had thought about doing it
that way, but it was difficult.
LR: Another of your Piano Satie designs has an umbrella instead of wings.
EF: Satie always used to carry an umbrella around. The idea
was for the umbrella to open and close in time to the music when
the piano was played.
LR: You often say you are bathed in music and composition.
EF: Every evening Tom plays the piano, or we listen to the records people send him. I listen to music while I clean and when I am
working. It is part of our life.
LR: Did you make the demo for the record Fête maison with
Tom?
EF: He looked after the recording. It was based on a project
that I called Mes sons (My sounds), a play on words with maison
(house), which sounds the same. We recorded the sounds produced while doing housework, things like cleaning the furniture
or washing the dishes, and at some points Tom plays the piano. In
the libretto I suggested that the best way to enjoy the sounds and
rhythms was to do similar tasks and produce sounds while listening. And I even suggested recording the results, which would have
a rich, cumulative effect on the music and the listener.
LR: Are you interested in music as time?
EF: Music is the art of time. And time is actually a string of
present moments.
MV: You call the notes or instructions for your actions “scores.”
EF: I call them that under the influence of music. The scores
are a tool for my work. When I plan an action, I start by writing
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down the idea, and then I decide to visualize it in space through
drawings. The exercise of writing and drawing helps me to get rid
of anything superfluous. Sometimes I do different versions of an action, or a new variation each time I carry it out, which is why there
can be several scores for a single action. They are all valid.
LR: Sound is a distinctive feature of your artistic work.
EF: Everything I have done in the realm of sound is thanks
to Cage, who expanded my universe and my capacity to pay attention to the noises of this world and to feel pleasure listening to noises that supposedly have nothing to do with music. We have been
taught that music is the only kind of noise that is valid, and all other
noises are a nuisance and should be rejected. For a round table on
Cage at La Casa Encendida, I looked for Thoreau quotations about
music. For example, he writes that he was near a village once and
there was a bugle concert, but he did not go because he preferred
to listen to the “sound of the wind in the telegraph wires.” Those
were the early days of the telegraph, and the wires were apparently a novelty in the landscape. In another text he talks about going
down to the lake, where a boat is chained to the dock, and listening
to the sound of the chain as the boat is rocked by the wind. “That
is music too,” he says. Before Russolo started referring to “the art
of noises,” Thoreau was already talking about the sound of wires,
chains, insects. Everything in nature was musical to him. As he
said, “music is permanent, only listening is intermittent.”
LR: In one of your newspaper articles,7 you mention that Cage
was influenced by the artist Oskar Fischinger, who also carried out
research in the field of music.
EF: Yes, Fischinger said that when you touch an inanimate object it makes a sound that is the soul of that object.
LR: This exhibition has been designed to allow visitors to produce sounds by activating one of your earliest performances, Huellas, sonidos y espacio (Tracks, sounds, and space).8
7—“‘Para los pájaros,’ una reflexión
más allá del silencio: Libro-entrevista con el
compositor John Cage.” El País, March 4, 1977.
8—Originally created in 1968, the
performance consists of slowly moving around
the space in such a way as to outline various
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and sounds. The tracks may be visible (if the
performer’s feet are stained with pigment,
for example) or invisible. The sound can be
footsteps or something else, such as hitting
the floor with a stick, singing, and so on.
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EF: People can use any system they please to produce sounds

or noises. My suggestions include the sound of a stick striking the
ground in time with the rhythm. But I don’t always use sound in
my actions, only when I think it is necessary to work with the idea
of time. Sound has a specific function; I don’t use it as a decorative
element.
MV: So sound is part of the structure?
EF: Absolutely.
LR: Visitors who participate in the Concierto ZAJ para 60 voces
(ZAJ concert for 60 voices), which will be held outdoors, will also
produce sounds. And audio recordings of some versions of your actions, as well as a large number of scores, will be displayed in the
exhibition rooms.
EF: In ZAJ, we called actions “concerts,” partly because it was
a way of avoiding censorship. I have many variations and scores for
this action from the early 1980s, but it was performed live for the
first time a few years ago.9 It calls for sixty people, but it can also be
done with fewer. The duration depends on the number of participants. In one version, a person steps into a space and pronounces
the words one minute in any way they please. Sixty seconds later,
another person steps in and says, “two minutes,” and so on, up to
sixty minutes. I like the human voice. I am not a poet or a writer, but
I write texts, and the same goes for music.
LR: In this concert, time becomes tangible, somehow, as it does
in Al ritmo del tiempo,10 which is the piece visitors hear as they enter
the Palacio de Velázquez and make their way through the exhibition.
EF: Yes, that’s a radio work that José Iges invited me to make.
MV: In TA, TE, TI, TO, TU you continued to experiment with
time, rhythm, the voice, and the body that emits it. In this exhibition
we present both versions: the sound work and the performance.
EF: Once again, Iges invited me to do a radio performance at
Radio Nacional [Spanish national public radio network, RNE]. I real9—As part of Bruit et capitalism.
Exposition comme concert [Noise and Capitalism: Exhibition as Concert], CAC Brétigny,
Brétigny-sur-Orge,2010.
10—Version mixed and broadcast live
on Ars Sonora, Radio Nacional de España
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ly like walking, so I came up with a project that consisted of a group
of people walking around the city one whole morning or afternoon
while chanting “TA, TE, TI, TO, TU,” because I needed a sound element rather than a visual one to mark the time. We were going to
be accompanied by a sound recordist who was supposed to record
this chant along with the sounds of traffic on the streets or of people in the parks, and it was going to be broadcast later. In the end we
couldn’t do it outside, and we did it in the studio, although it was not
the same, of course. I wrote another script and searched for sounds
in the RNE sound archives. Then we recorded the reading of the new
score and edited it in the studio. It had a duration of fifteen minutes.
LR: There’s something cheerful about it, like “DO, RE, MI, FA,
SOL.” But in the introductory text for this work in the booklet included in the CD Ríos invisibles,11 you list a series of banal actions, and
then you write, “A piece about dissatisfaction. Thoroughly absurd,
like everyday life in 1994. Like in the Middle Ages... I imagine...”
EF: Just because something is simple doesn’t mean that it
cannot be rich in meaning. I subtitled this piece O la agricultura en
la Edad Media (Or agriculture in the Middle Ages) because that’s
what came to mind, and also to distinguish it from the one I later
did live in Basel.12
MV: This exhibition in Madrid will be the second time it is performed as an action.
EF: Yes. I like the idea of leaving the exhibition space and going out into the streets.
LR: You use the voice as an instrument.
EF: I think the voice is the only instrument I can “play”—in my
own way, of course.
MV: Your voice is the basis of your lecture-performances—
significant works in your experimentation with the spoken word,
which takes on a musical dimension, and “repetitions” and variations. Is it about enunciation?
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11—A compilation of sound works by
Esther Ferrer, José Manuel Berenguer, Emiliano
del Cerro, and José Iges/Concha Jerez. Ríos
invisibles, Hyades Arts, hyCD-24, 1994, compact disc.
12—At the Performance Saga
Festival, 2009.
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GRAPHIC REPRESENTATION OF A ZAJ CONCERT
The first person steps out, sings, recites, or says ONE MINUTE. When 60 seconds
have passed, the second person steps out, beside the first, and together they say,
sing, or recite TWO MINUTES. When 60 seconds have passed, the third person steps
out and together all three say, sing, or recite (as preferred) THREE MINUTES.
The concert continues in this manner until reaching 60 minutes and 60 performers,
without prejudice to sex, age, or status. The positions and the tone of voice etc. are
always open to choice, but there is nothing to contraindicate the performers and the
director of the concert deciding to organise it rigorously.
If, for example, they decide to do it in the form of a pyramid, the diagram gives an
idea of the resulting structure.
The concert can also be performed in motion and in any public or private place. Once
the 60 minutes have passed the performers may, if they wish, start the process in
reverse, until the chosen space is totally empty of performers.
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EF: Yes, enunciation in the sense of expressing an idea in

words. These works are based on various short texts of different
kinds that I had made amateur recordings of at some point. Hoy
una lágrima... (Today a tear...) is a version of a poem I wrote as
a teenager. I wrote 18 de junio del año 2.000 (18 June 2000) in
response to a shocking incident in which numerous immigrants
suffocated to death in the back of a lorry. In Las palabras del poema (The words of the poem) I play with the sound of past participles ¯das, das, das¯ (¯ed, ed, ed¯) and with the alphabet. There
is a structure here too, see? When you get to W or X, there are no
longer five words corresponding to the five vowels. I mark the nonexistent words, ¯thump, thump, thump¯, also for the pleasure of
the sound.
MV: Your sound work Una acción con preguntas (An action
with questions) is based on the idea of asking questions, which
also structures some of your actions—such as Preguntas feministas (Feminist questions) and Preguntas mujeres/hombres o viceversa
(Woman/man questions or vice versa).
EF: Many of my actions include questions, which are generally the same questions I ask myself. One day it occurred to me
that perhaps a lot of people ask themselves those questions too,
and I thought, “Why not do actions in which questions are the ‘raw
material’?” In Una acción con preguntas there are all kinds of questions: some are serious, some absurd but only seemingly so, some
political but also formulated in an absurd manner (like the one
about the Gulf War, for example). The audience can answer some
of them if they wish, and I can answer others myself, but the idea
is always to consider the question and try to answer it.
MV: Dans d’autres lieux pour la même raison ou une autre je fais
une nouvelle variation si elle me plaît je la garde aussi.13 Is this part of
any action?
EF: It consists of reading a short text I wrote for the action Contar performances (Counting performances). I remove one word each
time I read it, until none are left.
13—In other places either for the same
reason or another I make a new variation; if I
like it, I also keep it.
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LR: Mallarmé révisé (Mallarmé revised) is another example

of a performance that is also a sound work. The direct reference to
Mallarmé, in conjunction with the link to May 1968 suggested by
the paving stone you place on your head, conjures up a connection
between artistic and political change.
EF: I became interested in Mallarmé thanks to Jorge Oteiza,
who was a great admirer of his. Then in France, in 1968, I discovered that Mallarmé had influenced many experimental visual and
sound poets. I wanted to work with the idea of chance, and I made
Mallarmé révisé. The person doing the action places a paving stone
marked like a die on their head and lets it fall to the ground when
they hear Mallarmé’s lines “Un coup de dés jamais n’abolira le hasard/Toute pensée émet un coup de dés.”14 Then they call out the
number on the side that falls face up and place it back on their head
again. It can be repeated as often as desired. The sound work in the
exhibition consists of a nonstop reading of the stanza quoted above.
It is a work made out of time and space, as Mallarmé is, in a sense.
MV: And emptiness?
EF: I am not an expert on Mallarmé, but the way I see it, that
emptiness is time. That space is time. In any case, time and space
are two sides of the same coin. When you read Mallarmé’s poem
you allocate time to the blank spaces on the page, you give them a
rhythm.
LR: Espectáculo/Olucátcepse15 is also a performance and a
sound work. In this case the absurd prevails, along with the utterance and the word.
EF: This work is about the idea of performance as spectacle,
which intrinsically involves displaying oneself. It comes from my
interest in dictionaries16 and in the etymology of words. At university I had a wonderful linguistics teacher who explained the transformations of language—of spoken language, which was the key
thing for him.
14—Every thought emits a throw of
the dice / A throw of the dice will never
abolish chance
15—Performance created in 1971. This
exhibition presents the sound version, with
the voices of Esther Ferrer and Jorge Fernández
Guerra.
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16—Another work involving dictionaries is the text “Femenino/Masculino o el
sexismo en los diccionarios” (Female/male
or sexism in dictionaries), published in the
magazine Doce notas preliminares, no. 4
(1999), directed by Gloria Collado. Bilingual
Spanish/French.
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MV: And your interest extends to wordplay and to exploring

the materiality and malleability of language along the lines of the
experimental, nonconformist ideas of the historical avant-garde.
In another of your designs for Francesco Conz, you screen printed
a list consisting of the word spectacle on one canvas, and on others
you printed ZAJ statements, images, and words—a mix of humor
and nihilism—with which you short-circuit all logic; for example,
pour un oui ou pour un non.
EF: That is a French expression you can use sometimes; for
example, when you are talking about someone who “gets angry at
a yes or at a no.” I like the idea of creating a work for a yes or a no:
there’s no reason to do it and no reason to not do it either.
MV: Do you think there may be some link between that expression and the Taoist I Ching, insofar as it suggests a universe governed by the dialectic between opposites? The fact that every principle includes its opposite is characteristic of your artistic practice:
to say nothing and to say a good deal, to do nothing and to do quite a
lot. It is also interesting that the textual representation of the movements in some of the scores for Recorrer un cuadrado de todas las
formas posibles look like a set of hexagrams, like those in the I Ching.
EF: The Tao Te Ching is one of the books I have kept my whole
life. I was also interested in the I Ching or Book of Changes, which
was very important for Cage and for the introduction of the notion
of chance. I am interested in the idea of change and in permutation too, which is a variant. I have made permutable sculptures
and series of drawings of permutations using primary, secondary,
and tertiary colors.
LR: Structure, accident, chance, change.
EF: And the absurd.
MV: Yes, we could explore genealogies: Jarry, Cravan, Dada...
the absurd as a reaction against hegemonic reason. Even though
you appear to be more interested in exceptions than rules, your performances are tightly structured and planned in the scores, with
movements—AA, BB, CC—and canons. Although you do of course
specify on all of them that “all variations are valid.”
EF: The interesting thing about performance is to let things
happen. You cannot exclude chance; it forms part of its DNA.
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LR: This is also the idea behind another action that is activated

in the exhibition, Diálogo ininterrumpido (Uninterrupted dialogue).
EF: I wrote a score, Instalación para performance (Installation
for performance), that was published in the Venice Biennale catalogue.17 But I knew it would be almost impossible to do it exactly like
that. Now I propose a variation without the three tables, just three
chairs placed at different heights, on the three steps of the tiered
seating we have placed in the room so visitors can sit and listen to
the sound works. It is based on improvisation, on the association of
ideas, and, yes, on the absurd. A subject can be agreed upon in advance, and there is a fixed canon, although it can change in accordance with the participants and the situation. The first participant
says a phrase or sentence, and the next one has to use the last word
of that sentence to start his or her own, and then the following participant does the same, and so on. A back and forth will take place
for the chosen duration of the action. The point is to remain alert
and not be afraid of spontaneous associations. It may be interesting
or boring; the important thing is to voluntarily place yourself in a
situation of risk. The risk is intellectual rather than physical: Will I
be able to do it? Will I react intelligently? Will I be in command? Will
I control my language? That is the basis of the action—not just one’s
own reaction but those of the others, which will almost certainly
condition one’s own.
MV: In El arte de la performance: teoría y práctica (The art of
performance: Theory and practice) there is an underlying idea of
not defining or codifying the lecture-performance, so you invent a
language. Were you trying to dismantle the power of language, as
some ZAJ projects did?
EF: My target is performance, not language, which is simply
a tool. When I started to work on these actions,18 I gave them all
the same name. Only their form changes. I came up with the idea
of doing one version in a made-up language so that I could do it
17—Esther Ferrer: España en la XLVIII
Bienal de Venecia (Vitoria-Gasteiz: Ikusager
Ediciones; Ministerio de Asuntos Exteriores,
1999). Spanish pavilion curated by David Pérez.
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18—In these actions Ferrer discourses
upon performance using silence, an asemiotic
language, and other kinds of language games.
These experiments link her to philosophical
and feminist theories on the speech act and
the performative function of language.
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anywhere in the world. It isn’t necessary to understand the words;
that’s not what it’s about. It’s another way of talking about performance: I do a performance, and I theorize on it at the same time.
LR: All the while implying the impossibility of establishing
definitions... You generate a current of empathy while also creating
a certain distance between you and the audience.
EF: I am interested in contextualizing the action in a way that
maximizes its potential connotations. Sometimes you do something and people laugh; sometimes the audience is very tense. I do
not aim for empathy. I only aim to create a situation that we will
experience together. Something that will never be repeated. There
is a Zen Buddhist saying that I love: “to be being.” If I am being being and the audience is also “being being,” I sense it. Sometimes
I do an action, and everybody thinks it works, but I know that I
was not “being” at certain moments. The same can be said of the
audience.
LR: But to be being is not enough. We could be together, without anything happening.
EF: But something always happens. It is inevitable, whether
you like it or not. In fact, more things happen than we realize, not
just because of the way we perceive the content of the action but
because of its form, which can modify it. Sometimes people notice
certain things, and I wonder: How did they notice that? One day, at
the end of an action, some young women came up to me and said,
“You’re a feminist, aren’t you?” They had found feminist connotations that I was not aware of.
LR: Perhaps it was the way you break conventions: you are
supposedly going to give a traditional lecture, but you talk in a
made-up language; you go on what appears to be a stroll through
the city, but you mark time with a chant. You create the absurd
and with it the instant. Perhaps that’s what allows you to capture
the audience’s attention and to give way to a simultaneous understanding of time and space.
EF: When I was little, I loved listening to the sound of the musicians tuning their instruments behind the curtain before a concert.
When you grow up, these experiences and impressions can emerge,
transformed in some way, particularly if you are an artist.
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MV: What experience lies behind Homenaje a El Bosco (Hom-

age to Bosch)?
EF: The stone and the book on top of my head may have come
from Bosch’s Cutting the Stone, a painting that I like a great deal.
Although there is also something of Mambrino’s helmet, from Don
Quixote. Or of this story, which I love: a master asks about the true
nature of the Buddha, and nobody knows what to answer. Suddenly one disciple takes off his sandals, places them on his head, and
walks out of the room. He is the one who has understood.
MV: The stone you put on top of your head is a paving stone. Is
this a reference to May 1968?
EF: Yes, of course. I also made a series of sculptural works using paving stones. The great thing about that period was the feeling
that everything was possible and that everything was “questionable.” When I think back, I see wide-open space, air everywhere. I
was young, of course, and when you’re young it feels like nothing
is too much for you.
LR: Did you participate directly in the feminist movement that
took to the streets in the early 1970s?
EF: Those were the years of feminist struggles in all areas. At
the demonstrations for the right to abortion there were thousands
of us in the streets, with and without children. From the pavement,
some men would heckle us: “whores!” “mal baisées!” They thought
feminists were sexually frustrated, as well as ugly, and that our husbands obviously couldn’t stand us, if we had husbands at all... During that period there were women’s meetings in which we discussed
women’s issues with great freedom. There was a group of gynecologists who performed abortions in secret, but under proper conditions. Carole Roussopoulos, one of the pioneers of video, used to take
her camera to the demonstrations and film them. She made the film
Y’a qu’à pas baiser, which includes incredible images of an abortion.
In 1976, I started to write for the newspaper El País, and later for
other media outlets. This allowed me to deal with issues concerning
women and their health, contraception, and so forth. People were
experimenting with other methods, and some were male, although
the volunteers were often homosexuals. The gay community used to
join feminist demonstrations and vice versa. We were aware of the
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need for mutual support. We knew we couldn’t do anything alone.
Some people criticized it as a “petit-bourgeois” movement because
there were a lot of intellectuals, artists, and students. There probably
weren’t many working-class women, but there were some. The discussions with women who were members of political parties were
interesting. They would say, “we are fighting for the liberation of
the proletariat.” They thought the liberation of proletarian women
would come later, if at all. It was hard for them to break away from
that ideology without leaving their party, because it was their life.
MV: To mark the tenth anniversary of May 1968, you wrote a
series of articles for Egin.
EF: It was curious to note that the men—even those who had
been on the barricades—were quite reticent regarding 1968, while all
the women I interviewed, except one artist, did not repudiate it at all.
They were mostly university-educated middle-class women who had
reached important positions and knew it was thanks to that struggle.
LR: Did all of these activities influence your artistic practice,
or are they separate domains?
EF: Everything is interrelated. This movement clearly had an
impact on my life and consequently on my work, but it is hard to
determine exactly in what way. As I always say, I am a feminist, and
I will remain one for as long as necessary, twenty-four hours a day.
LR: Let’s talk about the other parameter that structures your
work: space. Is it a key element when you plan your performances?
EF: When I am invited to do an action, I always ask where it
will take place, whether it is possible to go out on the streets, whether I can choose the space... It is very important for me, the space
itself and also the way it affects time.
MV: In a newspaper article about Paul Klee you wrote that
space was a “temporal notion” for him.
EF: Yes. I need to know what the space will be in order to plan
what I am going to do in formal terms, and to decide on the timing
and rhythm. But I plan many actions on an abstract level, without
an invitation of any kind. I simply come up with a project for an
ideal space, or no space at all, because what I’m really interested in
is materializing a concept. When reality comes along, then I have
to adapt it.
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MV: Did you plan your performance Memoria (Memory) for

an ideal space?
EF: The origin lies in something an engineer friend told me
about the memory of matter, particularly manipulated matter.
When your body is attacked by a virus, a defense mechanism attempts to return it to its original state. The same is true of matter.
For example, an envelope is programmed to close. If you lift the
flap, the material’s memory makes it tend to return to its original,
closed state. The title Memoria also reflects the fact that an envelope suggests a letter, and by the time a letter arrives its contents
are already the past—a memory. For this action I arranged open
envelopes in four rows, creating a square, and then I closed them
by walking on top of them. A closed envelope is oblivion. Memory/
Oblivion. Oblivion is the opposite of memory. You can’t have one
without the other.
LR: For the exhibition we proposed presenting Memoria as an
installation, with a large square filled with envelopes that are open
to start with and that time will close in the course of the exhibition.
EF: Yes, time will act. There is sometimes a back and forth
movement in my work, from performance to installation or object,
and vice versa.19 Ida y vuelta (There and back), for instance, is a photograph-collage derived from the working process leading up to the
action Por el camino de ida y vuelta (On the way there and back),
which is one of the variations of Un espacio es para atravesarlo,
which we are presenting in the form of a video projection. Another
example is Recorrer un cuadrado de todas las formas posibles, which
started as an artistic object, a spatial project, and developed into an
action as I was making the maquette. Memoria, on the other hand,
began as a performance.
MV: You presented it as part of a music and performance program organized by Llorenç Barber and Fátima Miranda at Universidad Complutense in 1984. In the 1980s, did you feel an affinity
with the Madrid-based artists who worked with visual poetry or
19—Esther Ferrer: From Action to Object
and Vice Versa was the title of an exhibition curated by Margarita de Aizpuru. Centro Andaluz
de Arte Contemporáneo, Seville; Koldo Mitxelena Kulturunea, Donostia-San Sebastián. 1997.
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conceptual art, such as Isidoro Vlacárcel Medina, Nacho Criado,
José Iges, and Concha Jerez?
EF: After the ZAJ tour of the United States, I settled in Paris and
worked mostly outside Spain. But, yes, they were and are my friends.
I exhibited work with some of them in group shows such as Fuera de
formato (Out of format) and at the Festival Nacional de Vídeo (National Video Festival). We also did actions in the same spaces—such
as the Museo Vostell—and we presented works at places like Galería
Buades, where I showed Poema de los números primos. I met Isidoro
because he was one of the faithful who always came to see what ZAJ
was doing, and we would go to see what he was doing.
LR: The Proyectos espaciales20 maquettes have an air of ordinary time, of proximity, of the physicality of work. Do you enjoy
making them physically?
EF: Yes, I enjoy it a great deal. I don’t do it very well, because
I’m not very good with my hands, but I have a lot of fun. It’s a bit
like drawing in space. The interesting thing is the search, exploring how to visualize an idea through an artwork, an object, or a
performance. What really matters to me, for many reasons, is the
process. The fact that you can make a mistake that can open up
a new path, for example, one you would never have taken otherwise. I started the Proyectos espaciales because I like architectural
drawings and telegraph wires... those lines vanishing into the horizon that I used to see through the car window when I was little.
The maquettes are fragile. I may have started out using threads
because of the possible associations with the thread of life.
LR: The materials are fragile, as were your circumstances.
They reveal vulnerability. But what of your performances? Do you
feel vulnerable displaying your body naked in public?
EF: The way I see it, doing a performance is like bullfighting
without a cape. You step into the arena with your body, naked or
dressed. But I don’t feel vulnerable even though I don’t protect
myself with lighting, decor, speeches, or anything else. It is the
actions themselves that are “fragile.” They are “vulnerable” to ac20—Esther Ferrer: Maquetas y dibujos
de instalaciones 1970/2011 (Madrid: EXIT Publicaciones, 2011).
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cidents that can change them, and in that sense they are as fragile
as the maquettes.
LR: Your maquettes appear to be imaginary spaces endowed
with materiality. When you made them, weren’t you thinking about
how to finance them?
EF: No, not at all. My projects, even the large ones, are not expensive in the way a monumental work might be. I try to define the
space with as few elements as possible. The threads create empty
spaces, rather than volumes. They are sculptures, and at the same
time they are not. That’s what I find interesting. For years nobody
saw the maquettes. Only Francesco Conz, who wanted to make an
edition in wood, but I said no.
LR: You wanted to adhere to the original idea?
EF: That’s right. When I started to make the first maquettes,
I wasn’t thinking I would be able to do them in real space one day.
Now I appreciate them more as objects, partly owing to Pep Agut,
who convinced me to show them.21
LR: Perhaps other factors also contributed to the fact that most
of the maquettes went no further. Some histories of art from a feminist and gender perspective argue that women’s work is smaller because women’s work spaces have also been smaller. The scale is determined by political and socioeconomic circumstances such as the
fact that many women artists did not have a space in which to work.
EF: When I lived at Rue des Bourdonnais, I worked on a table
that I had to clear at meal times. My studio was a table. That’s where
I started to work with prime numbers.
MV: The maquettes are fragile in that they are hand-crafted
objects, but they are strong in their potential for development.
EF: If it had been possible to drive nails into the floor of Palacio
de Velázquez, we could have made a grand aerial installation out of
string. But it was good to be able to make a two-dimensional spatial installation—based on one of the three-pyramid maquettes—on
one of the walls of the main exhibition hall.
MV: You also work with other geometric figures, such as Napoleon’s triangle.
21—At Galería ángels barcelona,
Barcelona, October 2012.
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EF: One day I read the story of Napoleon’s triangle in a popu-

lar science magazine. I don’t know whether it is rightly or wrongly
attributed to Napoleon, but it is interesting to see what happens
when you work with three equilateral triangles constructed onto
the sides of another triangle. I made the figure as a Proyecto espacial, and I did variations in different formats, including drawing,
collage, and maquettes.
MV: Did you make the Proyectos espaciales before or after Poema
de los números primos? It’s difficult to get an exact sense of the chronology of your work. Did you start working with space, and then time?
EF: I never paid much attention to documentation or to dates,
and now I don’t remember when I made many of them. I started with the Proyectos espaciales, the drawings, and the maquettes.
But one day I thought, “I can’t keep doing this, making them more
beautiful each time.” So, to remove my subjectivity as far as possible, I decided to submit to a system. Many artists have done this,
such as Mario Merz with his Fibonacci series, for example. One day
I dreamed I was swimming in a sea of numbers, and when I woke up
all the numbers that came into my head were primes. That was how
I started to work on the Poema de los números primos series and to
consider the question of infinity. I worked on it later using pi,22 which
is undoubtedly an infinite number. I started mixing the rigor of the
system with the anarchy of color (color is anarchic, I find). Then I
eliminated color and started to work with “white on white.” I was
primarily interested in the structure.
LR: In most works in this series there is a pencil line and a
thread on top of it, like the same gesture twice over. This is a way of
working that consists of doubling up: something happens and you
formulate and emphasize it. The impression is similar to “giving
time to time”: making something more tangible, marking the presence of what is already there.
EF: My intention in these cases is to intensify the line. When
I started working with prime numbers, I just used pencil. But I
found it very hard to draw straight lines, and also the lines on the
22—Presented at the exhibition Esther
Ferrer: In Four Movements, Artium, VitoriaGasteiz; Es Baluard, Palma de Mallorca; and
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surface of the paper were flat, without relief. So I came up with
the idea of using thread, because thread has a physical dimension,
and the lines take on volume. It is a way of emphasizing the structure and making the form clearer.
MV: Is structure your main interest here?
EF: Yes, and also in many of my performances, which are nothing but structure. I do not improvise much, except in performances
in which improvisation is an intrinsic element. But an accident may
occur, an intervention of some sort, that makes the structure disappear altogether so that it becomes something else, structured or
not. That is fine by me. I don’t mind at all.
LR: Can you describe your working process with prime
numbers?
EF: First of all, I decide what type of medium to use and how
to distribute the numbers in the space. That is the backbone. Then I
choose the system that will define the structure of the work, which
involves defining various parameters: whether it will be a standalone
work or part of a series (so as to decide what number to start with),
whether numbers will then be arranged in the space in a circle or in
horizontal or vertical rows, whether to use color, and many others.
Finally, I decide how to link them together, and that’s when I consider the lines and color (if any). For example, I might decide to work
with prime numbers based on the Ulam spiral, which results in an
unbroken line of a certain number of prime numbers. I liked the idea
of arranging them in a spiral, like a galaxy. Prime numbers reflect
the structure of the universe. The further you go into the series, the
fewer numbers there are; the space between them gets larger. I like
that emptiness, it feels as if the series is expanding, like the universe.
MV: What about twin primes?
EF: In that universe, a pair of twin primes can suddenly appear—11 and 13 or 17 and 19, for example—like heavenly bodies that
are discovered by scientists. Nobody knows why they are there. An
engineer friend once sent me the largest twin number that had been
calculated on a computer, which had 703 digits at the time. Now they
are much larger. I made two paintings, highlighting them. The strange
thing is that I became interested in these numbers without thinking
about my own life at all. I am a twin. A friend pointed it out to me.
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MV: Do you have a list of prime numbers?
EF: Yes, I found the first ones in a shop that sold second-hand

math books opposite the Jardin du Luxembourg. They were inside a
very expensive book. The bookseller generously photocopied a few
pages and gave them to me. I still have them. They list the primes
from 2 through 5,000. At first, I thought about doing three series:
1,000, 2,000, then jumping to 5,000. Then I decided to start at
twenty million, and I bought the table by mail order.
LR: You use various media: these tables, paper, canvas... And
depending on that, pencil, nails, thread, and color. There is a whole
progression of variations, and you have made murals and floor installations. What system did you use for the large-scale floor drawing in the central area of the Palacio de Velázquez?
EF: Years ago I used a system to make a maquette and a drawing, which you have now selected for the exhibition. When you invited me to propose a design for the floor, I thought it was the right
time to make a large-scale version using this system, which establishes the relationship between prime numbers, connecting them
diagonally and leaving the rest of the space blank. I worked out
how many numbers I would need to use, to get some empty columns and ensure that the result was like a double pattern. I tried
out some color variations, but I decided on the austerity of white,
black, and gray.
MV: The large scale makes it easier to understand the idea
you mentioned earlier of prime numbers as an expanding universe,
and the diagonals are true lines of flight. You were saying that you
sometimes feel the need to work with prime numbers, mentally and
physically, as a means of escape, or to breathe more freely.
EF: It is liberating but also dangerous. You can spend your entire life working with them, because they take you into a completely
abstract world in which there are no problems, social or otherwise.
When they start to become an obsession, I put them aside for a
while. But I always go back to them, of course. That’s why there are
quite a few works in the Poema de los números primos series and why
we were able to make a selection of the ones I keep in my studio.
LR: You say you are not very good with your hands, but there
is a very manual, literal quality to everything you do, as in touch-
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ing, pasting, testing... You seem to work with the literalness of
materials and concepts.
EF: I like to work with my hands. As I am not particularly
skilled, I do things simply, without elaborate “cooking.” The same
goes for my performances. They may spring from an image, some
words, an event. It is not difficult to interpret my work: what you see
is what there is. Anything beyond that, you add it yourself. The work
may suggest something to you, or your experiences and knowledge
may lead you to interpret it in one way or another.
LR: Sometimes it so literal that it seems uncanny, unsettling.
EF: The objet trouvé, Schwitters’s Ursonata, and Duchamp’s
wine rack are unsettling. This uncanniness may simply be the result
of decontextualizing something—an object, a gesture—by taking it
out of its normal situation and contextualizing it in a different one. In
my work I also use the absurd, which can be similarly disconcerting.
LR: Why did you start to do actions?
EF: I knew a little about Fluxus and Gutai. Then I met ZAJ in
San Sebastian. They had come to do something at San Telmo, and
they needed a woman.23 We did several pieces, including Juan’s El
secreto (The secret). I was very still—I hardly moved—which is still
the case now. When we finished, Juan and Walter asked me whether
I would be interested in continuing to work with them. I said, yes, as
long as I could do whatever I wanted, and they said of course I could.
I think I became interested in the world of actions because we
had to start from scratch. That’s what I tell the participants in my
workshops: “Invent today’s performances.” To do actions, all you
need is the will to do them. From there, you can invent everything:
the technique, the definition, the theory (if you need it), et cetera. It
is the most democratic art form there is, and it has no fixed address;
it lives on the street.
MV: Did you, Juan, and Walter create your own actions and
participate in each others’ as performers? And did the others have
trouble recognizing you as an author right away?
23—Juan Antonio Sistiaga told Ferrer
that some friends of his were going to do an
action as part of their exhibition at the Museo
San Telmo. That was how she ended up acting
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EF: Yes, we did. Any one of us could create an action, and they

were performed by all three or just one or two, as required. There was
never any censorship in ZAJ. Nobody ever said, “You can’t do this.”
LR: During the almost thirty years you worked together, did
you tour often with ZAJ?
EF: We toured France and Germany in 1968 and the USA in 1973.
In the 1970s and 1980s we kept going back to those countries, and
we went to Italy often. For several years we went to the Milano-Poesia
festival, but never on tournée. We also came to Spain... to Madrid... to
Los Encuentros de Pamplona (The Pamplona Meetings)... We went
to the Canary Islands several times, once to do Coral hablado (Spoken choir) by Ramón Barce, who was a founding member of ZAJ.
MV: Was El hilo del tiempo (The thread of time), which was part
of Il treno di John Cage (John Cage’s train),24 the first spatial project
you carried out in real space?
EF: The first spatial project was an installation at the Château de Nancelle in 1974, and some months later I did an action
with threads at Ateliers de l’Ourcq in Paris. In the train I did El
hilo del tiempo: I made my way through the carriages carrying
a cord, which represented the time that passed during the train
journey. The passengers actively participated, holding up the cord
to create a structure. It was fun. In another action I measured the
floor of the train, using my body as measurement unit. The train
had a “soundtrack.” Juan and Walter had previously recorded the
sounds of the train stopping at stations on a normal journey. There
were people waiting for it at the stations, folk groups, actions that
took place while the train was stationary, and so on.
MV: Anarchist thought is not explicit in your artistic practice,
but it does come through in your attitude to life. You wrote about
anarchy in a letter to Cage in which you reflected on the potential
of an ideology free of dogmas.
EF: I am interested in anarchist thought—in my interpretation
of it—for many reasons. One is the fact that it emphasizes individu24—Il treno di John Cage took place on
June 26, 27, and 28, 1978, in Bologna. For more
information, see http://www.johncage.it/
en/1978-cage-train.html.
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al responsibility. The second is the breakdown of pyramidal power,
such as the patriarchy, which is also one of the main targets that the
feminist movement is fighting against. And another is its interest in
shared knowledge and the importance of education.
I used to talk to Cage about anarchism. He knew a lot about
the Spanish movement, and I was interested in it. When I went to
Paris for the first time, in the late 1950s, I frequented the group of
Spanish anarchists. One day Cage called me because he was preparing some lectures on anarchy, and he wanted me to write an
article about whether it had a future, in my opinion. As I am not
an expert on the subject, I thought of writing a letter simply telling
him what I thought. That’s all I intended.
MV: Near the end of his lecture, Cage introduced much of
your letter in the form of a mesostic poem, which became part of
the structure of the work. We have listened to it online.25
EF: That is my only letter to Cage that I still have, because of
the article. I used to keep his letters, but one day it occurred to me
that I might be tempted to use them. So I decided to destroy them to
avoid the temptation of doing something I detest. And I did.
MV: You do not seem to be interested in documentation. You
don’t document your performances, do you?
EF: I think there are other more interesting and enjoyable
things to take care of.
LR: The relationship between photography and performance
has always been complex. Allan Kaprow preferred not to document
his works because he thought it disrupted everything.26
EF: Yes, I know he did, but in my case I don’t tell people not to
take photographs or anything. Given that I don’t look after my image—because I do not have an image to protect—people can take
photographs and use them as they wish. I just ask them not to disturb the audience or me. And if they send me the photos they take,
then I have documentation for publications.
25—Cage imparted the lecture “Overpopulation and Art” at Stanford University,
January 1992. The audio is available at https://
archive.org/details/AM_1992_01_28, and the
transcript is published in John Cage: Composed in America, ed. Marjorie Perloff and
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Charles Junkerman (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1994).
26—Documented in Judith F. Rodenbeck, Radical Prototypes: Allan Kaprow and
the Invention of Happenings (Cambridge, MA:
MIT Press, 2011).
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The title of the piece is TA, TE, TI, TO, TU (o la agricultura en
la Edad Media) (TA, TE, TI, TO, TU (or agriculture in the Middle
Ages)). It was broadcast on the show Ars Sonora on Radio 2 (the
mostly classical music station on Spanish Public Radio and Television network RTVE) and was included on the album Ríos invisibles
(Invisible rivers) in 1994.1 “Rigorously absurd, like everyday life
in 1994,” the action consists of “a group of people” who “wander
through various spaces, repeating ‘TATETITOTUTATETITOTU
(. . .)’ over and over like an endless, monotonous chant, while children play, believers pray, soldiers march, stockbrokers speculate.”
As Esther Ferrer notes on a few of the scores written some time
before the 1994 radio version, the performance of this “futurist
choir,” which has reduced its poetry and tragedy to the tiny dimension of five phonemes, may either be broadcast live or prerecorded.
The only live version of the action was carried out at the Performance Saga Festival in Basel on April 25, 2009. Broadcast live
on radio, it was accompanied by the voice of a radio announcer
describing the movements of the choir and the response of the
people who came across it. The version broadcast on Ars Sonora
on Radio 2 was a mix of studio recordings and audio files from the
Radio Nacional de España (Spanish National Radio, RNE) sound
archive (e.g., footsteps, a swing, a demonstration). It is thus more
of a radio work in the strict sense. A first version of instructions for
the piece, entitled Espectáculo ZAJ (ZAJ performance), specifies
that the members of the group are to carry folding chairs. In this
version, they are to open the chairs at a signal from the director,
then sit down and clap rather than repeat “TATETITOTU.” Another version of the instructions introduces the possibility of the
action being carried out by a single person. In this case, if more
people are involved in the action, each one is to choose and repeat
just one of the five syllables that make up the series. In another
written variation found in Ferrer’s archive, the piece is conceived
as part of a “series of impossible or almost impossible perfor1—The album, produced by José Iges,
director of Ars Sonora from 1987 to 2008, was
issued in Madrid by Hyades Arts.
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mances,” and it takes place on a stage. This version is reminiscent
of the series of performances Un espacio es para atravesarlo / El
escenario es para atravesarlo (A space is meant to be crossed / The
stage is meant to be crossed), insofar as it also consists of a series
of directions for crossing a delimited space in different (and motiveless) ways, while an audience looks on. In this case, instead of
the phrase “TATETITOTU,” the proposed forms are “TaTaTaTa,”
“TeTeTeTeTe,” “TiTiTiTiTi,” and so on.
Some of the elements from these variations reemerge in
other performative pieces proposed by Ferrer. The shift between
variability and continuity among certain nominal elements
(chairs, syllables, people), at least two compositional axes (space
and time), and various methods of resolution (crossing a space in
various ways, adding more people, repeating a motif) are compositional indicators that are highly characteristic of Ferrer’s work.
TA, TE, TI, TO, TU (o la agricultura en la Edad Media) also evokes
a kind of action-walk that, like the first ZAJ walk from Juan Hidalgo’s house in Calle Batalla del Salado to Colegio Mayor Menéndez
Pelayo on November 19, 1964, produces textual remains that have
to be read as fragments of language and, as such, from the plural
perspective of other languages and signs from the same period.2
The language contained in the various papers relating to
TA, TE, TI, TO, TU (o la agricultura en la Edad Media) can be
used in various ways. Sentences project the actions that are to be
carried out in the course of the performance of the work. These
sentences contain instructions and are, in theory, not to be spoken
out loud. Written on the bits of paper that are a kind of script for
the radio work are some phrases Ferrer is supposed to utter (“They

2—On November 19, 1964, Juan Hidalgo, Walter Marchetti, and Ramón Barce
moved “three objects of a complex shape” on
foot from Hidalgo’s house to the place where
they were to present their Concierto de teatro
musical two days later. This action, considered to be the group’s first, consisted of an
invitation, printed on cardboard, handed out
twenty-four hours after it was carried out.
See Ramón Barce in “España y ZAJ: Años 60”
(unpub., 1998).
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are monotheistic mafias, so they say”) and notes on the archival
sounds that are to be inserted between them (“a dog barking,”
“donkey braying,” “station,” “water,” “glass”). Lastly, they include
the nebulous verbal motif that gives the action its title.
To classify “TATETITOTU” as a word would be a stretch; it
is a string of syllables that vaguely evokes the series once used in
schools and literacy classes to teach students to write a consonant,
in this case t. Little more can be said regarding the possible meaning of the thing, because the thing itself consists of the literalness
of the voices that make up the choir: a literalness obtained by the
molding of those words to the shape of a series of syllables. This
semantic weakness, added to the constant repetition, emphasizes the sonic materiality of the fragment of language with which
the voices in the choir pierce the acoustic space of the street. As
with the words that children repeat countless times, the verbal
nature of the Ts, As, Es, Is, Os, and Us borders on disintegration
over time. In the choir’s case, as in the children’s case, the linguistic form remains as rhythm rather than meaning (rhythm as the
skeleton of meaning). In TA, TE, TI, TO, TU (o la agricultura en la
Edad Media), time passes at the rate set by a succession of syllables
arranged in the established vowel order (a, e, i, o, u). That is, the
piece not only contains a fragment of language; it gets much of its
timing from this fragment.
Like all of Ferrer’s actions, TA, TE, TI, TO, TU regulates and
marks the passing of time in a simple, effective manner. Ferrer
herself says she “simply likes to give a rhythm to the passing time,
because the time of an action is also the time of life and of the lives
of all those present.”3 If the idea is to mold a fragment of time into
a form that is then extracted from the life of all those present so as
to be perceived as such, what better way to perceive time as monotonous and predictable, regular and proportionate, than to alternate vowels? Here vowels are a counter that mark the passing
of time, just as numbers mark the passing of time in pieces like

3—“It’s All about Looking: Interview
with Esther Ferrer,” in Esther Ferrer, exh. cat.
(Roskilde: Museet for Samtidskunst, 2001), 29.
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Concierto ZAJ para 60 voces (ZAJ concert for 60 voices) (“un minuto,” “dos minutos,” “due minuti,” “tre minuti”) and Al ritmo del tiempo (To the rhythm of time) (“treinta,” “two,” “quatre”), another
radio work by Ferrer. 4 In this latter work, the counter works in two
directions. For thirty minutes it moves up and down the ladder of
numbers (“treinta,” “un minuto,” “twenty-nine,” “dos minutos,”
“veintiocho minutos,” “two,” “veintinueve minutos,” “un”). The
passing of what we could call the “unspoken” time between the
numbers in Al ritmo de tiempo can be heard in the sound of the
hands of a watch: Every second of this piece has a literal mechanical marker, and each minute has a double literal marker, made of
numbers. This means the phrase that is repeated in the same way
each minute (“un minuto más” [one minute more]) sounds like an
add-on or surplus or deviation from the main series. Redundancy,
reinforced by the echo imposed over the audio, turns an extremely dry and prosaic phrase like “one minute more” into something
that is almost a memento mori.
Accordingly, the action described in the TA, TE, TI, TO, TU
papers consists of a movement carried out in a space by a group of
people at the pace established by the persistent repetition of a fixed
verbal motif. The action also functions as a kind of recording device
for the sounds (verbal and nonverbal) that occur around the group,
insofar as it introduces a (radio) transmission mechanism into a real
context—an appropriation device. The choir’s voice acts like a frequency dial for the sounds that attach themselves to it, as it parades
its smooth, bright hollowness. The verbal sequence over which the
emissions of those whose paths crossed the “perforating machine”
permeate the underlying verbal sequence, opening a sound channel
similar to the one created by music devices based on duration—such
as John Cage’s 4ˇ33ˇˇ—or repetition—like Erik Satie’s Vexations. By
reducing the acoustic range to a minimum of eighteen notes repeated 840 times (Satie), five syllables uttered incessantly (Ferrer), or
mere silence (Cage), the three works generate the need to open up
the scope of listening to the context based on, or through, the text

4—See p. 76, footnote 11.
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(or music) in question. In removing much of the expressive gravity
and semantic overabundance through which the music of the past
absorbed the listener’s attention, these works deabsorb the eye’s attention from the center of the stage, the spectator from the idea of
the author, and emotion from the gift of attraction.
The proliferation of appropriation mechanisms as a kind
of antenna array for unselective recording set up in the middle
of ordinary auditory space led to an extraordinary expansion of
the listening radius and of the range of sounds available to twentieth-century music and poetry. While twentieth-century written arts experimented with the extraordinary textures captured
by appropriation mechanisms (collage, détournement), in general
terms they were more timid than the sound arts in exploring the
textual potential of recording technologies (audiotape, video, digital, etc.). The enduring symbolic power of the printed word and
the book hindered the inclusion of audio recordings as texts in
their own right, but as Charles Bernstein points out, “While the alphabet has to evoke the full range of human voice in just thirty or
so characters (including punctuation marks), the audio recording
provides a much thicker evocation of tone, pitch, rhythm, intonation, and accent.”5 On close comparative listening of the two existing audios of TA, TE, TI, TO, TU, we can, for example, notice the
changes in the phonetic quality of the t and the five Spanish vowel
sounds when uttered by a choir whose members live in Switzerland or when uttered by a choir whose members live in Spain.
Accent modulation is another acoustic vector that comes to
the fore thanks to the contrast in the reduced semanticity of the
“TATETITOTU” motif. The language difference in the example
of choir members from Basel and choir members from Spain is
no obstacle to understanding what is going on in either case. The
same can be said in the case of Ferrer’s El arte de la performance:
Teoría y práctica (The art of performance: Theory and practice),
a performance in the form of a lecture delivered in a nonexistent

5—Charles Bernstein, “Sounding the
Word,” in Pitch of Poetry (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 2016), 33.
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language, which does not consist of a fixed code regulated by a decipherable grammar. Instead, it is a sequence of sounds modulated as most languages are, interspersed with a series of key nouns
describing the matter at hand, and accompanied by some clearly
pragmatic bodily gestures. The result is perfectly understandable
content that, as in many completely ordinary lectures, simply consists of a tone imposed onto a semantic framework (meaning as
tone). The actual notion of understanding is thus made more complex through the use of language that does not share the semantic
focus of more standard uses. All of these pieces with seemingly
reduced verbality (a few syllables, a few nouns, a few numbers)
actually expand the scope of language to include rhythms, tones,
gestures, and accents, overflowing the narrow channel of meaning between whose walls we constrain and impoverish our experience of language.
A considerable number of Ferrer’s works operate upon language in a simple, effective manner. In pieces such as Dans d’autres
lieux (In other places) and Espectáculo (Spectacle), verbal language
plays a major role. In Dans d’autres lieux, which is part of Je vais
vous raconter des performances (I will tell you about performances), a brief text is repeatedly read out loud, with one word removed
at each repetition. Or “variation”—because, can the reading of a
text that is not identical be considered repetition? What degree of
literalness determines whether two texts are considered identical?
As in Alvin Lucier’s I Am Sitting in a Room, the phrase that makes
up Ferrer’s piece contains—or eventually contains—a description
of the operation that is being carried out; in this case, a variation
in the reading is saved (or recorded) in the preceding phrase and
thus becomes the base for the following variation:
Dans d’autres lieux, pour la même raison ou une autre, je fais
une nouvelle variation, si elle me plaît je la garde aussi > d’autres
lieux pour la même raison ou une autre je fais une nouvelle variation, si elle me plaît je la garde aussi >... > je fais une nouvelle
variation, si elle me plaît je la garde aussi...6

6—See pp. 178–179.
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The use of language as a material like any other characterizes the conceptual poetics that emerged in the West from the early 1960s onward. If one characteristic of the times—modern, not
medieval, a “modern agriculture”—can be said to define the neoavant-gardes of the 1960s and 1970s, it is precisely the refocusing
of the linguistic intensity, quality, and status of all objects, situations, sounds, and texts in accordance with such philosophical
movements as analytic philosophy and deconstruction, which had
been rethinking language and writing for some decades. From the
late 1940s, movements such as concrete poetry had resumed the
exploration of linguistic materiality that some avant-gardes had
started in the first decade of the twentieth century. Concrete poets almost always remained within the space of the page, respecting the boundaries of the book form, which had reached a turning
point with Stéphane Mallarmé’s Un coup de dés. With and after
Cage, the step taken by Fluxus—in Spain, the step was taken by
ZAJ and other explorers, such as CPAA, and then by conceptual
artists—consisted of exploring that outside-the-book space made
up of the language games that establish the context, codes, and
social interactions that are part of any significant emission. The
journey from the comfortable environs of poetry in verse, from
the old walls of the object and the harmonious boundaries of musical composition, into cold outer space did not just bring about
an exuberant interartistic or intermediae cross-fertilization; it
also entailed a powerful expansion of the notions of language and
writing. The most radical break of the most “linguicist” p
 ractices
of the period in question did not consist of—or did not consist
only of—using letters, words, and phrases (what Robert Smithson
called “printed-matter”) as if they were wood, stone, and textiles,
but in extrapolating a connecting notion of mechanical or expanded writing capable of operating with language (and with pieces of
toweling, black basalt, and wooden chairs), between different surfaces of inscription, at different scales, durations, and so on.
This expanded notion of writing favored the “three-dimensionalization” of language in a space rediscovered as oral, graphic, and pragmatic. This expanded notion reintegrated the three
material forms of language (gesture, graphical symbol, sound),
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which the logo-alphabetist system had split into a binary division (speech vs. writing) that imprisoned writing within printed
letters, a syntax sealed off by the plot-driven sequences of prose,
a semantic programming standardized for information sharing,
and a bookish pragmatics. Pushing aside the “alphabetist” system
made possible the consideration of writing “grammatologically”
(Jacques Derrida), as a break in a surface of inscription, as a discontinuity in a serial continuity, or as the modification of a pattern
for retention, excess, or subtraction; as an organization of space
and time in the recording of language, to be remembered or memorized in or for somebody, or as a trace or a sign that may be read,
even in an ephemeral situation. It became possible to replace language with (any other) languages and, as a result of this equation,
arrive at an inscribing mechanism that does not require verbs to
be written or musical notation to annotate a musical piece. This
expansion or broadening of the idea of writing meant it would
soon be possible to use the word poem to describe a combinatorial series of prime numbers—as Ferrer does with the vast series
of canvases and papers she has been grouping under the title El
poema de los números primos (The poem of prime numbers) since
the 1980s—or to use the word score to describe a series of phrases
and drawings on paper containing no musical notation whatsoever. The numerous action scores Ferrer has produced over the years
are an important area of her expanded oeuvre.
To a certain degree and in a certain sense, the rhythmic composition of times and spaces is the crux of the matter for poetry
and for “nonpoetry.” It is also one of the points at which the crafting of poems, musical scores, and action scores flows together
like the hydrants opened by the flood of sound arts, written arts,
and performance in the mid-twentieth century. If we agree that
language also has form, or takes form, or shapes time (oral) and
space (graphic) and body (gesture), it will not seem so strange to
imagine that, to a certain degree and in a certain sense, the texts
of poetry (mostly verbal) will also serve as scores for activating a
rhythm of the senses (eye, ear, feeling). A text is, at the very least, a
sound score condensed into the letters of the phonetic alphabet. A
poem is a text that sociohistorical modes of reading aloud also ad-
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here to more intensely. To a certain degree and in a certain sense,
text and score could be considered graphic interfaces between
what can be heard and what cannot yet be heard, between what
does not yet move and what can already move (approximately) at
the rhythm noted down on a sheet of paper.
A certain idea of writing—not as the putting down of a series of letters on a two-dimensional surface but as an expanded
mechanics for inscribing any material surface—had consequences
within and beyond the boundaries of the book. Beyond them, because it allowed all imaginable forms of switching and transposition of surfaces, methods, and structures. Within them, because it
opened up and multiplied the formal possibilities of texts that had
been restricted to a series of letters, which literacy deemed invisible and tenuously linked to orality. The idea that language is made
up of gesture, graphic symbol, and sound (just as water is ice, liquid, and gas) and that, as such, they coexist in any text, paved the
way for graphic intensification—problematically known as “visual
poetry”—or oral intensification, which, in turn, resumed the exploration of “the performance of the word.” The idea that every
text contains the potentiality of a certain saying, seeing, and doing (or performing), and that any textual remediation affects the
three, led to an explosion of verbal forms as exuberant as the one
that took place in the realm of the plastic arts in the same period.
This outward and inward expansion would be simply and
brilliantly described in the score of Ferrer’s action Huellas, sonidos espacio (Tracks, sounds, space), if for a few seconds we allow
ourselves to read an action text as a poetic text. Huellas, sonidos,
espacios dates to the 1960s; it is one of the earliest scores written
by Ferrer and was activated for the first time as part of the Acciones corporales (Body actions) in 1975, and a version was also
included in the 2013 Acciones corporales,7 although the structure

7—There are video recordings of both
actions. In the 1975 video, the part corresponding to Huellas, sonidos, espacio takes
up the section from 22’45” to 34’42”; in the
video from 2013 it can be found at 26’40”–
38’05”.
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of the movement in the 1975 version (circles > straight lines) was
reversed in 2013 (straight lines > circles). Where the score says
“space,” we could read a “language” as well as a physical space.
Where it says “fill,” we could read “write.” With this substitution,
for a few seconds, a text can be described as a writeable fragment
of language that can either leave or not leave a visible trace (with
the voice, with pigment):
The idea is to cross a space filling it with footprints and
sounds.
Each person can make up a way of doing it that feels right for
them.
It can be “visible” (in bare feet soaked in pigment, or on clay
or a similar surface that preserves footprints) or “invisible.”
All versions are valid. For instance:
A person crosses a space walking slowly like this:
And then again, like this:
like this:
and like this:
All sounds are valid, bodily and otherwise.
The performance can also be carried out by four people successively or
at the same time, which may create internal circulation
problems
which are to be resolved according to the situation.
Let us now turn our attention to the drawings in the score for
Huellas, sonidos, espacio (p. 198) and compare them to the drawings in the scores for Un espacio es para atravesarlo (pp. 213–214)
and Recorrer un cuadrado (pp. 247–248). The two videos of Acciones corporales include recordings of Huellas, sonidos, espacio.
Ferrer produced a video of Un espacio es para atravesarlo to stand
in for her at a festival in Poland (so the video is not strictly speaking
a recording but a work in itself). And there is a sound recording (of
excellent quality) of Recorrer un cuadrado, rather than a video. The
texture of these scores has a formal continuity that is typical of the
many written remnants of Ferrer’s actions. This formality tends
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toward the square and the triangle, although circles and circular
movements occasionally appear; it uses letters to indicate positions in space (the corners of a square) or entities (people who are
to move), and it generally prefers vertical, horizontal, and diagonal
axes and/or movements based on geometrical forms (such as the
hexagon in some of the pages from the works on prime numbers).
The outline of a square delimits space. “To cross a space” takes
time. As the three scores map the time and the space of the actions
through drawings, phrases, and letters that are rather similar, all
three could be expected to result in a sustained pace of execution
that may even be characteristic of Ferrer’s work. Notwithstanding
this continuity, all three use a type of notation that neither aspires
nor pretends to be an exact transcription. They all contain instructions that, on the contrary, call up the variability that living bodies
impose whenever they perform any score: “each person can make
up a way of doing it that feels right for them,” “the pace of the action is free,” “the pace can vary according to preference: fast or
slow, continuous or with breaks,” “all versions are valid including
this one.” Comparisons among the various sound and video recordings of the three pieces and the several scores that exist, or
among the different scores, always reveal some small variation—
perhaps just the title—confirming that a script can never be identical to a recording, words to a sound, words to life.
Ferrer does not consider her action scores to be “rigid” in
the sense that musical scores are, because, she says, “they sometimes become completely modified, become something else, maybe something more important than the original score.”8 They are
scripts, and their execution may be modified during the performance, thus altering the following execution in an endless loop

8—The full paragraph reads, “For
me, performance transforms itself on site.
I conceive it, I organize it, I write it, I even
make what I call ‘scores.’ They aren’t rigid
‘scores,’ because for me that’s what they are,
though afterwards, they sometimes become
completely modified, become something else,
maybe something more important than the
original ‘score.’” Esther Ferrer, 30.
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of re-creation. The idea of re-creation complicates the alphabetist
notion of literality, the symbolic power of the printed word. Since
the introduction of the phonetic alphabet, and particularly since
the invention of the printing press, the written arts have gradually
played down and forgotten their own variability, which is contained
in other modes of writing, with other notations, and in another relationship with the world of speech, with the world of the world.
The world always comes along to alter and complicate the possibility of the single version. While the live arts have of necessity been
closer to the mutability of each interpretation/performance, the
written arts, hiding behind desk-trenches, have sometimes fantasized about defending themselves from the evident variability
of each verbal emission of a memorized text, a quotation, a copy,
plagiarism, manipulation, rewriting, or transmission. As such, “All
versions are valid including this one” and its variation, “All variations are valid including this one,” are enunciations with strong
resonances and powerful consequences for the written arts as well
as the sound and performing arts, because they accept that texts
change—according to the uses that are given to them and according to their actual material lives—in time. They reduce the fetish
of the original version and even of authorship in that they give an
important role to those who see, listen to, or perform/interpret the
preexisting script. The role of those who use one of these texts will
no longer be to decipher a meaning (at least not to the same extent)
or to restore an original version but to assemble a reading, hand in
hand with the person who wrote the text in the first place.
The new notion of the transcriptive function of writing and
the opening up of the work to the variability of bodies was part
of a widespread process of liberation from uniqueness, identity,
and authorship in the 1960s and 1970s that was also linked to a
utopia of political and subjective liberation. The proliferation of
appropriation devices, the exploration of recording technologies,
the idea of language as “printed matter,” the use of mathematical
structures and chance operations, semantic indeterminacy, the
graphical intensification of interfaces, and the active participation
of listeners and readers generated a change of form in all media.
A change of texture. A change of sound. Around the time ZAJ was
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starting to present “musical theater concerts” in which no melody was necessarily heard, some poets had started to not-sound in
Spanish hendecasyllabic meter through cacophony and cacography (Ignacio Part, some poems by Fernando Merlo), typographic
play (Grupo NO), and the permutations and repetitions that ZAJ
member José Luis Castillejo used to construct La política (1968).9
All of these poets also chose to eschew the reliance on metaphor,
the sentimentalism, and the “me-ism” that characterized a certain received idea of poetry.
The “other” harmony that emerged from the deharmonizing of the traditional structures inherited by the protagonists of
this widespread change had a strong linguistic aspect. A good way
to represent a possible history and even poetics of the change of
sound is the Piano Satie produced for the Museo Reina Sofía exhibition. The grand piano is a symbol of the old melody inherited by Fluxus/ZAJ, so it was also a preeminent object in their antimelodic operations. The Piano Satie is overwritten by the “mood
indicators” or instructions for the performer (better still, for the
performing) jotted down by the French composer on scores he
wrote in the late-nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Satie’s
notes consist of words or statements whose meanings are elusive,
absurd, comical, or “poetic” (in the sense of useless as information): “Mettez vous dans l’ombre” (put yourself in the shade), “Dur
comme le diable” (hard as the devil); “Sur du velours jauni” (on yellow velvet); “Encore plus barbant, si possible” (even more boring
if possible). The interpretation of these notes, handwritten, on the
margins, requires the performer to take some compositional decisions. They mock the author’s authority, question the idea of transcription, confuse meaning, promise variation. They deflect sound
toward the field of conceptual reading; that is, they “textualize” it.
9—Castillejo’s book was published in Madrid,
ZAJ ed., 1968. To listen to that wave of nonhendecasyllabic sound, see, for example Así se hacen las efes,
by Ignacio Prat, in Para ti (1963.1983) (Valencia:
Pre-textos, 1983); “COTRÄS,” “OSTOFE,” and “MATRAZA” by Fernando Merlo in Escatófago (1978–1982)
(Córdoba: Amigos del autor, 1983); and Amado
Ramón Millán, NNNNO (Madrid: Gráficas San Enrique,
1970).
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Ferrer’s Piano Satie is genealogically linked to the piano
used in the first ZAJ musical theater concert at the Colegio Mayor
Menéndez Pelayo, at which Juan Hidalgo played Walter Marchetti’s Piano Music 2, Ramón Barce performed his Estudio de impulsos,
and one of the three performed Cage’s 4ˇ33ˇˇ. Piano Satie is also
linked to the pianos displayed at the Museo Vostell Malpartida, to
Cage’s first prepared piano, and to the piano on which ten pianists
played Satie’s Vexations at a performance organized by Cage at the
Pocket Theatre in New York on September 9, 1963. Ferrer is evidently one of the few women who has a visible place on a family
tree as homosocial as that of the twentieth-century avant-gardes
and neo-avant-gardes.10 The Piano Satie is an object that encapsulates the way much of the twentieth-century art world turned its
back on “the melody and imagery that issue from a beautiful soul”
or on lyric poetry, at the start of the inward, backward, or reverse
fold that could well be called an “analyrical” turn.

10—Information and documents relating
to that ZAJ concert can be found in José Antoni
Sarmiento, ed., ZAJ concierto de teatro musical (Córdoba: Sensxperiment, 2007). The Fluxus Buick Piano
by Wolf Vostell (1998), the Pianoforte luminoso by
Walter Marchetti (1989), and pianos by David Tudor
and Cage can be found at the Museo Vostell Malpartida, Cáceres. For information on Satie’s Vexations and
the concert at the Pocket Theatre, see José Antonio
Sarmiento, ed., Música y acción (Granada: Centro
José Guerrero, 2012).
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Mallarmé révisé o Malarmado revisado: Un coup de dés…, 1968/1992
ESPECTÁCULO/OLUCÁTCEPSE, 1971/1995
The Words of the Poem, 1984/2017
To the Rhythm of Time, 1992
TA, TE, TI, TO, TU (Or Agriculture in the Middle Ages), 1994
Dans d’autres lieux pour la même raison ou une autre je fais une nouvelle variation si elle me plaît
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June 18th, 2000, 2000/2017
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Mallarmé révisé o Malarmado revisado. Dado de la performance
[Mallarmé Revised: The Die of Performance], 1968
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Un coup de dés...
Toute pensée émet un coup de dés1
Un coup de dés jamais n’abolira le hasard
Toute pensée émet un coup de dés
Un coup de dés jamais n’abolira le hasard
Toute pensée émet un coup de dés
Un coup de dés jamais n’abolira le hasard
Toute pensée émet un coup de dés
Un coup de dés jamais n’abolira le hasard
Toute pensée émet un coup de dés
Un coup de dés jamais n’abolira le hasard
Toute pensée émet un coup de dés
Un coup de dés jamais n’abolira le hasard
Toute pensée émet un coup de dés
Un coup de dés jamais n’abolira le hasard
Toute pensée émet un coup de dés
Un coup de dés jamais n’abolira le hasard
Toute pensée émet un coup de dés
Un coup de dés jamais n’abolira le hasard
Toute pensée émet un coup de dés
Un coup de dés jamais n’abolira le hasard
Toute pensée émet un coup de dés
Un coup de dés jamais n’abolira le hasard
Toute pensée émet un coup de dés
Un coup de dés jamais n’abolira le hasard
Toute pensée émet un coup de dés
Un coup de dés jamais n’abolira le hasard
Toute pensée émet un coup de dés
Un coup de dés jamais n’abolira le hasard
Toute pensée émet un coup de dés
Un coup de dés jamais n’abolira le hasard

1—Every thought emits a throw of the dice / A throw of the dice will never abolish chance.
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ESPECTÁCULO/OLUCÁTCEPSE
SOUND POETRY FOR TWO VOICES*
		espectáCULO				olucÁTCEPSE
		espectaCULOCRACIA 		aicarcolucÁTCEPSE
		espectaCULOGÍA			aigolucÁTCEPSE
		espectaCULÓGICO			ocigolucÁTCEPSE
		espectaCULOGISMO			onsigolucÁTCEPSE
		espectaCULOLOGÍA 			aigololucÁTCEPSE
		espectaCULOLOGO			ogololucÁTCEPSE
		espectaCULOGRAFÍA			aiffargolucÁTCEPSE
		espectaCULÓGRAFO			ofargolucÁTCEPSE
		espectaCULOGRAMA			amargolucÁTCEPSE
		espectaCULOJERÍA			airejolucÁTCEPSE
		espectaCULOJUELO			oleojolucÁTCEPSE
		espectaCULOMANÍA			ainamolucÁTCEPSE
		espectaCULOMETRÍA			airtemolucÁCEPSE
		
espectaCULOMÉTRICO
ocitermolucÁTCEPSE
		espectaCULOSCOPIA			aipocsolucÁTCEPSE
		espectaCULOSCÓPICO		ocipocsolucÁTCEPSE
		espectaCULOSCOPIO			oipocsolucÁTCEPSE
		espectaCULOSIS			sisolucÁTCEPSE
		espectaCULOSO			osolucÁTCEPSE
		
		
espectaCULOESTÉTICO
ocitetseolucÁTCEPSE
		espectaCULOTÉTRICO		ocirtetolucÁTCEPSE
		espectaCULOZNANTE			etnanzolucÁTCEPSE
		espectaCULACIÓN			noicalucÁTCEPSE
		
espectaCULADOR		
rodalucÁTCEPSE
		espectaCULAR				ralucÁTCEPSE
		espectaCULARÍA			airalucÁTCEPSE
		espectaCULATIVAMENTE		etnemavitalucÁTCEPSE
		espectaCULATIVO			ovitalucÁTCEPSE
		espectaCULAZO			ozalucÁTCEPSE
		espectaCULITO			otilucÁTCEPSE

* One voice reads out the lowercase letters, and the other voice reads out the
uppercase letters, either at the same time or alternating. They may be read from
left to right or from right to left, in which case the word espectáCULO, for example,
becomes olucÁTCEPSE, and so on. The performers can do as many variations as
desired, including a recital in just one voice.
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The words of the poem
(The words of the poem in past participle)
And the words come back
abashed, affected, abridged, atrophied, adulterated
And the words come back
bamboozled, bellowed, blistered, bouldered, blurted,
And the words come back
calibrated, censored, civilised, converted, culturalised
And the words come back
chapped, chequered, chilled, chopped, chuffed
And the words come back
damaged, degenerated, digitalised, dogmatised, dulcified
And the words come back
elaborated, embellished, edited, elongated, educated
And the words come back
falsified, fertilised, frilled, fortified, fulminated
And the words come back
galvanised, gelded, guillotined, goaded, gummed
And the words come back
hackneyed, heckled, historied, horrified, humanised
And the words come back
inflamed, inserted, individualised, imported, inured
And the words come back
jaded, jewelled, jiggered, jolted, jumbled
.....,

And the words come back
.....,
.....,
.....,

.....,

And the words come back
lacerated, leavened, liberated, lopsided, lubricated
And the words come back
manipulated, mediatised, militarised, modernised, murmured
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And the words come back
nationalised, negotiated, nibbed, normalised, numbered
.....,

And the words come back
.....,
.....,
.....,

.....,

And the words come back
ornamented, ordered, obliterated, opposed, occluded
And the words come back
pasteurised, perforated, pilfered, poetised, purified
And the words come back
......, quenched, quilted, .....,

.....,

And the words come back
radicalised, redeemed, ridiculed, rounded, ruminated
And the words come back
sacralised, scented, silenced, scorned, sublimated
And the words come back
tagged, tenderised, twisted, toned, truncated
And the words come back
used, ulcerated, united, utopianised, usurped
And the words come back
validated, venerated, violated, vomited, vulcanised
And the words come back
.....,   .....,   .....,   .....,   .....,
.....,
.....,

And the words come back
xeroxed, ....., .....,

.....,

And the words come back
.....,
....., yodelled, yuppified

And the words come back
zapped, ....., zigzagged, zonked, .....
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TA, TE, TI, TO, TU (or, Agriculture in the Middle Ages)
RADIO BROADCAST: RADIO 2, MADRID
1st
TATETITOTU
-55" - in a silent, almost deserted street
			
5" - as soon as everybody falls silent, a sound, for example
			
a dog barking
			
- superimposed, in the same interval of time, the sound
				
of a person breathing
			
- superimposed, in the same interval of time, a woman’s voice,
				
like interference over a phone line, saying:
				 “I’VE HEARD THAT THEY’RE MONOTHEIST MAFIAS”
2nd
-55" - at an entrance to the underground, a long corridor,
TATETITOTU
				
voices gradually approach the platform, but the trains
				
are heard in the distance
			
5" sound: a cat meowing
				
sound: a person burping
				
voice: “THAT’S RIGHT, WITH EACH OTHER, YES”
3rd
-55" - noisy street, people and traffic
TATETITOTU
		
5" sound: a donkey braying
			
sound: a person sighing
			
voice: “YES, POLYTHEIST, THERE ARE
				
POLYTHEIST MAFIAS TOO”
4th
-55" - a garden
TATETITOTU
		
5" sound: hens pecking
			
sound: a person coughing
			
voice: “AND ATHEIST ONES, OF COURSE”
5th
-55" - a station, with the sound of trains too
TATETITOTU
		
5" - sound: birds cheeping
			
sound: a person farting
			
voice: “ALL OVER THE MAP”
6th
-55" - at a market
TATETITOTU
		
5" - sound: bellowing
			
sound: a person sneezing
			
voice: “YES, THEY’RE BASICALLY IDOLATERS,
				
IT’S FUNNY”
7th
-55" - at a café
TATETITOTU
		
5" - sound: howling
			
sound: a person yawning
			
voice: “THAT WAS BEFORE, NOW WE CALL THEM
			
GOVERNMENTS”
8th
-55" - at an airport
TATETITOTU
		
5" - sound: a mosquito buzzing
			
sound: a person crying
			
voice: “IT’S CLEAR AS DAY"
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9th
TATETITOTU

-55" - in a church during a mass if possible
5" sound: a frog croaking
			
sound: a person chewing
			
voice: “NO, THEY’RE CALLED ZONES
				
OF INFLUENCE”
10th
TATETITOTU
-55" - a demonstration
		
5" sound: a lamb bleating
sound: a person panting
			
voice: “IT SEEMS INCREDIBLE IN THE AGE OF
			
			
VIRTUAL REALITY AND GENETIC
				
ENGINEERING”
11th
TATETITOTU
-55" - on a motorway
sound: a horse neighing
		
5" sound: a person snoring
			
voice: “THAT’S HOW IT’S ALWAYS BEEN,
			
				
IT MIGHT BE THE LIMITATIONS OF
				
THE HUMAN SPECIES”
12th
TATETITOTU
-55" - at a stock exchange
sound: hyena
		
5" sound: a person blowing their nose
			
voice: “OR ARCHAIC PRACTICES, NEW VERSIONS
			
				
OF ANCIENT IDOLATRIES”
13th
TATETITOTU
-55" - in a factory
sound: an ox lowing
		
5" sound: a person peeing
			
voice: “AND A LOT MORE FROM
			
				
PREHISTORIC TIMES”
14th
TATETITOTU
-55"-in a kitchen
		
5" - sound: whale
sound: a person vomiting
			
voice: “THAT’S RIGHT”
			
15th
TATETITOTU
-55" - sound of a radio in the background
		
5" - sound: a very long cock-a-doodle-doo
sound: a person clapping
			
voice: “AS FOR ME, JUST ANARCHY, REALLY”
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Dans d’autres lieux pour la même raison ou une autre je fais une nouvelle vari

Dans d’autres lieux pour la même raison ou une autre je fais une nouvelle vari

d’autres lieux pour la même raison ou une autre je fais une nouvelle variation
lieux pour la même raison ou une autre je fais une nouvelle variation si elle

pour la même raison ou une autre je fais une nouvelle variation si elle me pla

la même raison ou une autre je fais une nouvelle variation si elle me plaît je

même raison ou une autre je fais une nouvelle variation si elle me plaît je la

raison ou une autre je fais une nouvelle variation si elle me plaît je la gard

ou une autre je fais une nouvelle variation si elle me plaît je la garde aussi
une autre je fais une nouvelle variation si elle me plaît je la garde aussi
autre je fais une nouvelle variation si elle me plaît je la garde aussi
je fais une nouvelle variation si elle me plaît je la garde aussi
fais une nouvelle variation si elle me plaît je la garde aussi
une nouvelle variation si elle me plaît je la garde aussi
nouvelle variation si elle me plaît je la garde aussi
variation si elle me plaît je la garde aussi
si elle me plaît je la garde aussi
elle me plaît je la garde aussi
me plaît je la garde aussi
plaît je la garde aussi
je la garde aussi
la garde aussi
garde aussi
aussi

1—In other places and for the same reason or another, I do a new variation and if I like it I keep it too.
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elle variation si elle me plaît je la garde aussi1

elle variation si elle me plaît je la garde aussi

variation si elle me plaît je la garde aussi
si elle me plaît je la garde aussi

le me plaît je la garde aussi
plaît je la garde aussi

aît je la garde aussi

e la garde aussi

rde aussi
aussi

si

0577_170-183 sonoras.indd 179

3/10/17 14:23

June 18th, 2000
Her
Her
Her
Her
His
His
His
His
His
His
His
His
His
His
His
His
His
His
His
His
His
His
His
His
His
His
His
His
His
His
His
His
His
His
His
His
His
His
His
His
His
His
His
His
His
His
His

name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name

may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
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have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have

been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		

Chang-Wa				
Li- Ping				
Che-ming				
Ueling				
Chang-Sing				
Chen Mei				
Zhu Da				
Yuang Jiang				
Mao					
Shi Tao				
Yuan Ji				
Tang Yin				
Zhou Chen				
Shen Shon				
Huang Xiang Jian			
Tang Yin				
Huang Xia				
Ju Fuzhen				
Wu Bin				
Xiao Chen				
Shen Shou				
Lan Ying				
Xiang Yuanbian			
Wen Boren				
Shoiu Hao				
Huang Yi				
Kum Kan				
Gian Du				
Xiao Yuncong			
Bian Wen Yu				
Wang Shimin				
Song Xu				
Wang Jian				
Cheng Zhengkui			
Gong Xian				
Gao Fenghan				
Huang Daobou			
Lu Zhi				
Hong-Wu				
Zhang Dunfu				
Wu Li					
Li Gouyglin				
Tieng-Song
		
Mei Quing				
Zhou Xiahu				
Qiu Zhijie				
Zhao Liang				

she died
she died
she died
she died
he died
he died
he died
he died
he died
he died
he died
he died
he died
he died
he died
he died
he died
he died
he died
he died
he died
he died
he died
he died
he died
he died
he died
he died
he died
he died
he died
he died
he died
he died
he died
he died
he died
he died
he died
he died
he died
he died
he died
he died
he died
he died
he died
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His
His
His
His
His
His
His
His
His
His
His
His
His
His

name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name
name

may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may
may

have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have
have

been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		
been:		

Song Dong				
Zhou Shaobo				
Kuo-Fang				
Yang Fudong				
Song Dong				
Chen Yin-Yu				
Wu Chun-Hui				
Wu Tung-Wang			
Lana Lin				
Hung Ruey-Yi			
Hsiao Shuo-Wen
		
Chan Chieh-Jen
			
Wu Chun-Hui
			
Huang Ting-Fu
			

he
he
he
he
he
he
he
he
he
he
he
he
he
he

died
died
died
died
died
died
died
died
died
died
died
died
died
died

yes,
they are dead,
they all died,
at Dover’s docks
they died, suffocated
on Sunday June 18th, 2000
in a lorry intended to carry tomatoes.
They all died
on Sunday June 18th, 2000
the sky blue,
the sun hot,
the weather calm.
They were young,
and they lost,
or one could better say, had stolen from them,
their life,
their lives,
the only thing they had
they all died
			
1, 2, 3, 4, women
1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19,
20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 33, 34, 35, 36,
37, 38, 39, 40, 41, 42, 43, 44, 45, 46, 47, 48, 49, 50, 51, 52, 53,
54 men,
yes,
they all died
in the last year of the century
the last year of the millennium.
yes,
they all died
in a lorry,
of suffocation.
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An action with questions
Questions to be considered individually or in a group, at regular
intervals, and occasionally answered out loud or in writing. I will leave
an interval of silence after each question so that those who wish to
answer can do so.
Would you rather to be governed by a monotheist mafia, a polytheist mafia,
or an atheist mafia? Why?
Would be rather be rich or poor? Why?
Would you rather be white or green? Why?
Would you rather be young or old? Why?
Would you rather it be 10 am or 11 pm? Why?
Would you rather have ideas or money? Why?
Would you rather be a woman, a man, or a hermaphrodite? Why?
Would you rather be saintly or depraved? Why?
Would you rather be a public man or a public woman? Why?
Would you rather be a multiplier or a multivibrator? Why?
Would you rather Spain be a bull hide or a rabbit hide? Why?
Would you rather jeopardise the national identity or the gross national
product? Why?
Would you rather Vichy water or the Vichy regime? Why?
Would you rather have a first cousin or a cousin first? Why?
Would you rather an Iberian bull or a Neapolitan sardine? Why?
Would you rather the fly be behind your ear or on your nose? Why?
In the Middle Ages the powerful built churches and convents, now they
build museums. Does this mean that the opium of the people is now art,
not religion? Why?
Would you rather go a day without bread or without television? Why?
Would you rather be saved by a miracle or by Google? Why?
Would you rather be Tom’s, Dick’s, or Harry’s little dog, or change as
you please? Why?
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Why, How, Where, and When
1 - How many times have I asked myself the question : Why?

2 - How many times have I asked myself the question : How?

3 - How many times have I asked myself the question : Where?
4 - How many times have I asked myself the question : When?
5 – Why have I asked myself the question : Why?
6 - Why have I asked myself the question : How?

7 - Why have I asked myself the question : Where?
8 - Why have I asked myself the question : When?
9 - How have I asked myself the question : Why?

10 - How have I asked myself the question : How?

11 - How have I asked myself the question : Where?
12 - How have I asked myself the question : When?

13 – Where have I asked myself the question : Why?
14 - Where have I asked myself the question : How?

15 - Where have I asked myself the question : Where?
16 - Where have I asked myself the question : When?
17 – When have I asked myself the question : Why?
18 - When have I asked myself the question : How?

19 - When have I asked myself the question : Where?
20 - When have I asked myself the question : When?
Why is there something instead of nothing?
How can you go from nothing to poetry?

Where is the border between nothing and something?
When does something happen?
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Maximum of simplicity and symmetry.
Samuel Beckett

It sometimes happens that in just a few words one can intimately define somebody while seemingly remaining on the surface
of things: by simply following that person and observing his or her
movements and gestures; by examining the kind of figure he or she
cuts. This is certainly the case with Esther Ferrer, whose unmistakable silhouette, determined stride, and concentrated (not to say severe, but ever-alert) features somehow embody what comes across
more enigmatically in her performances: commitment to “hyperpresence.” At the same time, the near-burlesque deadpan mode she
almost exclusively adopts does nothing to diminish the intensity
of those performances or defuse their critical content. Nor is their
apparently enigmatic quality necessarily undecipherable. But their
meaning remains an individual matter, as if hinging on a secret pact
between the artist and her spectators.1 For her presence, instantly
made manifest by her silhouette, her movements, and the figure
she cuts, is as indissociable from the notion of freedom as from that
of creativity. In brief, Esther Ferrer’s body is a “manifest body.”
Having been present at many of her performances, and at
even more actions by other artists, we can say that hers seem to
be of an exemplary simplicity—unique, in fact. It should not be
forgotten that the Fluxus spirit lives on in a mocking minimalism
straight from ZAJ and, via ZAJ, from John Cage. But in the course
of time, a real singularity has come to manifest itself—a personal
poetics inherent in her hyperpresence.
Preamble
To start with one flagrant point: although she is of Spanish—
or maybe we should say Basque—extraction, and although she
represented Spain at the Venice Biennale in 1999, from an identity
1—“If I grant myself the freedom to do
what I consider I must, how can I not grant
the spectators the freedom to interpret it?”
Esther Ferrer, “Entretien,” in Esther Ferrer,

Marion Daniel, and Frank Lamy, Esther Ferrer,
exh. cat. (Rennes: Frac Bretagne; Vitry-surSeine: MAC/VAL, 2014), 49.
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point of view her work is generally perceived less in terms of national character than in terms of its feminist tonality (with all the
imprecision this description involves). Nonetheless, the historical—and by extension cultural and political—background cannot
go unremarked. She spontaneously makes this clear in the interview that opens the catalogue of her two-part 2014 retrospective at
Frac Bretagne, Le chemin se fait en marchant (face a) [Walking is the
way (side A)], and MAC/VAL, Face b. Image/autoportrait [Side B:
Image/Self-portrait]: “I was born in the Basque Country in Spain
during the Civil War. I did all my primary and secondary education
under Franco. The Spanish Basque Country was really republican,
even if, of course, very Catholic.”2 Later in the same interview she
stresses never having tried to play “the artist martyred by Franco,” but even so a large part of her, and in particular her ideological
coming of age, has its roots in the Francoist Spain where she grew
up (which is more than just a geographical consideration and a historical episode) and in the republican Basque Country, that highly
singular region where, in spite of everything, and like everywhere
else in Spain, Catholicism and its moral code and “values” lived on.
One immediate consequence for the young Esther Ferrer was
the pull of elsewhere, and of freedom, together with a deep-rooted
mistrust of all forms of power and domination. As we now know,
the antidote represented by art, which she espoused in the mid1960s while scrupulously avoiding the lure of the authority-inflected “authorial” label, essentially took the form of action that
could be identified with a libertarian stance. “I don’t like control,”
she said in 2014, “either by institutions or anybody else. That was
what drew me into the world of action: you arrive with nothing,
you do the work, and you leave with nothing.”3
Nothing to Prove!
Two factors calling for a closer look are especially striking in
light of Ferrer’s chosen “action art” course. First is her rebellious,
2—Ibid., 43.
3—Smaranda Olcèse, “Entretien avec
Esther Ferrer,” Inferno, April 24, 2014,
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https://inferno-magazine.com/2014/04/24/
entretien-avec-esther-ferrer/ (accessed July
19, 2017).
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refractory, libertarian side in the late-1960s Spanish context, evidence of a sense of urgency that, nonetheless, never led her to
confound her political, aesthetic, and moral convictions with her
message. True, different things can be said using the same words,
but for Ferrer—and this was the case from the outset—the meaning of action, which coincided exactly with the rise of the still
little-used word performance, was that of an “accomplishment.”
This near-abstract achievement was the assertion of a presence in
the world attained by the body, and by the body alone, which her
exceptional “hyperpresence” intensified. This is the “manifest
body” referred to above.
The other factor is apparently more paradoxical and has to
do with “what one is never separated from—the body.”4 Which, indeed, Ferrer is never separated from. Over time this factor introduces, or seems to introduce, a form of dependence. This is not simply a matter of the aging of the body—which endlessly raises anew
the question of “how to be seen” (“It’s the viewer that...”)—but also
of the obsession with the body as representation, one’s own body,
and particularly the face, in a necessarily fleeing present.
Actually, these two factors are one, each being determined
by a temporal dimension. While the first can be identified with the
moment—in conversation with ZAJ, Ferrer spoke of an “ephemeral
art process that lives on only in the memory of the person watching [me]”—the second is clearly aimed at introducing duration, a
specific duration of which each person’s body is literally the yardstick. This “intimate and personal” body, to borrow the title of a
1973 performance presented in the United States in which Ferrer
used a dressmaker’s tape to measure all her body parts, is at once
“universal” (one woman = all women) and unique (no two lives are
interchangeable). In this respect the body is “historical”: “Microhistory” is history too.
4—We have borrowed this turn of
phrase from Élisabeth Lebovici, “Ecoute-moi,
Sens-moi, Regarde-moi: Bien volontiers!”
[Listen to me, feel me, look at me: Gladly!], Le Beau Vice [blog], February 12, 2016,
https://le-beau-vice.blogspot.com/2016/02/
ecoute-moi-sens-moi-regarde-moi-bien.html
(accessed July 19, 2017). In this blog entry she
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talks about Helena Almeida’s Corpus exhibition at the Jeu de Paume museum in Paris
and draws a parallel between the two artists:
“One of them Portuguese, the other Basque,
who lived in neighboring countries under,
respectively, the fascism of Salazar and that
of Franco: two artists moored to what one is
never separated from—the body.”
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The shadow cast by “great men” holds no more interest for
Ferrer than does that of “great art.” This naturally induced a closeness not only with Fluxus—or at least with some of its goals, such
as abolishing the boundary between art and life—but also with
women artists aware that everything begins with the body facing
the set of codes (language included) governing its representation.
Along with Helena Almeida in Portugal, Valie Export in Austria,
ORLAN in France, and Ketty La Rocca in Italy, each, albeit in different registers, posits the body—their bodies—as essentially refractory to the discourses of power: to cultural, social, religious,
economic, political, and, above all, aesthetic pressures. None of
them practices a feminism protesting some male/female inequality or attacking the maleness of visual forms of expression (well,
maybe with the odd exception); rather, each seeks to impose by
her presence the moral counterdiscourse Michel Foucault termed
“a new form of subjectivation.”5 Ferrer says clearly, “For me it’s not
a question of political art... I’m not interested in putting labels on
things... I’m a feminist, though, 24/7. Even when I’m asleep. But I
don’t have to prove it.”6 You can’t say it better than that!
The French Situation
At this point, given that we have just mentioned four internationally recognized artists, let us resituate our approach to Ferrer’s
work: more specifically, in France, where she relocated in 1973.
The artistic state of play in France at that time is clear. A busy
part of the scene—although less acknowledged by baffled critics
(still barking up the wrong trees) than by the scandal-hungry media—was the happening, with Jean-Jacques Lebel as its spearhead.
In 1964, at the American Center in Paris, Lebel had organized the
first annual Libre Expression (Free expression) festival, which had
quite an impact on a public discovering Carolee Schneemann’s
5—As Foucault writes, “There is no
specific moral action that does not refer to a
unified moral conduct; no moral conduct that
does not call for the forming of oneself as an
ethical subject; and no forming of the ethical
subject without ‘modes of subjectivation’ and
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an ‘ascetics’ or ‘practices of the self’ that
support them.” Michel Foucault, The History
of Sexuality, Vol. 2: The Use of Pleasure, trans.
Robert Hurley (New York: Vintage Books,
1990), 28.
6—“Entretien,” 50.
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Meat Joy, Alejandro Jodorowsky and Fernando Arrabal’s Panic
Theater, Tetsumi Kudo’s rituals, and Lebel’s own scandalous happenings. Driven by the ambient spirit of revolt, the happening in
France found its epilogue, so to speak, in the events of May 1968,
in which Lebel was actively involved. Drawing on the ideas of his
friends Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, in the less red-tinged
closing years of the following decade he came up with a new event,
Polyphonix, a “nomadic, protean” amalgam of sound poetry, performance, video, and music. Ferrer was a regular Polyphonix participant in the 1980s–1990s and beyond and got to know many
poets of the first rank, among them Bernard Heidsieck and Julien
Blaine. In the early days of all this, Fluxus was not yet a name to
conjure with, but Ben Vautier and Robert Filliou—veterans of the
Festival de la Libre Expression in 1964 and 1966 respectively—were
more to the fore (although mostly outside France: both, for example, were Harald Szeemann’s invitees at documenta V in Kassel in
1972). This period also saw the emergence of another heir to the
scandalous (or at least perceived as such) avant-gardes: the historically important body art movement, centered on the magazine
arTitudes, which critic François Pluchart had started in 1971, and
with Michel Journiac and Gina Pane as its key representatives.
The word performance was still little used in France, even if, in
1978, Gina Pane ran a “Performance Workshop” teaching series at
the Centre Pompidou and, in the same year, New York–based French
artist Jean Dupuy organized “Art Performances/Minute,” a series
of one-minute performances by artists, at the Louvre. Ultimately
it was the Symposium International d’Art-Performance in Lyon in
1979 that established the term, thanks to the attention it received
from international media evidently more perceptive or more curious than their French equivalents. The event’s success was largely
attributable to the personality of its co-organizer (with Hubert Besacier) ORLAN, whose Artist’s Kiss action at the 1977 Foire internationale d’art contemporain (International Contemporary Art Fair),
FIAC, in Paris had generated some highly publicized outrage7 —but
7—ORLAN, who had not been invited
to this seventh FIAC, had succeeded in sneaking into the Grand Palais, where it was being
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held. Overlooking a life-size photo of her nude
torso, she sold visitors “real” kisses for five
francs, with each kiss abruptly terminated
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without earning recognition for the performance genre in the contemporary art sphere or the specialist press. Performance, however, gained a foothold in the early 1980s in the “alternative” spaces
that were mushrooming all over France under the impetus of zestful
young artist-performers such as Joël Hubaut, who set up Nouveau
Mixage International in Caen in 1978. Like Lebel and Heidsieck, he
invited Ferrer and presented her as a performance pioneer, thus
helping to make her known to a new generation of artists.
The French contingent, despite its deliberately marginal status
within the local establishment, was not unknown to its fellow practitioners abroad. Transnationalism was a declared feature of the action art movement, and exchanges were numerous at the relevant
periods in the fields of happenings,8 body art, and performance. The
definitions to be found in France, Italy, the Netherlands, Spain, Germany, and elsewhere focused more on the essentials than on national differences. So it was hardly surprising, to take one example, that
when the Italian critic Lea Vergine drew up a kind of body art repertoire,9 she made no attempt to take account of the political, economic, or cultural situation in which each of the “materials” she inventoried was used. These were to be found equally in Latin America,
the Soviet bloc, France, and Italy. Yet we know—is this contradictory?—that body art is also, as its French theorizer Pluchart so forcefully proclaimed, a critical art that “has nothing to do with aesthetics.”10 Rather, it directly takes issue with “the ugliest features
by a strident buzzer. The resultant scandal
triggered a veritable media-fest: she made
television appearances, and the press, including Le Monde, Libération, and Actuel, wrote
about her at length. She was, however, also
fired from her job as a cultural liaison officer,
receiving virtually no support from the “art
scene” that was discovering her.
8—“There are no ‘American,’ ‘French,’
‘German’ or ‘Japanese’ happenings. Each
creator of a happening has their own style—or
even styles—as well as their own subjectivity,
languages, visions and particular interconnections. I believe not in national affinities,
but rather in transcultural, libidinal, aesthetic, philosophical and political ones.” JeanJacques Lebel, “Retour d’exil” [Back from
exile], DOC(K)S, new ser., no. 2, (Summer
1988): 119.
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9—“Personal accounts regarding
oneself, one’s life and all the impulses driving
the ‘private’ serve as a stock of materials.
Everything is grist to the mill: some act or
other from some moment or other on any day
or other; your photos, X-rays of your skull or
torso, your own voice, all imaginable relationships with excrement or the genitals, disguise,
rites, ceremonials, psychopathological ramblings, reconstructions of the past or stagings
of some hypothetical future, lists of personal
accidents, impersonation, gymnastics, acrobatics and grievous bodily harm.” Lea Vergine,
Dall’Informale alla Body Art, dieci voci dell’arte
contemporanea: 1960/1970 (Turin: Cooperativa Editoriale Studio Forma, 1976), 112–13.
10—François Pluchart, “Cézanne, on
s’en fout!” [Cézanne—We don’t give a damn!],
arTitude, no. 6 (April–May 1972): 1.
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of society,” this society not being exactly the same in Leningrad,
Madrid, Warsaw, Santiago de Cuba, Belfast, London, or Paris.
Las Cosas
Given the French context and its particularities, we might
find ourselves wondering about Ferrer’s decision to move to Paris
in the early 1970s.11 She knew few artists there at the time—although she does say she soon met Jean-Jacques Lebel, Bernard
Heidsieck, Françoise Janicot, the musicologist Daniel Charles,
Nil Yalter, Lea Lublin, Gina Pane, and later ORLAN—and ultimately hardly ever exhibited there. Did she remain a “foreigner”
there?
A foreigner? But “foreign” to what? “Foreign” in what way?
And what does foreign actually mean? “Foreign” because of her
Spanish language and culture, and thus “foreign” to France? Or
“foreign” to Spain because living in France? And anyway, what
actually is somebody else’s “foreigner”? And from what point of
view? What criterion? Just the language?12
The question is not tied solely to the matter of identity. It
overspills it and is tied to Ferrer’s specific art form, the one signaled at the beginning of this text as having its contextual origins
in Spain and, more precisely, in the Basque Country of the Franco
dictatorship years. But this explanation is clearly inadequate; its
point of view is biased. So let us try another, seemingly more complex approach by borrowing Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of
being a “stranger to one’s language,”13 which they evoke in What
Is Philosophy?: “Becoming stranger to oneself, to one’s language
and nation, is not this the peculiarity of the philosopher and philosophy, their ‘style,’ or what is called a philosophical gobbledy11—When the question was put to her
by Marion Daniel, Ferrer disarmingly replied
that she “liked living in Paris.” “Entretien,” 49.
12—One performance by Ferrer does
make very direct use of language: Je vais vous
raconter ma vie (I’m going to tell you my life
story; 2014). This is a group work in which
a variable number of participants tell their
life stories in a language of their individual
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choosing. Each minute one person enters
and begins, and gradually a hybrid chorus of
languages builds up in a calculated way somewhat reminiscent of Stockhausen’s celebrated
Hymnen (1971), whose overlaid hymns are
ultimately scrambled.
13—“Stranger” and “foreigner”
are two of the translations of the French
étranger.
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gook?”14 For Deleuze and Guattari this approach to a philosophy
seen basically as “nonphilosophy” within philosophy itself,15 is not
far removed from the “strangeness” produced by art and the artist:
their “gobbledygook”; a “language within the language” for philosophy; a “foreign” body in art for art’s sake.
With Las cosas (Things), a series of performances begun in
1986, Ferrer, wearing a toilet plunger, a funnel, or a flower pot on
her head, dispenses with their baggage of common sense—this is
more than just defunctionalizing them—and creates a new meaning, or rather new, singular meanings suited to each viewer. The
Beckettian aura emanating from these performances is intensified by the gravitas of the seated, almost statue-like model, and
there is a striking similarity between the instability of the objects
perched on the artist’s head (in contrast with the immobility of the
pose) and the “grammar of disequilibrium” Deleuze talks about
in invoking “a syntax in the process of becoming, a creation of
syntax that gives birth to a foreign language within language.”16
Whether Las cosas is or is not intended as a direct critique of the
world of objects around us, a world synonymous with alienation,
intimacy, or the everyday is hardly relevant here. Objects have become signs. And if we naturally think of Martha Rosler and her
celebrated video Semiotics of the Kitchen (1975) or, more recently,
Eva Meyer-Keller’s Death Is Certain (2002) and its ritual destruction of cherries (described by Tim Etchells as “tragi-comic”), Ferrer’s
“things” seem in a way more varied and ultimately more abstract.17
They are “foreign” bodies—anomalies almost; signs—but in disequilibrium. Also mixed in and adding to the destabilizing of the
viewer is an indefinable drollery: Ferrer herself sometimes speaks
of burlesque or deliberate ridiculousness or the absurd. The three
notions are no more synonymous than comedy and humor, but
14—Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari,
What Is Philosophy?, trans. Hugh Tomlinson
and Graham Burchell (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1994), 110.
15—Ibid., 109.
16—Gilles Deleuze, Essays Critical and
Clinical, trans. Daniel W. Smith and Michael A.
Greco (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
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Press, 1997), 1. As the epigraph to this book,
Deleuze uses one of his favorite lines from
Proust: “Great books are written in a kind of
foreign language.”
17—British actor-writer Tim Etchells is
the artistic director of Forced Entertainment,
the experimental theater company founded
in 1984.
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Ferrer clearly makes people laugh, apparently in spite of herself.
Should we speak here of “natural” comic power cultivated behind
a mask of intellectual rigor? No: rather of a paradoxical charisma
born of the encounter between her imperturbable “hyperpresence”
and a supertrivialized triviality. When we see her in hieratic pose
with a cauliflower or a knife stuck into a loaf of bread on her head,
we think of the greats of burlesque cinema and at the same time of
some contemporary minimalist dance score.
One name immediately springs to mind here: that of La Ribot,
to whom José A. Sánchez likened Ferrer when he placed the former’s
Piezas distinguidas (1993, in progress) under the dual “humorous”
aegis of Ramón Gómes de la Serna (while totally disrespecting the
“scholastic law that forbids the accumulation of unrelated things”)
and Joan Brossa as he juxtaposes “two distinct realities whose
conceptual collision” triggers what Victoria Combalía terms “the
poetic spark.”18
This use of the body and the trivial—dance, or what was
called “nondance” in the form it took in the 1990s—is owed to
the trailblazers who insouciantly broke through the boundaries
between disciplines. We think here of Jérôme Bel and his eponymous Jérôme Bel (1995). Similar to Ferrer’s performances in its
recourse to the literal body, it allies “body” material to other basic
parameters, such as light and music, in a perceptual mode. In this
instance the male and the female dancer, both nude, are called
on to record what defines them on a blackboard: surname, given name, sex, age, height, phone number, bank account number.
This proximity to Bel—his Véronique Doisneau (2004) centers on
the self-narrative of a female lead dancer in the Paris Opera Ballet
company, is echoed in the performance I’m Going to Tell You My
Life Story; or to Xavier Le Roy, whose Self Unfinished (1998) sets
out to render the human body foreign to itself, a body henceforth
unidentified, an animal-body, a machine-body; or to La Ribot
(there are clear similarities between Intimate and Personal and
Caprichio mío of 1994, a work in which a naked La Ribot meas18—José A. Sánchez, “La distinction et
l’humour,” La Ribot (Pantin: Centre National
de la Danse; Ghent: Merz-Luc Derycke, 2004).
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ured herself with a dressmaker’s tape)—is not, so far as we know,
professed by these later artists, or at least it is not acknowledged as
having influenced their creative paths. This is perhaps what made
choreographer Claudia Triozzi call on Ferrer, by now well-known
beyond the art scene, to take a direct part in her Pour une thèse vivante donné (2011) at the Ménagerie de Verre in Paris, in the form
of a long video interview—an interview marked by a sentence that
makes all additional commentary superfluous: “It doesn’t matter
if people don’t understand sometimes; when all’s said and done,
we’re not here to provide truths but to experiment.” In short, a rule
to live by in art.
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Huellas, sonidos, espacio
[Tracks, Sounds, and Space]
Action created in the late 1960s

TRACKS, SOUNDS, SPACE

1 — A single person. Steps onto the stage and moves across
it very slowly like this

The second person steps onto the stage
and moves across it like this
A third person steps onto the stage
and moves across it like this
The fourth person steps onto the stage
and moves across it like this

They may do it separately or all at once.

They may do it in silence or with each person carrying
a cane and striking the ground as they walk.

Scores, pp. 197–198
Photographs:
PAErsche Lab’17, Performance Kunst
Konferenz, Kulturbunker, Cologne
2017, p. 199
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TRACKS, SOUNDS, SPACES
This action consists of crossing a space while filling it with tracks and sounds.
Each participant may invent their own preferred way of doing it. The form may be
“visible” (carried out in bare feet covered in pigment, or on clay or some other material
that retains imprints) or “invisible.”
All versions are valid, including:

A person moves slowly across a space like this:

Then like this:
						

Then like this:
						

And then like this:

				
All sounds are valid, bodily or otherwise.
The performance may also be carried out by four people one after the other or all
at once, in which case circulation problems may arise. Participants will have to resolve
these as best they can.
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Al ritmo del tiempo (1) y (2)
[To the Rhythm of Time (1) and (2)]
Action created in the late 1960s

Scores, pp. 201–202
Photographs:
Festival Polyphonix, Fondazione Mudima, Cineteca di Milano, 1983,
p. 203 (top)
Festival Polyphonix, Théâtre de la Bastille, Paris, 1983, p. 203
(bottom)
Fondation DANAE, Pouilly, 1988, p. 204
Performance Saga Festival, Arsenic—Centre d’art scénique
contemporain, Lausanne, 2009, p. 205
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TO THE RHYTHM OF TIME (1)
An action to be carried out with two glasses. All versions are valid.
A space with one table and one chair.
The person carrying out the action places two glasses in the middle of the table, parallel to the
edge. He or she then sits on the chair and stares at the space that separates the glasses.
After three minutes the person gets up, picks up the chair, places it on the other side of the table,
changes the position of the glasses (always parallel to the corresponding edge of the table) and
sits and stares at the space between them.
After three minutes, the person gets up, picks up the chair, places it on the following side of the
table, repositions the glasses, and sits and stares at the space between them.
After three minutes, the person gets up again, picks up the chair, places it on the last side,
repositions the glasses again, and sits and stares at the space between them.
After three minutes the person gets up, climbs on the table, lifts one arm with the index finger of the
hand pointing straight ahead, and remains like this for as long as he or she wants to. At the end,
the person slowly traces a circle with his or her arm.
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TO THE RHYTHM OF TIME (2)
An action to be carried out with a pendulum. All versions are valid.
Make a large triangle out of wire or rope. The top corner touches the ceiling and the other two are
on the ground.
Hang the pendulum from the top corner of the triangle. (The pendulum can be a real pendulum or
some other object that can do the job perfectly well, such as a hard-boiled or wooden egg.)
The person carrying out the action stands at the point where the pendulum hangs in a vertical
position. After some time has gone by, he or she pushes the pendulum to the right or the left, as
desired, and stands still until the pendulum returns to the vertical position.
The performer may also face away from the audience or sideways to the left or right. The action
may consist of three movements or just one.
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Siluetas [Silhouettes]
Action created in the late 1960s

Score, p. 207
Photographs:
Festival de Performances de Paris, Théâtre de la Bastille,
Paris, 1983 (with Juan Hidalgo), pp. 208–209
Centre Cultural la mercé, Girona, 2010, pp. 210–211
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SILHOUETTES
An action to be performed with the thickest rope possible,
while in motion.
All versions are valid, including:

Two persons, A and B, each hold one end of a piece of rope. A stands
in the center of the space. B moves away until the rope is taut (see diagram).
A spins on the spot, and B follows the movement, tracing a circumference. A spins on the spot, and B follows the movement, tracing a circumference.
When the circumference is complete, B hands his or her end of the
rope to A, so the rope becomes half as long. B takes the other end of the
folded rope. A starts spinning around again, and B traces another circumference, following A’s movement.
When the second circumference is complete, B again hands his or her
end of the rope to A. The rope is now a third of its original length. A
starts spinning around again, and B traces another circumference, following A’s movement.
The movement may then be carried out in the opposite direction, or not.
The action may be carried out at different heights, or not.
The action may be carried out as desired.
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Un espacio es para atravesarlo
[A Space Is Meant to Be Crossed]
Action created in the late 1970s

Scores, pp. 213–214
Stills:
Un espacio es para atravesarlo [A Space Is
Meant to Be Crossed], 11th arrondissement,
Paris, ca. 1990, p. 215
Photographs:
Performance Saga Festival, Arsenic—Centre
d’art scénique contemporain, Lausanne,
2009, pp. 216–217
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A Space Is Meant to Be Crossed
- A person enters carrying a chair A and places it at the back of the space (side a) in the center of an
imaginary line (points 1 and 2) that divides the space vertically. She exits through the opposite side.
- She enters from the opposite side (side b) with another chair B (see diagram) and places it at the
front of the space, also in the center of the imaginary line.
- She enters again from side a carrying another chair A’, which she places in front of A (touching).
She climbs over A and A’, takes the first chair A, and moves it to the end of the imaginary line (2),
placing it diagonally (see diagram).
- She enters again from side b carrying another chair B’, places it beside B (touching), climbs over B
and B’, takes the first chair B, and moves it to the other side (1), placing it diagonally (see diagram).
- The action is repeated as often as desired or as many times as there are chairs available. At
the end, the A chairs and the B chairs should form two parallel diagonals from points 2 and 1
respectively.
- The action may stop here, or it may continue as follows if desired:
- The person performing the action enters again from side a, sits on the last chair that she placed on
this side; seated, she moves from one chair to the next and exits the space sitting on the last chair.
- She then enters from side b and carries out the same action as on side a.
- The action is repeated with all the chairs A and chairs B until the space is empty.
If the circumstances allow, two pendulums may be activated at the start of the action, move across
the space, and remain activated when the action ends.
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A Space Is Meant to Be Crossed
A person enters carrying a chair and places it in one corner of the
stage, climbs over the chair, and exits from the opposite corner.
The person enters again from the first corner carrying another
chair, climbs over the first chair, places the second one in front
of it, climbs onto the second one, gets down, exits through the
opposite corner.
This operation is repeated as many times as the number of chairs
it takes to cross the stage diagonally.
The performance can also begin with the chairs already placed
diagonally across the stage, removing chairs instead of adding
them, until the stage is empty.
These two versions may also be carried out one after the other.
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Concierto ZAJ para 60 voces
[ZAJ Concert for 60 Voices]
Action created in the late 1970s

Scores, pp. 219–220
Photographs:
Bruit et capitalisme: Exposition comme
concert, CAC Brétigny-Centre d’art
contemporain, Brétigny-sur-Orge, 2010
p. 221
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ZAJ CONCERT FOR 30 OR 60 VOICES
ZAJ Concert (for 30 or 60 voices) can be performed by anybody
who wishes to, regardless of sex, age, or condition. Each
participant may speak, recite, sing, shout, whisper, etc.,
the pertinent phrase once, or repeat it as often as they like
during each one-minute interval. Likewise, they may change
language, tone of voice, etc.
The ZAJ Concert may be carried out in a given place, while
moving or standing still, in any public or private place
(streets, restaurants, squares, churches, mountains, beaches,
deserts, etc.).
There is no reason why participants should not organize the
concert in advance.
Some of the many possibilities include having an orchestra
conductor signal the start and end of each minute or for each
performer to be accompanied by a musician playing an instrument
as desired during each one-minute interval.
The concert can also be performed as a “canon”; that is, the
first person says ONE MINUTE; when 60 seconds have passed, the
second person says ONE MINUTE, and the first says TWO MINUTES;
when 60 seconds have passed, the third person says ONE MINUTE,
the second says TWO MINUTES, and the first says THREE MINUTES;
etc.
Exceptionally, the ZAJ Concert can be performed by a single
person who simply reads the whole of the text, observing the
timing.
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“ZAJ” CONCERT FOR WATER, AIR, AND SIXTY PERFORMERS
The first two performers A and A’ position themselves on stage.
A carries a clear container that holds water (or another liquid), A’ carries a
microphone.
Their positions have been agreed upon in advance. A places the container
and the glass on the floor in front of her.
Director’s signal: A crouches down, fills the glass, and gets up holding the
full glass in her hand, while A’ turns her back to the audience.
Director’s signal: A raises the arm holding the glass and pours the water
into the container slowly but steadily, while A’ breathes audibly (open mic).
Director’s signal: two new performers A and A’ appear and position
themselves next to the original ones respectively, but very close together,
almost touching.
Director’s signal: The two As crouch down, fill the glass, and get up holding
it in their hands, while the second A’ turns her back to the audience.
Director’s signal: both As raise their arms and pour water onto the container,
while the two A’s breathe audibly (open mic).
The action is repeated in the same manner up to a maximum of 30 pairs.
Notes: This is a new version of the ZAJ Concert, but many others are
possible. The duration will depend on how much time each action takes up
and on the number of participating pairs. In principle, each “cycle” should not
last more than one minute.
The position of the performers should be determined in advance, as well
as whether they will be moving or remain still. If they remain still, they may
form vertical or horizontal lines, the perimeter of a square or a rectangle, a
pyramid (inverted or not) or two pyramids (one for A and another for A’), or
alternating A and A’ lines (horizontal or vertical) all the way to the end.
If they are moving, the performers A must never turn their backs to the
audience, and the performers A’ must never face the audience.
Another element to be determined is whether the performers will be all
women, half women and half men, or indiscriminately mixed—whether the
women will be A and the men A’, for example, or mixed, or whether the
sexes will alternate; that is, in the first pair A woman A’ man, the second A
man A’ woman, the third A woman, A’ man, etc., all the way through.
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TA, TE, TI, TO, TU
Action created in mid-1980s

Score, p. 223
Photographs:
Performance Saga Festival, Basel, 2009,
pp. 224–225
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TATETITOTU
Overview:
A person or a group of people (the action is, in principle, conceived for a group) walk
around a city chanting “TA TE TI TO TU.” They wander through the streets, take the
underground, go to stores, churches, markets, cafés, boutiques, etc. A professional
radio announcer accompanies the group, at a little distance from the others, and
describes everything that happens: where the group is, what people are saying,
whether there are many people around or just a few, if the traffic lights are red or
green, the remarks that people make. The announcer improvises depending on the
situation.
The program may be broadcast live, or prerecorded. If it is LIVE, listeners will really
understand what is going on in their city (or in some other city). They will hear the
announcer, the traffic noise, the people, etc.
If the program is not live, they will simply hear the recording.
(If it is produced in the studio, a much greater level of fantasy can come into it. All
kinds of outlandish situations can be imagined: that the choir is walking on water,
that it flies away, etc.)
Live performance:
The listeners are sitting in a room. At a given moment, the choir appears from
somewhere chanting “TA TE TI TO TU,” crosses the space, and exits, heading
somewhere else.
Once the choir is out of sight, the broadcast begins. The announcer starts to speak,
describing everything that is going on.
At the end, the choir appears again. The announcer falls silent. The choir again
crosses the space (entering from the opposite side) and disappears again.
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El arte de la performance: Teoría y práctica (1) y (2)
[The Art of Performance: Theory and Practice (1) and (2)]
Action created in the late 1980s

Scores, pp. 227–228
Photographs:
Festival für Aktionskunst I, Schlachthaus Theater,
Bern, 2011,
p. 229 (top left and bottom right)
Festival Mesto žensk, City of Women Festival,
Ljubljana, 2012,
p. 229 (top right)
Performance Saga Festival, Arsenic—Centre d’art
scénique contemporain, Lausanne, 2009, p. 229
(bottom left)
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THE ART OF PERFORMANCE: THEORY AND PRACTICE
At the same time, in the same space, by the same person,
theory and practice together:
Talks/does/does/talks
Theorizes/practices/practices/theorizes
And starts over
But without ever repeating themself
Ultimately somebody must have understood something,
but I can’t say who or what
Because after all, what is a performance?
a genre?
a hybrid?
an artistic expression?
a tall tale?
a practical joke?
a challenge?
a scam?
a torture?
anything at all?
a bore?
a pleasure?
a glut?
a surprise?
a shame?
a lack of ideas?
a discovery?
a threat?
an arbitrary action
an effort?
a knowledge?
a communication?
a minor genre?
a major genre?
a theatrical digression?
a desire to please?
a provocation?
a desire to do things differently?
a new artistic experience?
a natural, illegal, adulterous outbreak of art?
a path?
a freedom of action?
				and what else?
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A performance that is a lecture or a lecture that is a
performance, a theory that becomes practice or a practice
that becomes theory:
The real, the imaginary, the logical, the absurd, the
obvious and the less obvious, a particular way of doing
and of speaking.
Some may perhaps think that she says nothing.
“		
that she says too much
“		
that she says enough
“		
that she does not say enough
“		
that she says more than necessary
Some may perhaps think that she does nothing.
“		
that she does too much
“ 		
that she does enough
“		
that she does not do enough
“		
that she does precisely what is necessary
In reality she says and does, and that is all.
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Performance para 7 sillas
[Performance for 7 Chairs]
Action created in the late 1980s

Scores, pp. 231–234
Photographs:
Festival Polyphonix, Centre international de
poésie Marseille, Marseille, 1990, p. 235
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PERFORMANCES FOR 7 CHAIRS

An action to be carried out with 7 chairs. All versions are valid, including
this one.
First movement
Sequence a
7 chairs are placed one by one in a vertical line facing the audience. The
person carrying out the action X sits on the last chair (no. 7). X remains
seated for a certain interval of time, which should be calculated in advance
because the performance should speed up at a regular or irregular rate
as it is carried out. So that by the last movement he or she may even be
running very fast.
Sequence b
X stands up and turns chair no. 7 to a horizontal position relative to the
audience. X then places all the other chairs in front of the first and sits on
chair no. 1. He or she remains seated for the appropriate interval.
Sequence c
X stands up and turns chair no. 1 so that it faces away from the audience
and is in a vertical position relative to the audience. X then places all the
other chairs in front of the first and sits on chair no. 7. He or she remains
seated for the appropriate interval.
Sequence d
X stands up and turns chair no. 7 to a horizontal position relative to the
audience. X then places all the other chairs in front of the first and sits on
chair no. 1. He or she remains seated for the appropriate interval.

Second movement

Sequence a
X stands up and turns chair no. 1 to a diagonal position relative to the
audience. X then places all the other chairs in front of the first and sits on
chair no. 7. He or she remains seated for the appropriate interval.
Sequence b
X stands up and turns chair no. 7 to a horizontal position relative to the
audience. X then places all the other chairs one by one in front of the
first and sits on chair no. 1. He or she remains seated for the appropriate
interval.
Sequence c
X stands up and turns chair no. 1 to a diagonal position relative to the
audience. X then places all the other chairs one by one in front of the
first and sits on chair no. 7. He or she remains seated for the appropriate
interval.
Sequence d
X stands up and turns chair no. 7 to a horizontal position relative to the
audience. X then places all the other chairs one by one in front of the
first and sits on chair no. 1. He or she remains seated for the appropriate
interval.
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Third movement
Sequence a
X stands up and turns chair no. 1 to a vertical position relative to the
audience. X then places all the other chairs one by one in front of the first
and sits on chair no. 7. He or she remains seated for the appropriate interval.
Sequence b
X stands up and turns chair no. 7 to a diagonal position relative to the
audience. X then places all the other chairs one by one in front of the first
and sits on chair no. 1. He or she remains seated for the appropriate interval.
Sequence c
X stands up and turns chair no. 1 to a vertical position relative to the
audience. X then places all the other chairs one by one in front of the first
and sits on chair no. 7. He or she remains seated for the appropriate interval.
Sequence d
X stands up and turns chair no. 7 to a diagonal position relative to the
audience. X then places all the other chairs one by one in front of the first
and sits on chair no. 1. He or she remains seated for the appropriate interval.
Fourth movement

Sequence a
X stands up and turns chair no. 1 to a horizontal position relative to the
audience. X then places all the other chairs one by one in front of the first
and sits on chair no. 7. He or she remains seated for the appropriate interval.
Sequence b
X stands up and turns chair no. 7 to a diagonal position relative to the
audience. X then places all the other chairs one by one in front of the first
and sits on chair no. 1. He or she remains seated for the appropriate interval.
Sequence c
X stands up and turns chair no. 1 to a diagonal position relative to the
audience. X then places all the other chairs one by one in front of the first
and sits on chair no. 7. He or she remains seated for the appropriate interval.
Fifth movement

Sequence a
X stands up and turns chair no. 7 to a diagonal position relative to the
audience. X then places all the other chairs one by one in front of the first
and sits on chair no. 1. He or she remains seated for the appropriate interval.
Sequence b
X stands up and turns chair no. 1 to a horizontal position relative to the
audience. X then places all the other chairs one by one in front of the first
and sits on chair no. 7. He or she remains seated for the appropriate interval.
Sequence c
X stands up and turns chair no. 7 to a diagonal position relative to the
audience. X then places all the other chairs one by one in front of the first
and sits on chair no. 1. He or she remains seated for the appropriate interval.
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At this point, X may move toward the exit with the chairs, placing one in front of
the other, repeating this move as many times as it takes him or her to disappear
from the stage. If preferred, X may also empty the space of chairs by throwing
them out violently.
- The resulting figures may be created following a specific perimeter, such
as a square, for example, (a closed space) marked out in advance, or a line (an
open space) (see diagrams), allowing for a free path that may move through the
audience, as long as the sequences are observed.
- Each sequence begins where the previous one ends. In other words, there
is continuity between movements.
- The chairs may be numbered or unnumbered.
- The performer may of course invent as many movements and paths as
he or she wishes, as long as sequences are defined and observed, as mentioned
above. The diagrams included are for guidance only.
- The performer may carry a score prepared in advance to help him or her
execute the sequences in a logical manner, without repetition.
- All kinds of variations can be carried out, including doing the action (or
part of the action) while walking backward, bearing in mind that it is rather
difficult to speed up in this way.
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Canon para 4 sillas, 1 mesa y 1 ventilador
[Canon for 4 Chairs, 1 Table, and 1 Fan]
Action created in the late 1980s

Scores, pp. 237– 240
Photographs:
Wilhelm-Hack-Museum, Ludwigshafen,
1996, pp. 241–242
Casa de Cultura, Gerona, 1996, p. 243
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CANON FOR 4 CHAIRS, 1 TABLE, AND 1 FAN
Chair 1

Chair 2

A
B     A
C     B
D     C
E     D
F     E
G     F
H     G
I     H
J     I
K     J
L     K
     L
    
    
    

Chair 3

    A
    B
    C
    D
    E
    F
    G
    H
    I
    J
    K
    L
    
    

Chair 4

    A
    B
    C
    D
    E
    F
    G
    H
    I
    J
    K
    L
    

Table and fan

    A
    B
    C
    D
    E
    F
    G
    H
    I
    J
    K
    L

As in a musical canon, the elements are introduced one by
one at regular intervals, and each new element repeats the
movement of the preceding one.
Different variations are possible, depending on the initial
position and movement.
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CANON FOR 4 CHAIRS, 1 TABLE, AND 1 FAN
An action to be carried out in the form of a canon, with these
elements.
This performance like all my performances allows for all kinds of
variations; the action may of course be modified as desired by the
person or persons carrying it out.
One version among others I have carried out:
1 person:
- Takes chair no. 1 and places it facing the audience, in position A
- exits
- Returns with chair no. 2
- changes the position of chair no. 1 from A to B
- places chair no. 2 in position A
- exits
- Returns with chair no. 3
- changes the position of chair no. 1 from B to C
- the position of chair no. 2 from A to B
- places chair no. 3 in position A
- exits
- Returns with chair no. 4
- changes the position of chair no. 1 from C to D
- the position of chair no. 2 from B to C
- the position of chair no. 3 from A to B
- places chair no. 4 in position A
- exits
- Returns with the table and the fan
- changes the position of chair no. 1 from D to E
- the position of chair no. 2 from C to D
- the position of chair no. 3 from B to C
- the position of chair no. 4 from A to B
- places the table in position A with the fan turned on
- exits
- Comes back and changes the position of chair no. 1 from E to F
- the position of chair no. 2 from D to E
- the position of chair no. 3 from C to D
- the position of chair no. 4 from B to C
- changes the position of the table and the fan from A to B
- exits
- Comes back and changes the position of chair no. 1 from F to G
- the position of chair no. 2 from E to F
- the position of chair no. 3 from D to E
- the position of chair no. 4 from C to D
- changes the position of the table and the fan from B to C
- exits
- Comes back and changes the position of chair no. 1 from G to H
- the position of chair no. 2 from F to G
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-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

Comes
Comes
Comes
Comes
Comes
Comes
Comes
Comes
-

the position of chair no. 3 from E to F
the position of chair no. 4 from D to E
changes the position of the table and the fan from C to D
exits
back and changes the position of chair no. 1 from H to I
the position of chair no. 2 from G to H
the position of chair no. 3 from F to G
the position of chair no. 4 from E to F
changes the position of the table and the fan from D to E
exits
back and changes the position of chair no. 1 from I to J
the position of chair no. 2 from H to I
the position of chair no. 3 from G to H
the position of chair no. 4 from F to G
changes the position of the table and the fan from E to F
exits
back and changes the position of chair no. 1 from J to K
the position of chair no. 2 from H to J
the position of chair no. 3 from H to I
the position of chair no. 4 from G to H
changes the position of the table and the fan from F to G
exits
back and and changes the position of chair no. 1 from K to L
changes the position of chair no. 2 from J to K
the position of chair no. 3 from I to J
the position of chair no. 4 from H to I
changes the position of the table and the fan from G to H
exits
back and removes chair no. 1
changes the position of chair no. 2 from K to L
the position of chair no. 3 from J to K
the position of chair no. 4 from I to J
changes the position of the table and the fan from H to I
exits
back and removes chair no. 2
changes the position of chair no. 3 from K to L
the position of chair no. 4 from J to K
changes the position of the table and the fan from I to J
exits
back and removes chair no. 3
changes the position of chair no. 4 from K to L
changes the position of the table and the fan from J to K
exits
back and removes chair no. 4
changes the position of the table and the fan from K to L

Climbs onto the table, standing up, places the fan (turned on) on his
or her head, and remains there for as long as he or she wants to.
The action may be carried out by one or more people, as desired.
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Recorrer un cuadrado de todas las formas posibles
[Moving around a Square in Every Possible Way]
Created as a plastic art work in the early 1980s,
developed as an action in the early 1990s

Drawing, p. 245
Scores, pp. 246–248
Photographs:
MA Festival Art Performance, Kunstraum,
Düsseldorf, 1995,
p. 249 (top)
Festival in Place of Passing, Belfast, 2005,
p. 249 (center)
Centre Pompidou-Metz/Frac Lorraine, Metz,
2013,
p. 249 (bottom)
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The performance consists of crossing a square space, which can be as big
or small as desired, following paths that always touch all four corners.
The start and end point of each path is the only corner that can be touched
twice.
The performance may be carried out by one or more persons. If there are 1,
2, 3, or 4, each can start from one corner. If there are more than four,
it can be done, for example, in the form of a canon, so that when the first
person reaches the second corner, the second person starts, and so on. Other
canon systems may be established as desired.
Participants must previously agree on the number of series to be carried
out, but all series must be carried out clockwise and anticlockwise. The
combination of the right/left movements can be decided in each performance.
All the series may be done clockwise first and then all anticlockwise, or
each movement may be done first to the right and then to the left. The order
of the series may be freely chosen before the performance starts.
PACE:
The entire performance at the same speed, without varying.
- All the series slowly first and then all very fast.
- Speeding up or slowing down as the performance progresses, so that by the
end the performer/s is/are running as quickly as possible or else walking as
slowly as possible.
- Sitting down at the end of each movement or path (the series consists of
4 movements, and each movement consists of 6 paths in Series A, B, C, and D;
the variations and the 2nd part have a different structure, see table).
If the performers are sitting down and speeding up or slowing down, the
amount of time they are seated will increase or decrease as the performance
progresses.
SOUND
Sound may be added as desired, either be prerecorded or produced directly by
the performer/s or by musicians.
If the performer/s produce the sound directly, the possibilities are endless,
not only in terms of the source of the sound but in the way it is integrated
into the performance, whether it is produced constantly or only when the
performer/s are still but not when they are walking (or vice versa), only
when they turn right/left or vice versa, with the footsteps of the performer/s
being amplified, etc.
A different sound may be used for each series or each movement or each path, or
sounds may be used that “turn” in the direction of the path of the performer/s
(marbles in a container that move from right to left or vice versa, sounds
that are heard only when the performer reaches a certain point, etc.).
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MOVING AROUND A SQUARE IN EVERY POSSIBLE WAY
The action consists of following the perimeter of a square in
every possible way, according to the score. There are many paths,
because moving right to left is not the same as moving left to
right, and walking forward is not the same as walking backward.
The action may be carried out by one person or many people in
any public or private space.
It is possible to do it at any pace, slow or fast, in just one
square or moving constantly. All versions are valid.
Including:

If the action is carried out by several or many people, they
should first agree on how to proceed: in different spaces or just one,
so that the paths of all the performers are obstructed. In this case,
bottlenecks may form and participants will have to resolve them as
best they can.
Those who love order and clarity may carry out the action in a
single file, one after the other, like a worm following the perimeter of
a square in every possible way (if a worm who can do it on its own can
be found, all the better).
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MOVING AROUND A SQUARE IN EVERY POSSIBLE WAY - Series: PATHS
THREE SIDES:
1st movement
Starting from A
ACDB CDBA
BDCA ABCD
AVDC DCBA

2nd movement
Starting from A
ACBD CBDA
DBCA ADCB
ADBC BCDA

3rd movement
Starting from B
BDAC DACB
CADB BADC
BCAD CDAB

4th movement
Starting from D
DBAC
BACD
CABD
DABC
CDAB
CBAD

FOUR SIDES 1:
1st movement
Starting from A
ACDBA ADCBA
ABDCA ACBDA
ABCDA ADBCA

2nd movement
Starting from B
BDACB BADCB
BCADB BDCAB
BCDAB BACDB

3rd movement
Starting from C
CABDC CBADC
CDBAC CADBC
CDABC CBDAC

4th movement
Starting from D
DBCAD DCBAD
DACBD DBACD
DABCD DCABD

FOUR SIDES 2:
1st movement				
Starting from A			
ACDBA BADCA ABDCB BCDBA		
ABCDB BDCBA ABCAD DACBA		
3rd movement				
Starting from B			
BDABC CBADB BCADC CDACB		
BCDAC CADCB BADBC CBDAB		

2nd movement
Starting from A
ACBAD DABCA ADBCD DCBDA
ADCED DECDA ADCAB BACDA
4th movement
Starting from C		
CABCD DCBAC CDBAD DABDC
CDABD DBADC CBACD DCABC

FOUR SIDES 3:
1st movement				
Starting from A			
ABDAC CABDA ADBAC CADBA		
3rd movement				
Starting from C			
CDBCA ACDBC CBDCA ACBDC

2nd movement
Starting fr om B
BCABD DBCAB BACBD DBACB
4th movement
Starting from D
DACDB BDACD DCADB BDCAD

FIVE SIDES 1:
1st movement				
Starting from A			
ACDABC CBADCA ABCDAC		
CADCBA ABCADC CDACBA		
3rd movement				
Starting from B			
BDABCD DCBADB BCDABD		
DBADBC BCDBAD DABCDB		

2nd movement
Starting from A
ACBADC CDABCA ADCBAC
CABCDA ADCABC CBACDA
4th movement
Starting from B
BDCBAD BABCDB BADCBD
DBCDAB BADBCD DCBDAB

FIVE SIDES 2:
2nd movement
1st movement				
Starting from A			
Starting from A
ACBADB BDABCA ABDACB
ACDABD DBADCA ABDACD		
DCADBA ADBACD DCABDA		
BCADBA ADBACB BCABDA
3rd movement		
4th movement 		
5th movement
Starting from A
Starting from B		
Starting from
BCABDC CDBACB
ACBDAB BADBCA ABCADB
BCDBAC CABDCB BDCBAC
BDABCA ADBCAB BACBDA
CABCDB BACBDC CDBCAB
CBDCAB BDCABC
6th movement		
7th movement 		
8th movement
Starting from C
Startin from C		
Starting from
DACDBA ABDCAD
CDACBD DBCADC BCDCAD CADCBD DBCDAC CBDACD
DACDBC CADBCD DCBDAC DCADBC CDBCAD DACBDC
ACDBAD DBACDA

B
BACDBC
CBACDB
D
DABDCA
ADCABD

etc...
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Les voy a contar mi vida [I’ll Tell You about My Life]
Action created in the late 1990s

Score, p. 251
Photographs :
DSS2016EU, Tabakalera, Donostia-San Sebastián,
2016, p. 252
Nuit des musées, MAC/VAL-Musée d’art contemporain
du Val-de-Marne, Vitry-sur-Seine, 2014, p. 253

250
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I’LL TELL YOU ABOUT MY LIFE
An action in which a number of people talk about their lives.
All versions are valid, including:
All the people who have decided to carry out the action sit in
chairs or on the floor.
The first person starts talking about their life.
After one minute, the second person starts talking, too, so
that two voices are speaking at the same time.
After another minute, the third person starts, so three voices
are speaking.
This continues until the last person starts to speak.
When the last person has been speaking for one minute, the first
person who started talking falls silent.
When the next minute passes, the second person falls silent.
After another minute, the third person falls silent.
This continues until the last person stops talking.
Each participant may have a watch to check the time, but there
may also be a “choirmaster” who keeps track of the minutes and
gestures to indicate when each person is to start talking and
then when each person is to fall silent.
Participants may speak in whatever language they choose,
including sign language.
The structure of the performance will vary according to the
participants.
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Diálogo ininterrumpido [Uninterrupted Dialogue]
Action created in 2016–2017, variation of the score
Instalación para performance [Installation for Performance, 1999]

Scores, pp. 255–256

254
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Uninterrupted Dialogue
The idea is to set up an uninterrupted dialogue between two or
more people. The point of departure must always be an element
that is agreed upon in advance. All variations are valid.
There may be rules of all kind, which are to be established in
advance:
The first person says something, then the second person starts
his or her own sentence with, for example, the last word used
by the previous person, or the first verb, or an adjective or a
conjunction, or a date that the person before them mentioned.
Participants are to agree on this point in advance.
The third person does the same thing, but in reference to the
second person, and so on in the same manner until the end.
A gesture or a movement may also be added, so that, for
example, if the first person talks with one arm raised, the
next person may stretch out their arm horizontally, and if one
person speaks with their eyes open the other may close their
eyes or wink one eye, or close or open their hands, etc.
Another possibility is that the participants be allowed to
interrupt each other, for example if the person talking says a
word that sounds interesting to the next person, he or she can
interrupt (in a way arranged in advance) and the person talking
has to stop, because the person who interrupted will start
their own sentence with the word in question.
Participants are to take turns talking one after the other and
when they reach the last one, it will be the turn of the first
person again, and so on until the end.
There may be a particular topic or not, that is, if a topic
is chosen in advance participants must stick to it, although
obviously they may do it with total freedom.
Participants may decide the duration.
Participants are free to respond as they wish, in other words,
each can freely contradict the person who speaks before them.
Controversy among participants is valid, as long as the
established rules are respected. Participants are to settle any
conflicts that arise in whatever way they can.

0577_198-255 Performances.indd 255

3/10/17 16:23

0577_256-271 listado obras.indd 256

3/10/17 16:45

List of works

WORKS IN THE EXHIBITION
Mallarmé révisé o Malarmado
revisado. Dado de la performance
[Mallarmé Revised: The Die of
Performance]
1968
Paving stone and paint
11 x 10.5 x 9.5 cm
Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina
Sofía, Madrid
AD05831-002
p. 171
Juguetes educativos.
(Détournement de la pornographie
au service de l´art) [Educational
Toys. (Détournement of
Pornography at the Service of Art)]
1968
Sketch. Ink on paper
28 x 35.5 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
Juguetes educativos.
(Détournement de la pornographie
au service de l´art) [Educational
Toys. (Détournement of
Pornography at the Service of Art)]
Conceived 1968, produced from 1979
Chlidren´s toys and dildos
24 objects. Variable dimensions
Esther Ferrer Archive
pp. 68–69
Juguetes educativos.
(Détournement de la pornographie
au service de l´art) [Educational
Toys. (Détournement of
Pornography at the Service of Art)]
Conceived 1968, produced in 1990
Children´s toy, dildo, flags, and frame
29 x 25 x 32 cm
Courtesy of the artist and Galería
Trinta
El tiempo pasa (los días) [Time
Passes (the Days)]
1973
11 collages. Ink, thread, photography,
adhesive tape on paper
29.7 x 21 cm each
Esther Ferrer Archive
pp. 17–27
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Íntimo y personal
[Intimate and Personal]
1971
Score. Exhibition copy, 2017
29.7 x 21 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
Íntimo y personal
[Intimate and Personal]
Action at Fernando Lerín’s studio, Paris
1977
Score. Typography and gelatin silver
print on paper
31 x 24 cm
Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina
Sofía, Madrid
AD05830-001
p. 35
Íntimo y personal
[Intimate and Personal]
Action at Fernando Lerín’s studio, Paris
1977
21 photographs: Ethel Blum. Gelatin
silver print on paper, b/w
18 x 12 cm each
Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina
Sofía, Madrid
AD05830-002 to AD05830-022
pp. 32–34
Íntimo y personal
[Intimate and Personal]
Action at Fernando Lerín’s studio, Paris
1992
20 photographs: Ethel Blum. Gelatin
silver print on paper, b/w
18 x 12 cm each
Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina
Sofía, Madrid
AD05830-023 to AD05830-042
pp. 36, 39
Íntimo y personal
[Intimate and Personal]
2016
Audio, 3´
Esther Ferrer Archive
Acciones corporales
[Body Actions]
1975
Video, b/w, silent, 38´34´´
Esther Ferrer Archive
pp. 28–29
Acciones corporales
[Body Actions]
2013
Video, color, silent, 38´11´´
Esther Ferrer Archive
pp. 30–31

El hilo del tiempo [The Thread
of Time] (part of the collective
happening John Cage´s Train: In
Search of Lost Silence, trains in
Bologna´s railway network, June
26–28, 1978)]
1978
Photography: Roberto Masotti.
Exhibition copy, 2017
Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina
Sofía, Madrid
AD05993CE
p. 109
Pianos
1979
Sketches. Ink on paper
28 x 35.5 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
Piano Satie (con escritura)
[Satie Piano (with Writing)]
1979
Collage and ink on paper
29.7 x 21 cm
Courtesy of the artist and Galerie
Lara Vincy, Paris
Piano Satie (con paraguas)
[Satie Piano (with Umbrella)]
1979
Collage and ink on paper
29.7 x 21 cm
Courtesy of the artist and Galerie
Lara Vincy, Paris
p. 72 (top)
Piano alado
[Winged Piano]
1979
Collage, pencil, and ink on paper
21 x 29.7 cm
Courtesy of the artist and Galerie
Lara Vincy, Paris
p. 72 (bottom)
Piano alado
[Winged Piano]
1989
Collage on paper
29.7 x 21 cm
Courtesy of the artist and Galerie
Lara Vincy, Paris
Piano Satie
[Satie Piano]
1979/2017
White-lacquered baby grand piano
and black marker
103 x 148 x 155 cm
Produced for the exhibition by Museo
Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía,
Madrid
p. 152
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Ida y vuelta
[There and Back]
1981
Collage. Photograph and ink on
paper
21 x 29.7 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
pp. 40–41
Biografía para una exposición
[Biography for an Exhibition]
1982
Collage. Photograph and ink on
paper
29.7 x 21 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
p. 52
Autorretrato en el tiempo
[Self-Portrait in Time]
1981–2014
49 photographs, b/w
40 x 50 cm each
Esther Ferrer Archive
pp. 42–43
Autorretrato en el tiempo
[Self-Portrait in Time]
2005–2014
Video, b/w, silent, 7’58”
Esther Ferrer Archive
Música celestial (serie El libro del
sexo) [Celestial Music (The Book
of Sex)]
1983
Silver gelatin, thread, and Letraset
50.7 x 40.5 cm
Collection Maison Européenne de la
Photographie, Paris
MEP 1993.591
p. 65
Música angelical (serie El libro del
sexo) [Angelic Music (The Book of
Sex)]
1983
Silver gelatin, thread, and Letraset
50.7 x 40.5 cm
Collection Maison Européenne de la
Photographie, Paris
MEP 1993.592
p. 66
Concierto ZAJ para 60 voces
[ZAJ Concert for 60 Voices]
1983
Silk screen print on canvas, P.A. 1/4
120 x 80 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
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Diálogo ZAJ [ZAJ Dialogue]
1983
Silk screen print on canvas, E.A. 2/4
100 x 120 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
p. 94
Pour un oui pour un non
[For a Yes or a No]
1983
Silk screen print on canvas, E.A. 4/4
100 x 120 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
p. 95 (top)
Pour un non pour un si
[For a Non or a Yes]
1983
Silk screen print on canvas, E.A. 2/4
100 x 120 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
p. 95 (bottom)
Otra proposición ZAJ
[Another ZAJ Proposal]
1983
Silk screen print on canvas, E.A. 2/4
80 x 120 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
p. 96
Otra proposición ZAJ
[Another ZAJ Proposal]
1983
Silk screen print on canvas, E.A. 3/4
80 x 120 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
Espectáculo [Spectacle]
1983
Silk screen print on canvas, E.A. 1/4
125 x 75 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
p. 93
Espectáculo [Spectacle]
1983
Silk screen print on canvas, E.A. 4/5
125 x 75 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
Hommage à Fontana
[Homage to Fontana]
1987
Black thread on canvas
81 x 60 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
p. 67

Fontana révisé et peut être même
trahi [Fontana Revised and
Perhaps Even Betrayed]
1987
Thread on paper
65 x 50 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
Autorretrato en el espacio (de la
nada a la nada) [Self-Portrait in
Space (From Nothing to Nothing)]
1987
23 photographs, b/w
40.5 x 50.5 cm each
Colección CGAC, Santiago de
Compostela
COL2009-0014
pp. 44–50
Toile violée et engrossée par
l’artiste [Canvas Violated and
Impregnated by the Artist]
1988
Canvas and plastic half-sphere
81 x 60 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
Une est vierge et l´autre pas [One
Is Virgin and the Other Is Not]
1988
Blood on canvas
81 x 60 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
Une est vierge et l´autre pas [One
Is Virgin and the Other Is Not]
1988
Canvas
81 x 60 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
Homenaje a El Bosco
[Homage to Bosch]
1980/2017
Photograph, b/w
34 x 24 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
p. 51
Memoria [Memory]
1991
Paper envelopes. Exhibition copy,
2017
360 x 360 cm
Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina
Sofía, Madrid
AD00898CE

Hommage à Fontana
[Homage to Fontana]
1987
Black thread on canvas
81 x 60 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
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L´uccello di Leonardo
[Leonardo´s Bird]
1999
Paper, cable, copper, wood, Perspex,
electric motor
27 x 109 x 31 cm (approx.)
Esther Ferrer Archive
pp. 70–71
L´uccello di Leonardo
[Leonardo´s Bird]
1999
Modified photocopy of Leonardo da
Vinci´s Flying Machines drawing, 2017
29.7 x 21 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
p. 71 (right)
SPATIAL PROJECTS
Proyectos espaciales #2
[Spatial Projects #2]
circa 1975
Thread on cardboard
60 x 40 cm
MACBA Collection. MACBA
Foundation. Work purchased thanks
to Freixenet
5124
p. 120
Proyectos espaciales #4
[Spatial Projects #4]
circa 1975
Pencil and thread on cardboard
60 x 40 cm
MACBA Collection. MACBA
Foundation. Work purchased thanks
to Freixenet
5125
Proyectos espaciales #5
[Spatial Projects #5]
circa 1975
Thread and mirror on cardboard
60 x 40 cm
MACBA Collection. MACBA
Foundation. Work purchased thanks
to Freixenet
5126
Proyectos espaciales #7
[Spatial Projects #7]
circa 1975
Thread on cardboard
60 x 40 cm
MACBA Collection. MACBA
Foundation. Work purchased thanks
to Freixenet
5127
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Proyectos espaciales #8
[Spatial Projects #8]
circa 1975
Pencil and thread on cardboard
60 x 40 cm
MACBA Collection. MACBA
Foundation. Work purchased thanks
to Freixenet
5128
p. 118
Proyectos espaciales #9
[Spatial Projects #9]
circa 1975
Pencil and thread on cardboard
60 x 40 cm
MACBA Collection. MACBA
Foundation. Work purchased thanks
to Freixenet
5129
p. 119
Proyectos espaciales
[Spatial Projects]
1970s
Model. Thread on foam board
20 x 28 x 25.5 cm
Courtesy of the artist and àngels
barcelona
Proyectos espaciales
[Spatial Projects]
1970s
Model. Thread on cardboard
24 x 30 x 21.5 cm
Private collection, Barcelona
p. 112 (bottom)
Proyectos espaciales
[Spatial Projects]
1970s
Model. Thread and cable on foam
board
17 x 20 x 20.5 cm
Private collection, Barcelona
p. 116 (top)
Proyectos espaciales
[Spatial Projects]
1970s
Model. Thread and cable on foam
board
26 x 28 x 25.5 cm
Private collection, Barcelona
p. 116 (bottom)
Proyectos espaciales
[Spatial Projects]
Late 1970s
Model. Thread on foam board
17.5 x 30 x 15 cm
Courtesy of the artist and àngels
barcelona

Proyectos espaciales #6
[Spatial Projects #6]
1970s–1980s
Marker, graphite, and thread on
cardboard
40 x 50 cm
Banco de España collection
D-357
p. 121
Proyectos espaciales
[Spatial Projects]
Early 1980s
Model. Thread and adhesive tape on
cardboard
30 x 30 x 23 cm
Courtesy of the artist and àngels
barcelona
p. 112 (top)
Proyectos espaciales
[Spatial Projects]
1980s
Model (Random Structure).
Thread and cable on foam board
18 x 25 x 10.5 cm
Private collection, Madrid
p. 114 (bottom)
Proyectos espaciales
[Spatial Projects]
1980s
Model. Thread on foam board
21 x 21 x 21 cm
Courtesy of the artist and àngels
barcelona
Proyectos espaciales
[Spatial Projects]
1980s
Model. Thread on foam board
19 x 25 x 10 cm
Courtesy of the artist and àngels
barcelona
p. 113 (bottom)
Proyectos espaciales
[Spatial Projects]
1980s
Model. Thread, nails, and mirror
25.5 x 5 x 4 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
Proyectos espaciales
[Spatial Projects]
1980s
25 drawings. Ink on graph paper
21 x 29.5 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
Repr. 8 drawings: pp. 122–125
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Proyectos espaciales
[Spatial Projects]
1980–1985
Model (Napoleon´s Triangle). Marker,
pencil, and plastic on paper
8 x 10 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
p. 117 (bottom)
Proyectos espaciales
[Spatial Projects]
1987/2017
Nails and thread on wall
340 x 900 cm
Produced for the exhibition by Museo
Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía,
Madrid
pp. 110–111
Proyectos espaciales
[Spatial Projects]
Late 1980s
Model. Thread and cable on foam
board
25.5 x 35 x 25 cm
olorVISUAL collection, Barcelona
p. 115 (top)
Proyectos espaciales
[Spatial Projects]
Late 1980s
Model. Thread on foam board
18 x 30 x 15 cm
Private collection, Barcelona
p. 113 (top)
Proyectos espaciales #1
[Spatial Projects #1]
Late 1980s
Model. Ink and thread on cardboard
60 x 40 cm
Courtesy of the artist and àngels
barcelona
Proyectos espaciales
[Spatial Projects]
Late 1980s
Model (Napoleon´s Inner Triangle).
Thread on cardboard
20 x 25 x 20 cm
Courtesy of the artist and àngels
barcelona
Proyectos espaciales
[Spatial Projects]
Late 1980s
Model (Napoleon´s Inner Triangle).
Thread on cardboard
19 x 24 x 19 cm
Courtesy of the artist and àngels
barcelona
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Proyectos espaciales
[Spatial Projects]
1980s–1990s
Model. Thread, pins, and foam board
17 x 23 x 22 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
p. 115 (bottom)
Proyectos espaciales
[Spatial Projects]
1980s–1990ss
Model. Thread, pins, and foam board
22 x 23 x 29 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
Proyectos espaciales
[Spatial Projects]
1980s–1990s
Model. Thread, pins, marker, and
foam board
22 x 28.5 x 22.5 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
p. 117 (top)
Proyectos espaciales
[Spatial Projects]
1990s
Model. Thread, paint, and adhesive
paint on cardboard
17 x 23.5 x 15 cm
Private collection, Barcelona
p. 114 (top)

Proyectos espaciales
[Spatial Projects]
1990s
Model. Thread and marker on foam
board
12 x 18 x 12 cm
Courtesy of the artist and àngels
barcelona
Proyectos espaciales
[Spatial Projects]
1990s
Model. Thread on foam board
16 x 25 x 25 cm
Courtesy of the artist and àngels
barcelona
Proyectos espaciales
[Spatial Projects]
1990s
Model. Thread on foam board
16 x 25 x 15 cm
Courtesy of the artist and àngels
barcelona
Proyectos espaciales
[Spatial Projects]
1990s
Model. Thread on foam board
25 x 25.5 x 21 cm
Courtesy of the artist and àngels
barcelona

Proyectos espaciales
[Spatial Projects]
1990s
Model. Thread, pins, and foam board
25 x 17 x 1.5 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive

Proyectos espaciales
[Spatial Projects]
1999
Model. Thread, pins, and foam board
17 x 29 x 29.5 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive

Proyectos espaciales
[Spatial Projects]
1990s
Model. Wood and metal
40.5 x 30.5 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive

Proyectos espaciales
[Spatial Projects]
2000
3 models. Ink, thread, and adhesive
tape on paper
5.5 x 18 x 11.5 cm each
Esther Ferrer Archive

Proyectos espaciales
[Spatial Projects]
1990s
Model. Thread, pins, and wood
66.7 x 26.6 x 11 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
Proyectos espaciales
[Spatial Projects]
1990s
Model. Thread, pins, and foam board
14 x 28 x 19 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive

Proyectos espaciales
[Spatial Projects]
2005–2006
Model. Thread, pins, and foam board
21 x 23 x 22.5 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
Proyectos espaciales
[Spatial Projects]
2010
Model. Thread, pins, and foam board
27 x 20 x 20 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
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Proyectos espaciales
[Spatial Projects]
1970s/2010s
Model. Thread, pins, and foam board
50 x 46 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
Proyectos espaciales
[Spatial Projects]
2010
Model. Thread, pins, and foam board
24 x 21.5 x 20 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
Proyectos espaciales
[Spatial Projects]
2014
Model. Thread, pins, and foam board
20 x 23 x 23 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
Proyectos espaciales
[Spatial Projects]
2015
Model. Thread, pins, and foam board
16 x 16 cm (approx.)
Esther Ferrer Archive
THE POEM OF PRIME NUMBERS
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1970s–1980s
Marker on tracing paper
65 x 50 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1970s–1980s
Marker on tracing paper
50 x 65 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
p. 146
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1970s–1980s
Marker on tracing paper
50 x 65 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1970s–1980s
Marker on tracing paper
65 x 50 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
p. 147
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Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1983–1985
Marker and pencil on paper
18 x 18 cm
Courtesy of the artist and àngels
barcelona
p. 151 (bottom)
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1983–1985
Marker and pencil on paper
20 x 20 cm
Courtesy of the artist and àngels
barcelona
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1984
Thread, nails, pencil, ink, and paint
on board
49.9 x 29.6 cm
Colección Galería Rafael Ortiz, Seville
p. 129
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1984
Marker, pencil, paint, and thread on
paper
Polyptych (6 pieces). 65 x 50 cm
each
Esther Ferrer Archive
Repr. 2 drawings: pp. 136–137
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1985
Marker and thread on paper
50 x 65 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
pp. 144–145
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1985
Marker and thread on paper
65 x 50 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
p. 134
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1985
Marker and thread on paper
65 x 50 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
p. 135

Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1985
Marker and thread on paper
60 x 70 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1985
Marker and thread on canvas
133 x 99 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
pp. 132–133
Poema de los números primos.
Díptico (I) [The Poem of Prime
Numbers. Diptych (I)]
1985–1986
Black thread, gray thread, and ink on
cardboard
65 x 50 cm
Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina
Sofía, Madrid
AD06713
Poema de los números primos.
Díptico (II) [The Poem of Prime
Numbers: Diptych (II)]
1985–1986
Black thread, gray thread, and ink on
cardboard
65 x 50 cm
Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina
Sofía, Madrid
AD06714
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1985–1986
Black thread, gray thread, and ink
on canvas
71 x 55 cm
Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina
Sofía, Madrid
AD06715
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1987
Marker and thread on canvas
133 x 99 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1987
Marker and thread on canvas
133 x 99 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
p. 131
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Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s
Nails and thread on board
120 x 120 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive

Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s
Collage on cardboard
125 x 100 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive

Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s
Marker, nails, and thread on board
126 x 126 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
p. 128

Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s
Pencil and paint on cardboard
120 x 89 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive

Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s
Marker, nails, and thread on board
126 x 126 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s
Marker and thread on canvas
97.5 x 130 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
pp. 126–127
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s
Marker and thread on canvas
133 x 99 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s
Marker and thread on paper
87.5 x 87.5 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s
Marker and thread on paper
Triptych. 68 x 67 cm each
Esther Ferrer Archive
Repr. 2 drawings: pp. 140–141
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s
Marker on paper
122 x 92.5 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
p. 142
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Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s
Pencil and paint on cardboard
125 x 100 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s
Marker and thread on paper
72 x 52 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
p. 130
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s
Marker and thread on paper
68 x 66 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s
Marker and thread on paper
65 x 51 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s
Pencil and thread on paper
Triptych .66 x 50 cm each
Esther Ferrer Archive
Repr. 2 drawings: pp. 138–139
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s–1990s
Marker and thread on paper
65 x 50 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
p. 143

Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s–1990s
Marker and pen on paper
29.7 x 21 cm
Courtesy of the artist and àngels
barcelona
p. 148
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s–1990s
Marker and pencil on paper
20 x 25 cm
Courtesy of the artist and àngels
barcelona
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s–1990s
Marker on paper
21 x 29.7 cm
Courtesy of the artist and àngels
barcelona
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s–1990s
Marker on paper
21 x 29.7 cm
Courtesy of the artist and àngels
barcelona
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s–1990s
Marker on paper
21 x 29.7 cm
Courtesy of the artist and àngels
barcelona
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s–1990s
Marker on onionskin
25.5 x 28 cm
Courtesy of the artist and àngels
barcelona
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s–1990s
Marker on onionskin
27 x 31 cm
Courtesy of the artist and àngels
barcelona
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s–1990s
Marker on onionskin
23.5 x 26.5 cm
Courtesy of the artist and àngels
barcelona

3/10/17 16:45

Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s–1990s
Marker on onionskin
26.5 x 30 cm
Courtesy of the artist and àngels
barcelona

Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s–1990s
Marker on onionskin
21 x 29.7 cm
Courtesy of the artist and àngels
barcelona

Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s–1990s
Marker on onionskin
23.5 x 29.5 cm
Courtesy of the artist and àngels
barcelona

Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s–1990s
Marker on onionskin
21 x 29.7 cm
Courtesy of the artist and àngels
barcelona

Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s–1990s
Marker on onionskin
24.5 x 28.5 cm
Courtesy of the artist and àngels
barcelona
p. 150 (bottom)

Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s–1990s
Marker on onionskin
21 x 29.7 cm
Courtesy of the artist and àngels
barcelona
p. 149 (top)

Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s–1990s
Marker on onionskin
26 x 27.5 cm
Courtesy of the artist and àngels
barcelona

Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s–1990s
Marker on onionskin
29.7 x 21 cm
Courtesy of the artist and àngels
barcelona

Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s–1990s
Marker on onionskin
26.5 x 28.5 cm
Courtesy of the artist and àngels
barcelona

Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s–1990s
Marker on onionskin
21 x 29.7 cm
Courtesy of the artist and àngels
barcelona

Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s–1990s
Marker on onionskin
28 x 32 cm
Courtesy of the artist and àngels
barcelona

Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s–1990s
Pencil and marker on paper
21 x 29.7 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive

Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s–1990s
Marker on cardboard
Hexagon, 22.5 cm from side to side,
26 cm from angle to angle
Courtesy of the artist and àngels
barcelona
p. 149 (bottom)
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Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s–1990s
Pencil and pen on paper
21 x 29.7 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s–1990s
Pencil and pen on paper
21 x 29.7 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive

Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s–1990s
Pencil and pen on paper
21 x 29.7 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s–1990s
Pencil and pen on paper
21 x 29.7 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s–1990s
Pencil and pen on paper
29.7 x 21 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s–1990s
24 models (photocopies of drawings)
of projects for floors, carpets, or
murals
30 x 21 cm (approx.) each
Esther Ferrer Archive
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s–1990s
Marker on tracing paper
76.5 x 76.5 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s–1990s
Marker on tracing paper
71.5 x 70 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s–1990s
Marker on tracing paper
71 x 72 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s–1990s
Pencil on tracing paper
102 x 101 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1980s–1990s
Marker on paper
72 x 59.5 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
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Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1990s–2000s
Marker and thread on paper
75 x 81 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive

Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
2016
Design for floor. Ink on paper
104.5 x 83.5 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive

Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
2016
Pencil and marker on paper
18.5 x 17 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive

Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
2016
Design for floor. Ink on paper
104.5 x 83.5 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive

Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
2016
Pencil and marker on paper
29.5 x 30 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive

Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
2016
Design for floor. Ink on paper
83.5 x 59.5 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive

Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
2016
Pencil and marker on paper
21 x 12 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive

Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
2016
Design for floor. Ink on paper
83.5 x 59.5 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive

Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
2016
Pencil and marker on paper
18.5 x 17.5 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive

Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
2016
Design for floor. Ink on paper
83.5 x 59.5 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
p. 5

Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
2016
Pencil and marker on paper
19 x 16 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
2016
Pencil and marker on paper
19 x 16 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
2016
Pencil and marker on paper
17 x 15 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
2016
Design for floor. Ink on paper
104.5 x 83.5 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
p. 8
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Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
2016
Design for floor. Ink on paper
83.5 x 59.5 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
p. 1
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
2016
Design for floor. Ink on paper
83.5 x 59.5 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
p. 4
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
2016
Design for floor. Ink on paper
83.5 x 59.5 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
p. 6

Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
2016
Design for floor. Ink on paper
83.5 x 59.5 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
p. 7
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
2016–2017
Digital print on linoleum
1,287 x 1,000 cm
Produced for the exhibition by Museo
Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía,
Madrid
SOUND WORKS
Hoy una lágrima cayó de mis ojos
[Today a Tear Fell from My Eyes]
1950/2017
Audio, 3´16´´
Esther Ferrer Archive
Mallarmé révisé o Malarmado
revisado: Un coup de dés. . .
[Mallarmé Revised: A Throw of the
Dice. . . ]
1968/1992
Audio, 07´´
Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina
Sofía, Madrid
AD05831-004
CD p. 170
ESPECTÁCULO/OLUCÁTCEPSE
[SPECTACLE/ELCATCEPS]
1971/1995
Audio, 16´55´´
Esther Ferrer Archive
CD p. 170
Las palabras del poema
[The Words of the Poem]
1984/2017
Audio, 4´09´´
Esther Ferrer Archive
CD p. 170
Al ritmo del tiempo
[To the Rhythm of Time]
Radio work, mixed and broadcast live
on February 17, 1992, on the program
Ars Sonora, directed by José Iges,
RNE-Radio2
Audio, 30´10´´
Esther Ferrer Archive
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TA, TE, TI, TO, TU (o la agricultura
en la Edad Media) [TA, TE, TI, TO,
TU (Or Agriculture in the Middle
Ages)]
Radio work, version mixed on the
program Ars Sonora, directed by José
Iges, RNE-Radio2
Broadcast in 1994
Audio, 15´19´´
Esther Ferrer Archive
CD p. 170
Dans d´autres lieux pour la même
raison ou une autre je fais une
nouvelle variation si elle me plaît je
la garde aussi [In Other Places and
for the Same Reason or Another, I
Do a New Variation and If I Like It I
Keep It Too]
1995
Audio, 2´05´´
Esther Ferrer Archive
CD p. 170
Cuestión de poesía
[A Question of Poetry]
1990s/2017
Audio, 2´59´´
Esther Ferrer Archive
18 de junio del año 2000
[18 June, 2000]
2000/2017
Audio, 6´28´´
Esther Ferrer Archive
CD p. 170
Una acción con preguntas
[An Action with Questions]
2000/2017
Audio, 4´39´´
Esther Ferrer Archive
CD p. 170
¿Por qué, cómo, dónde y cuándo?
[Why, How, Where, and When?]
2005/2017
Audio, 1´30´´
Esther Ferrer Archive
CD p. 170

Score. Typewritten text and ink on
paper. Late 1960s. Exhibition copy,
2017. 29.7 x 21 cm
p. 198
Photographs of the action:
PAErsche Lab´17, Performance Kunst
Konferenz, Kulturbunker, Cologne
2017. 3 photographs. Exhibition copy,
2017. Repr. 2 photographs
p. 199
Esther Ferrer Archive
Al ritmo del tiempo (1) y (2)
[To the Rhythm of Time (1) and
(2)]
Action created in the late 1960s
Score. Typewritten text and ink on
paper. Late 1960s. 29.7 x 21 cm
p. 201
Score. Typewritten text and ink on
paper. Late 1960s. Exhibition copy,
2017. 29.7 x 21 cm
p. 202

Esther Ferrer Archive
Un espacio es para atravesarlo
[A Space Is Meant to Be Crossed]
Action created in the late 1970s
2 scores. Late 1970s. Exhibition
copies, 2017. 29.7 x 21 cm each
pp. 213–214
Video, 1990. Color, silent, 10´48”
Esther Ferrer Archive. Repr. 6 stills:
p. 215
Photographs of the action:
Performance Saga Festival, Arsenic—
Centre d´art scénique contemporain,
Lausanne, 2009. 4 photographs:
Petra Köhle-Nicolas Vermot.
Exhibition copies, 2017
pp. 216–217

Photographs of the action:
ZAJ Concert, Festival Polyphonix,
Théâtre de la Bastille, Paris, 1983.
Photographs: Matilde Ferrer.
Exhibition copy, 2017
p. 203 (bottom)

Esther Ferrer Archive

ZAJ Concert, Festival Polyphonix,
Milan, 1983. Photographs: Grupo
Riddo. Exhibition copy, 2017
p. 203 (top)

Audio (extract). 1987. 4´50´´

Fondation DANAE, Pouilly, 1988
2 photographs: Matilde Ferrer.
Exhibition copies, 2017
p. 204
Performance Saga Festival, Arsenic—
Centre d’art scénique contemporain,
Lausanne, 2009. 2 photographs:
Petra Köhle-Nicolas Vermot.
Exhibition copies, 2017
p. 205
Esther Ferrer Archive

ACTIONS*

Siluetas [Silhouettes]
Action created in the late 1960s

Huellas, sonidos, espacio
[Tracks, Sounds, and Space]
Action created in the late 1960s

Score. Typewritten text and ink on
paper. Late 1960s. 29.7 x 21 cm
p. 207

Score. Typewritten text and ink on
paper. Late 1960s. 29.7 x 21 cm
p. 197

Photographs of the action:
Concierto ZAJ, Festival de
Performances de Paris, Théâtre de la
Bastille, Paris, 1983. 4 photographs:
Matilde Ferrer. Exhibition copies, 2017
pp. 208–209
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FEM_10 Centre Cultural la mercé,
Girona, 2010
4 photographs: Rita Rodríguez.
Exhibition copies, 2017
pp. 210–211

Concierto ZAJ para 60 voces
[ZAJ Concert for 60 Voices]
Action created in the late 1970s
Audio (instructions). 1987. 43´01´´
ZAJ Concert. Graphic representation
with notes. Late 1970s. Score.
Letraset on paper
Graphic representation of a ZAJ
Concert 60´ (extendable to 66´)
Late 1970s. Score, 6 sheets. Ink on
paper. 29.7 x 21 cm each
pp. 82–87
Graphic representation of a ZAJ
Concert for 60 Voices. Late 1970s
Score, 4 sheets. Typewritten text and
ink on paper. 29.7 x 21 cm
pp. 78–81
Graphic represenation of a ZAJ
Concert. Late 1970s. Score, 2 sheets.
Ink on paper. 29.7 x 21 cm each
p. 77
[ZAJ Concert] different notations
Late 1970s. Score, 2 sheets. Ink on
paper. 29.7 x 21 cm each
[ZAJ Concert]. Late 1970s. Score.
Typewritten text on paper. 29.7 x 21
cm each
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[ZAJ Concert] various positioning
options. Late 1970s. Score. Ink on paper.
Exhibition copy, 2017. 29.7 x 21 cm
p. 88
ZAJ Concert for Voice (abridged
version A or A´). Late 1970s. Score, 6
sheets. Typewritten text on paper.
29.7 x 21 cm each
ZAJ Concert for 60 Voices. Late
1970s. Score, 15 sheets. Typewritten
text on paper. 29.7 x 21 cm each.
Repr. 1 sheet
p. 219
ZAJ Concert for Water, Air, and
60 Performers. Late 1970s. Score.
Typewritten text on paper. 29.7 x 21 cm
p. 220
Esther Ferrer Archive
Audio of the concert presented
at Bruit et capitalisme. Exposition
comme concert, CAC BrétignyCentre d’art contemporain, Brétignysur-Orge, September 25, 2010. 39´.
Colección CA2M Centro de Arte Dos
de Mayo, Madrid. CE01639
Recorrer un cuadrado de todas las
formas posibles [Moving around a
Square in Every Possible Way]
Created as a plastic art work in the
early 1980s, developed as an action in
the early 1990s

Instruction booklet. Early 1990s/2017.
15 x 21 cm
Audio (instructions). Early 1990s. 54´18´´
4 scores, 10 sheets. Typewritten text
and ink on paper. Early 1990s. 29.7 x
21 cm each. Repr. 3 scores
pp. 246–248
Photographs of the action: MA
Festival Art Performance, Kunstraum,
Düsseldorf, 1995. 4 photographs:
Pietro Pellini. Exhibition copies, 2017.
Repr. 1 photograph
p. 249 (top)
Festival in Place of Passing, Belfast,
2005. 2 photographs. Exhibition
copies, 2017. Repr. 1 photograph
p. 249 (center)
Une brève histoire des lignes, Centre
Pompidou-Metz/Frac Lorraine, Metz,
2013. 3 photographs: Irene Pomar.
Exhibition copies, 2017. Repr. 1
photograph
p. 249 (bottom)
Esther Ferrer Archive
Performance para 7 sillas
[Performance for 7 Chairs]
Action created in the late 1980s
Score, 3 sheets. Typewritten text and
ink on paper. 29.7 x 21 cm each
pp. 231–233

Courtesy of Collection 49 Nord 6
Est - Frac Lorraine, Metz. The
installation included in this exhibition
is a version of the work of the same
title, owned by 49 Nord 6 Est - Frac
Lorraine, Metz

Score. Ink on paper. 29.7 x 21 cm
p. 234

Installation. 1987/2017. 16 squares.
Nails, thread, and the letters ABCD in
vinyl on wall. 45 x 45cm each

Photographs of the action: Festival
Polyphonix, Centre international de
poésie Marseille, Marseille, 29 May
1990. 4 photographs: Jean-Marc de
Samie. Exhibition copies, 2017. Repr. 2
photographs
p. 235

5 models. Thread and nails on wood.
Early 1980s. 61 x 24 cm each
Model. Ink on foam board. Early
1980s/2000s. 25 x 30 x 30 cm
Model. Thread and pins on foam
board. Early 1980s/2000s. 26 x 30 x
37.5 cm
Sketches of the series A, B, C, D and
Variations. 7 sheets. Ink on paper.
Early 1980s. 28 x 21.5 cm each
2 instruction booklets.Ink on paper.
Early 1990s. 15 x 21 cm each
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Score. Ink on paper. 10.5 x 30 cm
Score. Ink on paper. Exhibition copy,
2017. 29.7 x 21 cm

Esther Ferrer Archive
Canon para 4 sillas, 1 mesa y 1
ventilador [Canon for 4 Chairs, 1
Table, and 1 Fan]
Action created in the late 1980s
3 scores, 4 sheets. Typewritten
text and ink on paper. Late 1980s.
Exhibition copies, 2017. 29.7 x 21 cm
each. Repr. 2 scores
pp. 237–239

Photographs of the action: WilhelmHack-Museum, Ludwigshafen, 1996.
4 photographs: Wolfgang Tröger.
Exhibition copies, 2017
pp. 241–242
Casa de la Cultura, Girona, 1996. 2
photographs: Joan Casellas-Archivo
Aire. Exhibition copies, 2017.
p. 243
Esther Ferrer Archive
Diálogo ininterrumpido
[Uninterrupted Dialogue]
Action created in 2016–2017,
variation of the score Instalación
para performance [Installation for
Performance, 1999]
Score. Typewritten text on paper.
Exhibition copy, 2017. 29.7 x 21 cm
p. 255
Esther Ferrer Archive
*All these actions will be activated at
the Palacio de Velázquez during the
exhibition period, except Concierto
ZAJ para 60 voces [ZAJ Concert for
60 Voices].
WORKS NOT IN THE EXHIBITION
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1983–1985
Marker and pencil on paper
19 x 19 cm
Banco de España collection
p. 151 (top)
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
1989
Marker and pen on paper
Hexagon, 22 cm from side to side,
25.5 cm from angle to angle
Courtesy of the artist and àngels
barcelona
p. 150 (top)
Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
2016
Design for floor. Ink on paper
104.5 x 83.5 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
p. 2
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Poema de los números primos
[The Poem of Prime Numbers]
2016
Design for floor. Ink on paper
104.5 x 83.5 cm
Esther Ferrer Archive
p. 3
Action Performance
1975
Galería A, Paris
Photograph: Matilde Ferrer
Esther Ferrer Archive
p. 184
Concierto ZAJ para 60 voces
[ZAJ Concert for 60 Voices]
Action created in the late 1970s
3 photographs of the action
presented at Bruit et capitalisme:
Exposition comme concert, CAC
Brétigny-Centre d´art contemporain,
Brétigny-sur-Orge, 2010
p. 221
TA, TE, TI, TO, TU
Mid-1980s
Score. Typewritten text and
manuscript on paper, 1994
Score. Typewritten text and ink on
paper, 2009
p. 223
4 photographs of the action at
Performance Saga Festival, Basel,
2009
pp. 224–225
Esther Ferrer Archive
El arte de la performance: Teoría
y práctica (1) y (2) [The Art of
Performance: Theory and Practice
(1) and (2)]
Action created in the late 1980s
2 scores, mid-1980s
pp. 227–228
2 photographs of the action
at Festival für Aktionskunst I,
Schlachthaus Theater, Bern, 2011
p. 229 (top left and bottom right)
Photograph of the action at Festival
Mesto žensk, City of Women Festival,
Ljubljana, 2012
p. 229 (top right)
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Photograph of the action at
Performance Saga Festival, Arsenic—
Centre d’art scénique contemporain,
Lausanne, 2009
p. 229 (bottom left)
Esther Ferrer Archive
Les voy a contar mi vida
[I’ll Tell You about My Life]
Action created in the late 1990s
Score, late 1990s
p. 251
3 photographs of the action at Nuit
des musées, MAC/VAL-Musée d´art
contemporain du Val-de-Marne,
Vitry-sur-Seine, 2014
p. 253
2 photographs of the action at
DSS2016EU, Tabakalera, DonostiaSan Sebastián, 2016
p. 252
Esther Ferrer Archive
Recorrer un cuadrado de todas las
formas posibles [Moving around a
Square in Every Possible Way]
1987
Drawing. Ink on tracing paper
60 x 70 cm
Collection 49 Nord 6 Est - Frac
Lorraine, Metz
Canon para 4 sillas, 1 mesa y 1
ventilador [Canon for 4 Chairs, 1
Table, and 1 Fan]
1996
Score. Ink on tracing paper
28.5 x 21 cm
Private collection, Barcelona
p. 240
Installation for Performance
1999
Score. Ink on paper
p. 256

ESPECTÁCULO/OLUCÁTCEPSE
[SPECTACLE/ELCATCEPS]
1971
Score. Typewritten text on paper,
1995
Esther Ferrer Archive
p. 173
Las palabras del poema
[The Words of the Poem]
1984
Score. Typewritten text on paper
Esther Ferrer Archive
pp. 174–175
Dans d´autres lieux pour la même
raison ou une autre je fais une
nouvelle variation si elle me plaît je
la garde aussi [In Other Places and
for the Same Reason or Another, I
Do a New Variation and If I Like It I
Keep It Too]
1995
Score. Typewritten text on paper,
2017
Esther Ferrer Archive
pp. 178–179
18 de junio del año 2000
[June 18th, 2000
2000
Score. Typewritten text on paper
Esther Ferrer Archive
pp. 180–181
Una acción con preguntas [An
Action with Questions]
2000
Score. Typewritten text on paper
Esther Ferrer Archive
p. 182
¿Por qué, cómo, dónde y cuándo?
[Why, How, Where, and Why?]
2005
Score. Typewritten text on paper
Esther Ferrer Archive
p. 183

Mallarmé révisé o Malarmado
revisado. Un coup de dés…
[Mallarmé Revised. A Throw of the
Dice…]
1968
Score. Typewritten text on paper,
2017
Esther Ferrer Archive
p. 172
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Artist Bio

Esther Ferrer was born in DonostiaSan Sebastián, Spain, 1937. In 1963
she founded the First Free Expression
Workshop in her hometown and
then the Free Expression Workshop
in Elorrio, both with José Antonio
Sistiaga. In 1967 she joined ZAJ
(founded in 1964 by Ramón Barce,
Juan Hidalgo, and Walter Marchetti)
and took part in numerous actions—
under the generic name “concerts”—
until the group disbanded in 1996.
She was the recipient of the 2006
Trace-John Boehme Lifetime
Achievement Award for Performance
Art, the 2008 National Fine Arts Prize
awarded by the Spanish Minster of
Culture, the 2012 Gure Artea Priza
awarded by the Basque government,
and the 2014 MAV (Women in the
Visual Arts) and Velázquez Fine Arts
awards.
ACTIONS
[selection]
ZAJ concerts
(with Juan Hidalgo
and Walter Marchetti)
1967: Museo San Telmo, DonostiaSan Sebastián. 1968: Instituto
Vascongado de Cultura Hispánica,
Bilbao; Festival d´art contemporain,
Institut Supérieur de Chimie
Industrielle, Rouen; ARC-Musée
d´Art Moderne de la Ville de Paris;
Galerie Rudolf Zwirner, Cologne;
LIDL-Raum Jörg Immendorff,
Düsseldorf. 1970: Escuela Técnica
Superior de Arquitectura, Valencia.
1972: Encuentros 1972 Pamplona,
Teatro Gayarre, Pamplona-Iruña.
1973: Université de Vincennes, Paris;
Université La Sorbonne, Paris; New
York University, Albany; Dartmouth
University, New Hampshire;
The Kitchen, New York; Merce
Cunningham Studio, New York;
Massachusetts University, Amherst;
Buffalo University, Buffalo; Walker
Art Center, Minneapolis; Colorado
College, Colorado Springs; Quincy
House Arts Festival of Harvard
University, Cambridge; Mills College,
Oakland; KPFA-Berkeley; Université
de Montréal, Montreal. 1976: Galería
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Juana Mordó, Madrid. 1977: Journées
Nova Musica, Les trois jours de la
folie, ARC-Musée d´Art Moderne de la
Ville de Paris; Galleria Out Off, Milan.
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“I am not one-dimensional. I am very
curious about many things...
I cannot dedicate myself to just one
thing in such a big, multiform world.”
“I think the 20th-century revolution
has been the feminist revolution.”1
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In late 2005, when I chose Esther Ferrer as the artist my doctoral thesis would focus on, I was already well aware of the scarcity of information about her work on the Internet, in libraries, in
newspaper archives, and… in historiography. The lack of studies on
other women artists of her generation and on subjects such as art
and feminism, action art in Spain, women during Francisco Franco’s dictatorship, Freinet pedagogy, and ZAJ further complicated
the difficult task of reconstructing her narrative. Moreover, many
of the newspapers and magazines that Ferrer wrote for no longer
existed or did not have a searchable archive (except for El País).
This situation led me to move forward my first meeting with
Ferrer, in Paris in 2006, so that I could ask her some of the questions that would later, directly or indirectly, help me clear up some
of the many unknowns that were standing in the way of coming
up with the arguments I needed to support the main hypothesis
of my study. I was arguing that Ferrer’s body of work is largely
feminist, insofar as it overlaps, transmits, and is contaminated
by her political activism, her cultural and journalistic output, and
her attitude to life in general. This overlapping was implicit in the
interview with Ferrer that I transcribed for Archivo 69…, in which
she recounted fragments of her life story in her own words. 2
And it was also latent in her lecture “Autorretrato, a pesar mío”
(Self-portrait, in spite of myself), from which I took one of the key
premises of my research: the autobiographical reflex. 3 All of this,
along with the fact that Ferrer generously gave me access to her
personal archive, formed a solid grounding from which to explore
her working methods, her artistic sense, the artistic-educational
projects she codirected, her cultural milieu, her experience with
ZAJ, her participation in the feminist struggle, and her journalistic work.
1—Esther Ferrer, quoted in Carmen
García Muriana, “Esther Ferrer: La (re)acción
como leitmotiv: Reflexión, grito y denuncia
como respuesta a las limitaciones para ser
en libertad determinadas por el trinomio
sexo-género-sexualidad,” PhD diss., Universidad Miguel Hernández de Elche, Alicante,
2014, 489, 695. The quotations are from a conversation with the artist in Paris in 2006.
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2—Interview by Carmen Navarrete,
María Ruido, and Fefa Vila, published in part
in VVAA, Desacuerdos 1: Sobre arte, políticas y
esfera pública en el estado español (Barcelona:
MACBA-UNIA-Arteleku, 2004), 130–31.
3—Esther Ferrer, “Autorretrato, a
pesar mío,” lecture presented at XIII Jornadas
de Estudio de la Imagen de la Comunidad de
Madrid, Canal de Isabel II, 2006.
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As I carried out the necessary research and analysis into the
sociopolitical and artistic-cultural contexts in which Ferrer grew
personally and professionally, and in which she developed her
main lines of action (art-education, feminism-activism, journalism, art), I also compiled and read much of the material written
about her and ZAJ, as well as her own writings, and the articles, reports, and interviews she had published. This background reading
enhanced my knowledge of her activities and frame of reference.
But Ferrer’s journalism was what brought to light aspects of her
life and work that are difficult to detect through her oeuvre only.
It allowed me to verify that in both her artistic and her journalistic
work, Ferrer: (1) uses clear, simple language; (2) starts with a key
interest and connects it to others, according to Freinet’s idea that
“everything is connected to everything”;4 (3) deals with the same
or similar subjects, taking the same stance in each case; (4) uses
her personal experience as impetus, catalyst, and raw material; (5)
expresses/communicates through her actions; and (6) obtains the
(re)action of those who witness/read her “work.”
From this point of view, her choice of subject matter and her
conscious use of written language and of the media reveal her desire
to bring very specific knowledge to Spanish society. If we also bear in
mind that she wrote about what she saw and experienced, and that
she always included her own point of view, her journalism becomes
a kind of space-time map that connects certain aspects of her biography. As such, examining what she wrote in the course of her twenty-one years as a journalist (1976–1997) was essential. In 2010, given
the impossibility of locating most of the material she had published,
Ferrer gave me access to her own archive of more than one thousand
articles, chronicles, reviews, reports, and interviews written by her
for the newspapers El País, El Diario de Barcelona, and Egin, and the
magazines El Globo, Punto y coma, Lápiz: Revista internacional de
arte, Dunia, Jano: Medicina y humanidades, Ere, Art Leader, Rivista
di arte, Architettura, Design informazione e cultura, and Signos.5
4—Muriana, “Esther Ferrer,” 688.
5—For a complete, unpublished
bibliography of Ferrer’s journalism, see ibid.,
596–634.
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From that point on, some of the things Ferrer had said during
our conversation in 2006 took on another dimension. For instance:
“I was seeing so many exhibitions, listening to so many concerts,
going to so many places, that I thought: ‘well, one way of earning
a living is to write about what I like.’ I have never written about
things I don’t like.” “I essentially did it to earn a living, to give me
freedom to do my artistic work.”6 At the same time, more recent
statements confirmed my conclusions about her journalistic “action”: “I needed to do it not just economically, but also from the
ideological point of view.”7 Journalism was a political tool, which
explains where she wrote, what and who she wrote about, and how
she did it. Ferrer regularly published her work in high-circulation
newspapers and in Spanish and foreign journals and specialist
magazines. That almost all her texts are framed within the “Culture,” “Society,” “Opinion,” “Art and Humanities,” “Features,”
“Reports,” and “Interviews” sections reveals (1) she is an expert
in culture and politics (i.e., her byline matters); (2) she argues her
opinion in relation to particular topics; and (3) she is almost always
at the place where the events she writes about take place.
All of this sheds light on the importance of Ferrer’s personal evolution as a presence who performs an action at a particular time and space. It also highlights the importance of her personal experiences in a changing space-time framework in which
she was producing journalism in parallel with her work with ZAJ
(1967–1996) and with her ongoing feminist political activism.8
Other past experiences were also relevant, such as her participation in the Basque art scene, in two Freinet educational projects, in
the Spanish student protests that took place while she was studying journalism and information sciences, in May 1968 in France,
6—Ferrer: “When art is done ‘freely’
—quote unquote, because freedom is very
limited—it is always political.” See ibid., 191.
7—Katnira Bello and Luis A. Orozco,
eds., Esther Ferrer: TRANSacciones (Mexico
City: MUAC-UNAM, 2009), 68–69.
8—Ferrer stopped working as a journalist months after the first and only ZAJ retrospective exhibition (at the Museo Nacional
Centro de Arte Reina Sofía, 1996).
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and in the avant-garde art scene in Europe and the United States.
Until Ferrer finally settled in Paris (ca. 1973), her life was marked
by a dictatorship that oppressed women and radically cut all ties
with foreign and earlier avant-garde art. All of this made Ferrer a
first-generation witness and an agent of action, given that it seeped
into the subject matter and approach she chose in her artistic practice and her journalism.9
Studying, organizing, and analyzing the texts she wrote
from the age of thirty-nine to sixty shows that Ferrer’s work clusters around two main thematic areas: (a) social problems and (b)
art and culture. The abundance of interconnected content makes
her journalism difficult to organize into categories, but in it (and in
part of her artistic work) Ferrer went out of her way to draw attention to the actions of those who extend the boundaries of the livable and to condemn the actions that limit the freedom of people,
inside and outside the framework of art.
Some of the hundreds of articles, reports, and interviews Ferrer wrote on a wide range of social problems (which are still highly topical today) focused on the main grievances of second-wave
feminism (repression, homosexuality, sexism, abortion, birth control, rape, and violence), freedom of expression (free press and radio), the dissemination of dissident voices (anarchist, republican,
philosophical and political, etc.), May 1968 (its causes, repercussions, and interpretations), HIV (its emergence, stigmatization,
treatment, and prevention), and, to a lesser extent, green issues,
the right to death (euthanasia), the rights of people with functional diversity, prisoner rights, and many more.
To approach these subjects, Ferrer drew on a comprehensive
range of approaches. Focusing on the most numerous—those that
revolve around the sex-gender-sexuality triad—we see that her
approach spans political, social, labor, medical, pharmacological,
legal, and legislative aspects. This clearly comes through in her

9—On the “first-generation witness,”
see Griselda Pollock, “Del trauma al recuerdo
cultural: La cultura del siglo XX y la catástrofe,” Cendeac, Murcia, 2004 (seminar).

Inform-Action and Micropolitics: Esther Ferrer’s Activist Journalism

0577_272-289 Muriana.indd 280

280
3/10/17 14:17

ongoing reporting on the foreign feminist movement, particularly
the French movement, on the voluntary interruption of pregnancy,
contraception and prevention methods (the drug RU-486, “male”
and “female” condoms), alternative methods of reproduction (artificial insemination) and childbirth (water birth, nonmedicalized
birth), and on the genital mutilation that more than thirty million
girls are subjected to, among other subjects. And also in the fact
that she wrote about feminist media and archives, that she covered feminist and homosexual political candidates, that she interviewed the Minster for Women’s Rights in France, the president of
the Association of National Action and Defense of Prostitutes in
Paris, the founder of the feminist group Choisir, and former anarchist and Republican women fighters. The condemnation of discrimination against women also took into account factors such as
age, social class, ethnic group, religion, beauty canons, and gender roles.
Ferrer’s vast journalistic output on art and culture comprises
the hundreds of texts she wrote on exhibitions and cultural events
that took place in the Paris art world and attracted her interest.
This area, too, includes a wealth of themes and perspectives, in
this case based on political art and art policy. In both of these subcategories, Ferrer’s work is influenced by her stance: a clear tendency to address/draw attention to a series of works and forms of
artistic expression that transgress, disrupt, or question the established order (social, cultural, artistic, etc.); and a repeated critique
of the mechanisms of power that instrumentalize art and culture
for various purposes and that result in discrimination against
women artists. Art made by women fits into both, given that it was
transgressive for the time and also incidentally linked to art and
politics.
Analysis of the numerous texts that illustrate this leads to
two clear conclusions. First, Ferrer took advantage of the slightest
opening to question the low proportion of women artists in exhibitions (solo, group, and thematic), biennials and art fairs, and cultural events. Her criticism was rarely superficial, and she went out of
her way to reveal the power strategies behind this phenomenon, as
well as the different areas where they come into play. Second, she
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redressed this situation of discrimination by devoting numerous
articles, reports, and interviews to “art’s other half.”10 These articles
look at the work of professionals in the fields of sculpture, performing arts, visual arts, literature, and architecture, as well as some
of Ferrer’s feminist contemporaries, including Agnès Varda, Gina
Pane, Lea Lublin, and Nil Yalter, who, as she said in 2006, “are wellknown but not stars. Their work is coherent, and it is likely that only
another woman would devote the necessary time to them. I was
perfectly aware of this. I knew that if I did not do it, nobody would.”11
This conclusion shows how conscious Ferrer was, and is, of
the artistic situation described; it also highlights the fact that in
her artistic practice she rebels against the impositions that restrict
women’s scope of action by defending their rights to be/create
freely. At the same time, in specific works, she addresses the same
themes, such as women’s sexuality and sex (El libro del sexo [The
book of sex], 1981–), demystifies the figure of the individual male
artist-genius (Las manos de la artista [The artist’s hands] series,
1977–), and condemns the exclusion of women from the art world
(En el marco del arte [In the frame of art], 1992–), their absence in
art history (A partir del punto 0, un sexo ZAJ [From point 0, a ZAJ
sex]), their allusions (Femenino/masculino o el sexismo en los diccionarios [Feminine/masculine or sexism in dictionaries], 1993), and
their status as objects of representation (Las tres gracias [The three
graces], 1999). In her artistic practice she also explores a series of
issues that principally and negatively affect women artists—issues
she has considered throughout her life (Preguntas feministas [Feminist questions], 1999).
All of this makes me realize that Ferrer’s journalism also involves a process of feedback between her artistic practice and her
feminist activism (participating in workshops, discussion groups,
demonstrations, conferences, and artistic protest-actions in the
10—Ferrer’s article “La otra mitad del
arte” [Art’s other half], Lápiz, no. 44 (October 1987): 7–8, led her to successfully propose
that the longest feature in the magazine
should be dedicated to the work of a woman
artist and include an interview.
11—Muriana, “Esther Ferrer,” p. 694.
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public arena). Because while her journalistic work strengthened
her links with foreign avant-garde art and culture and with the
international women’s movement, its role in helping to fill in and
“straighten out” the broken and historically buried narrative of
women artists was an extension of the feminist struggle. As shown
by the increasing number of studies in the last decade (albeit still
limited despite the recent proliferation) on art and women and on
art and feminism, as well as the few exhibitions on women artists (such as the one this catalogue accompanies), this is still a
much-needed task, one that is being carried out by those who, like
Ferrer, have (re)acted from different fields.
Ferrer’s journalism ought to be seen as a repeated, ongoing
micropolitical exercise, which, to paraphrase the artist, demystifies stereotyped language by establishing a different “order” in the
production, circulation, and reception of messages: “To put ‘inform-action ’ into practice, to turn the listener into a subject-agent
of information... is subversive.”12

12—Esther Ferrer, “A vueltas con la
democracia en la información: en radio, la libertad es posible,” Egin, November 1, 1978, 18.
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The Feminist Press Holds Its
First International Meeting

Esther Ferrer, "La prensa feminista celebra su
primer encuentro internacional," El País (Madrid),
April 2, 1977, p. 20.

The feminist movement, in its various
currents, agrees that information is the
essential foundation for its advancement
on two levels: awareness-raising of women
in general; and communication among the
different groups of countries.
To this end, to allow us to listen to one
another, understand one another, and try to
establish some common guidelines, the first
International Meeting of the Feminist Press
was organized in Paris, with the participation
of several European countries: Germany,
England, Belgium, Italy, Spain, and France.
A concrete aim: to share the experiences
behind the publications created, financed,
composed, and written by and for women, in
relation to issues that concern us all.
The meeting was an initiative of four
French publications: Histoires d’elles (whose
first issue came out last week, and which
was created by a group of women journalists
whose uneasiness at their roles as such in
newspapers directed by men led them to

consider problems such as the need to revise
the traditional concept of journalism); Nouvelles féministes, founded in 1974, which is the
bulletin of the French League for Women’s
Rights and SOS Femmes Battues; Information de femmes, which aims to inform women
and feminist groups about the activities of
the movement and allow them to express
their ideas and opinions; and the bimonthly
Sorcières, which was created one year ago
with a literary rather than informative focus.
Each issue revolves around a particular
theme and includes related literary texts,
poems, and documents. Femmes travailleuses
en lutte, which was created in 1973 and is
now independent, was the other French
publication at the event.
Of the European publications, the most
important is surely EMMA, a new bimonthly
magazine that printed 200,000 copies of its
first issue, which sold out immediately, as did
a further run of 100,000 copies. Its current
circulation is 300,000.
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Italy was represented by EFFE (40,000
copies) and Radio Donna.
The other participating publications were
Spare Rib (50,000 copies) from England,
OPZY from the Netherlands, and Les cahiers
du Grif and Bécassine en lutte from Belgium,
as well as the Spanish representatives Vindicación and Dones de la mer.
After the initial presentations, discussion
revolved around the major issues: financing
(the crucial importance of remaining independent of political and economic groups),
the professionalization of the women
who produce them (most earn a living in
other jobs, meaning limited availability and
overwork, which has a negative impact on
the publications), forms of organization (the
collective is the most widespread form, with
everyone participating in all the editorial
tasks), and the problem of information today,
needs, and different kinds of effective contact
between the various teams.
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Feminism, between Autonomy
and Class Struggle:
International Meeting of
the Feminist Movement in
Vincennes (France)

Esther Ferrer, "El feminismo, entre la
autonomía y la lucha de clases," El País (Madrid),
June 21, 1977, p. 24.

The explosion of the feminist movement is
undeniable. Some people even claim it is the
most important political event of recent years.
But leaving aside competitive comparisons,
it is clear that feminism has never been as
strong as it is now and that it has never so
coherently linked theoretical reflection and
tactical necessity. The consequences of all
of this include the reaffirmation of feminist
hypotheses in the face of those who defend
the recovery of patriarchal/capitalist culture;
a firm commitment by women to thoroughly
study the laws and organizations of an oppressive society; the decision to speak out through
specifically feminist press and independent
radio; and, lastly, the capacity for mobilization, at all levels, of a large and ever-growing
number of women. The day after the death
of a woman in childbirth due to a doctor’s
negligence, 50,000 women demonstrated
in Rome. In another Italian city, in less than
six hours, 15,000 women gathered to protest
against the trial of C.C., who was twice raped.

In the face of international, multiform
oppression, the movement also tries to
respond at the international level, organizing
actions that allow it to extend to all forms
of oppression/repression anywhere in the
world.
To this end, the First International Meeting of Women was organized at the University of Vincennes in Paris, with delegates from
Switzerland, Italy, Spain, England, Austria,
Germany, Finland, Czechoslovakia, Greece,
Denmark, Canada, the United States, South
America (Brazil, Argentina, Venezuela...),
Africa (Senegal, Mali, Zaire, Algeria...), and,
naturally, France.
From the very first day, it became clear
that there is a contradiction between the
actual practice of women’s groups that seek
to put an end to the hierarchy, the power grab,
and the limitations of the pyramidal structure
(to quote Gudrun Ensslin, “to disrupt the
psychology of power-authority as often
and for as long as necessary, until human
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beings become stronger than it”), on the one
hand; and an inclination, on some fronts, to
approach the problem of effectiveness exclusively in terms of organization and structure.
Rich and Varied
All of this, which seemed “terribly
contradictory” (to certain minds that have
introjected the masculine discourse), made
the three days in Vincennes richer and more
varied than the organizers would ever have
imagined. Although the proceedings did not
rigorously follow the program, departing
from the established guidelines, giving rise
to a more anarchic communication (groups
formed informally, in parallel to the planned
committees, delegates argued in the classrooms and in the sun, on the lawns, coming
together and breaking up spontaneously, and
even during assembly we sometimes cut each
other off). But the fact is that over the three
days, an enormous communication flow at all
levels, during work and outside of it (dancing, singing, feeling) flooded the University
of Vincennes and confirmed, among other
things, that the feminist movement is irreversible and that international collaboration
among different groups is possible. Because
although they may differ in their theoretical
approach and their practice, despite these
discrepancies and some possible careerism
and real or apparent fanaticism, women are
determined to move forward. And because
these women do not fear differences but fight
for them, the struggle will be based on our
own experiences.

The Repression of Feminism
The coordinating committee for the meeting
will soon publish a full report on the final
conclusions of each of the working groups,
but for now we can mention some of the
issues that were discussed.
Repression: The double repression of
women prisoners, first for being in jail and
second for their social status as women;
discrimination between “typical female
crimes” and those that “are not,” such as
active political militancy and armed robbery;
the pressure placed on women to return to
their “feminine specificity” through “domestic” work rather than other more interesting
types of work; the emotional blackmail
that pushes women prisoners to give their
children up for adoption “from birth until
the age of eighteen months,” at which time,
if they have no immediate family, they are
automatically placed in the public welfare
system, without warning; the brutal repression of homosexuality.
Homosexuality: Lesbians are considered
a serious threat to the patriarchal/capitalist
nuclear family, and, as such, they suffer
repression for their sex and also for their
specific sexualities. Lesbians who are also
part of an oppressed class or a minority
ethnic group may suffer double or triple
repression. The feminist movement believes
that the persecution of lesbians is simply
a prolongation of the oppression of all
women, given that all women—heterosexual
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and lesbian—reject the traditional role of
women.
Sexism: Like racism and other kinds
of segregation, sexism (which sets male
workers against female workers, women with
jobs against those who are housewives or
unemployed, local women against migrant
women...) has been used to divide subjugated
groups for the benefit of the ruling classes.
Lesbians are the most heavily repressed
segment of each social class.
Abortion-Motherhood: A woman’s right
to control over her own body; the need for all
countries to accept free, legal abortion and
to allow women to choose the method and
circumstances in which to exercise this right;
the right to freely choose motherhood; the
right to invent our own sexuality; the struggle
against the power of the medical profession
and laboratories over our bodies and against
the sale of harmful contraceptive methods;
the widespread implementation of nonviolent methods of childbirth; demedicalization
of birth; the creation of childcare centers.
Rape/Violence: The following issues
raised by the commission are food for
thought: Why do most rapes take place
within the family or in the framework of
the victim’s everyday life? The German
figures, which do not contradict those of
other countries, leave no room for doubt:
70% of rapes are perpetrated by people
known to the victim; 16% by the father,

uncle, or cousin; 35% by a group. Why are
most rapes not reported to the police? Why
is it that most women who go to centers for
battered women had been raped before?
Why is the percentage of rape similar in all
social classes? Why is it that in all countries
women who report a rape are treated with
contempt by police and the courts, suspected
of contributing to the rape, and, at worst,
have their status changed from victim to
accused? Why do trials play out differently
if representatives of the feminist movement
are in the courtroom, as we saw in Italy? Why
do feminists consider it so clearly necessary
to change the interpretation as well as the
letter of the law? In Australia, women can
now accuse their husbands of rape, but how
will judges and lawyers interpret this law?
Experience shows that it takes more than
a change in the law: it is also necessary to
change the mindset that applies it. Why does
the press, both left- and right-wing, exploit
violence against women in keeping with
their own interests? Why are women referred
to only as bodies? When we condemn
violence, is it a revolutionary act? Or are we
collaborating with the bourgeois justice that
oppresses us? If we believe it is necessary to
condemn violence against women, why can’t
women bring a class action, as the feminist
movement, the way trade unions do in the
case of workplace accidents, for example? In
addition to all these and many other issues,
there were committees on feminism and
nuclear energy, and feminism and Marxism.
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Pirate Radio Stations against
the Information Monopoly:
International Meeting of Free
Radio Stations in Paris

Esther Ferrer, "Emisoras piratas contra el monopolio
informativo: Jornadas internacionales de radios libres
en París," Egin (Hernani), April 12, 1978, p. 14.

Ospatu berriak dira Parisen Irrati Libreen
Ihardunaldi Internazionalak. Irrati libre hauek,
emisora piraten bidez, Estatuarem monopolio
informatiboa hautsi nahi dute. Monopolio
hau, gainera, ez du Estatuak irratihedapenean
bakarrik, informazio bide guztietan baizik.
Irrati hauen eritziz, hizkuntza eta musika
bera ere boterearen ideiak zabaltzeko baino
gehiagorako dira, hau da, informazio
horizontala hedatzeko eta ez bertikala, irrati
tradizionalek egiten dutena superatzeko.
Ihardunaldi hauetan irrati libreen
problema juridikoak, teknikoak, kulturalak
eta era guztietakoak izan dira aztertuak.
Radio Alice, Radio Città Futura, Radio
Onda Rossa (Italy), Radio Fil Rose, Radio
Verte, Radio 93, Abbesses Écho, Radio Paris
Libre (France), Radio 88 (Sweden), and Radio
K.P.O.O. (San Francisco), are just a few of the
long list of several hundred radio stations in
Europe and beyond that work toward creating
a different type of radio that is “horizontal”

rather than “vertical” and imposed from
above, because they are aware that for many
years radio has been at the service of a particular interest: the state. And that this group
of people who call themselves the state has
ceased to be at the service of citizens and now
only looks after its own interests.
Free radio, a fantasy. Open radio, “a hurricane at the level of discourse” (discourse that
has become a rite, an “endlessly repeated
litany” that does not influence reality or
change it), a movement that “conspires”
(from the Latin conspirare; literally, “to
breathe together”) and seeks to “sabotage
the brains in which information is stored and
controlled.” A movement that involves the
practice of happiness, because “the practice
of happiness is subversive if it is collective,”
as the representatives of Radio Alice (the
Bologna-based radio station organized by the
man who goes by the name “Bifo,” now in
prison) say.
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To Restore That Which Has Been Stolen
Counterinformation inevitably springs up
wherever language has been and is stolen,
distorted, devalued, and falsified. Wherever
language has been expropriated, leaving it
solely at the service of conveying the ideas
of those in power. Wherever culture is the
history of a theft, creating the need for
restitution which, in the case of free radio,
is summed up by the “Mao-Dadaist” phrase
(luckily more Dada than Mao) “let one
hundred flowers bloom, let one hundred
radios broadcast.”
Radio stations of all kinds are popping
up: short-lived radio stations that broadcast
for the duration of a particular struggle
(an antinuclear demonstration, a prison
uprising, etc.), neighborhood radio stations
organized by a local committee or association, cultural intervention radio stations that
fight to break through the monopoly, radio
stations organized in particular cities or
regions, the radio stations for and by minorities (e.g., homosexuals) and majorities
(women). Open radio stations in which the
listeners are also information agents, radio
stations that broadcast from the streets or
from a factory during a strike. Radio stations
that, as Radio 93 says, “in response to a State
that wants to take charge of our happiness,
control our lives, save us in its own way, and
protect our security in spite of us, tell us that
we are free: free to speak to others, to break
the isolation that imprisons us. We want to
use the weapon of technology against the
technocracy of the present and the future,
to end the absurd mythologizations that
reduce people to impotence and passivity.
We say that any group of citizens can create
a radio station if they want to, and we show
that it is true. Not radio stations that replace
one universal discourse with another also
targeted at passive listeners, but radio
stations that the listeners themselves create
and listen to.”

ALFREDO International Meeting
According to article 19 of the European Convention on Human Rights, everyone has “the
right to hold opinions without interference,
and to seek, receive, and impart information
and ideas through any media and regardless
of frontiers.” In order to come out into the
open, having been forced into hiding by
the monopoly, and to exercise the right to
impart information without interference, the
French Association for the Liberation of the
Airwaves (ALO) and the Italian Federazione
de Radio Emittenti Democratiche (FRED)
organized the ALFREDO meeting of free
radio stations. Delegates from German,
French, English, Belgian, Italian, and Spanish stations worked in various committees
on the problems of “parallel information in
relation to radio broadcasting today.” The
issues discussed were as follows.
Legal Committee: free radio and freedom
of expression; free radio stations as a site
and a tool for the expression of minorities,
of opposition and of dissent; current state of
affairs and future prospects of national legal
frameworks; the monopoly; occupying radio
frequencies; speech before the European
Human Rights Tribunal.
Technical Committee: obtaining equipment; choosing equipment based on needs;
organization and financing; programming;
technical support between different countries.
Alternative Communication Committee:
how power attacks information; cultural
decolonization; the connection between
free radio stations and social movements
(autonomous, creative); free radio stations
and social and political struggles; counterinformation and anti-information.
Coordination Committee: regional,
national, and international coordination; the
creation of a parallel information agency at
the international level; program pooling and
distribution; the problem of advertising; how
to fight the political monopoly (radio stations

297

0577_290-367 prensa nueva.indd 297

3/10/17 14:16

owned by strong political parties and the financial monopoly of large corporate stations)
once the state monopoly has disappeared in
countries where it exists, like France.
In the course of three long days of
sometimes contradictory discussions, most
participants agreed on the need to fight the
monopoly (at all levels), to guarantee the
national and international legal defense of
free radio stations, to set up collaborations
between countries to secure stations and
sources of information, and to help and
collaborate in the creation of as many “pirate
stations” as possible, because “the greater
the subversion of the airwaves, the harder
it will be to eliminate, block, restrict, and
control information.” To quote Boris Vian,
the Free Radio Movement is convinced that
“free radio will be the only way to counteract
the press which, as we know, is not free.”
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Sexual Mutilation: Genital
Cutting and Infibulation: The
World’s Best-Kept Secret

Esther Ferrer, "Mutilaciones sexuales: escisión e
infibulación: El secreto mejor guardado del mundo,"
Jano: Medicina y humanidades, no. 372
(May 4–10, 1979): 23–28.

Hidden behind the label “ritual practices”
for centuries, sexual mutilation, genital
cutting, and infibulation were until recently
little more than a discreet, interesting object
of study for ethnologists, sociologists, and
doctors. Just reading descriptions of these
practices is enough to provoke horror and
condemnation. But those who had the
opportunity to watch the ethnographic
documentation presented by Fran Hosken
and Benoît Groult1 at the Museé Social in
Paris on March 21 this year felt not only
horrified but distressed and outraged. The
film showed the initiation of girls in Sudan,
which proceeded as follows: as the elders
sing and dance, the adult women take a
1—Fran Hosken, American architect and
journalist who for several years has dedicated herself
to spreading information from international organizations, doctors, and feminist groups on the dangers
of these traditional practices. Since 1975 she publishes
the newsletter Win News. Benoît Groult, feminist,
author of an interesting book on genital cutting and
infibulation, Ainsi soit-elle, Paris, 1975, Ed. Grasset.

girl aged about eight or nine and pull her
to the ground, where several of them hold
her down. The midwife approaches with a
cutting instrument, locates the clitoris, and
starts cutting. The anguished girl tries to get
up, shouting and crying: her eyes express
total panic, verging on madness (an indelible
image), but they pin her down even more
forcefully and the midwife keeps cutting,
again and again. Then she puts her finger
inside the wound to make sure everything
has been torn out. After the operation, the
exhausted girl is lifted off the ground, her
face covered in tears, and she leaves, leaning
on two women, while the operation begins
on another equally terrified little girl. The
indescribable anguish of watching these
images become more intense on discovering
that these mutilations affect over thirty
million women, and that they are being
carried out today, right now, on defenseless
girls who will be disfigured for the rest of
their lives.
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The footage showed only one version
of the ritual, which is carried out in various
ways by different ethnic groups. The most
widespread are:
“Sunna” circumcision (analogous to male
circumcision), which is the least drastic:
it involves the piercing or excision of the
clitoral prepuce.
Genital cutting, which also involves the
removal of the clitorian glans or the clitoris
itself, together with the partial or complete
removal of the inner labia. Some ethnic
groups add cauterization to this torture.
Infibulation or “pharaonic” circumcision,
which is the most terrible. It involves the
removal of the clitoris, the inner labia, and
most of the outer labia. The two parts of the
vulva are then sewn together like a corset,
usually with acacia thorns and string, leaving
a tiny hole (the smaller the “better”) to allow
urine and menstruation through. To prevent
this opening from becoming blocked, a
small piece of bamboo is placed inside.
A mix of sugar and gum arabic is then spread
over the wound, forming a waterproof seal.
The girl’s thighs are bound together. After a
week the thorns are removed and she starts
walking with the help of a walking stick. If the
operation has not been successful, the whole
process starts over again.
When the girls reach marriageable age,
a husband is found, and the second part
of this atrocious martyrdom begins on the
wedding night. Some groups do not allow
artificial deflowering, insisting it must take
place in the “natural” way. This is not always
possible, in which case the “unpenetrable”
girl is repudiated and marginalized from
then on. Others help themselves, like the
Somalian described by the ethnologist
Jacques Lantier2: “since he cannot deflower
her, the husband uses a double-edged knife.
He lays his wife on her back, holds her thighs
open and places a specially tailored piece of
2—Jacques Lantier, La cite magique,
Ed Fayard.

wood into the vaginal orifice—a precaution
designed to protect the perineum. Then he
plunges the knife into the vagina, tearing
it and causing it to bleed profusely, before
penetrating her. According to tradition,
the husband must have frequent, extended
intercourse during the following eight days.
The aim of this ‘work’ is to create a passage,
preventing the scar from closing again.”
When the time comes for them to give
birth, given that scar tissue does not expand,
the midwife has to open the way for the baby
with a knife. Otherwise a “natural” tearing
takes place. The secrecy of international
associations and agencies in relation to these
mutilations make it “the world’s best-kept
secret,” as Fran Hosken says. Apparently, the
UNICEF delegate in Somalia told Hosken
that he was not aware that they took place,
he had not been informed. Fortunately, the
perseverance of the association Terre des
Hommes—which has for years systematically
submitted reports to the UN and WHO—
along with a women’s campaign, has had
some impact, including an international
conference held in Khartoum, Sudan, under
the title Traditional Practices Affecting the
Health of Women, with the participation of
delegates from seven African countries.
The Extent and Real or Fictitious Causes of
the Mutilation
Today, genital mutilation is carried out in
twenty-six countries throughout much of
Africa, from the south to the Red Sea, from
Somalia to Senegal, and in the north. It is also
carried out in the two Yemeni states, Saudi
Arabia, Iraq, Jordan, and Syria. There have
been claims that evidence of the practice
has been found in South America, but Fran
Hosken tells me she cannot confirm this,
although she says it does take place, although
less frequently, in Indonesia and Malaysia.
The reasons given to theoretically explain
these practices are extremely varied. They
are also hypocritical, because, in our view,
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men’s phallocratic phantoms are the real
reasons behind it. The most frequently cited
are “tradition” (our ancestors did it, the
spirits will be angry if we don’t continue);
the Koran (aside from the fact that the Koran
does not explicitly state anything that could
be interpreted as such, female genital mutilation is also carried out by Coptic Christian
and animistic communities that have nothing
to do with Islam); “hygiene” (among the
Bantu, for instance, even though it is clear
that the consequences on women’s health are
catastrophic); to increase women’s fertility
(comprehensive data are not available, but it
appears that 25% of cases of female sterility3
are due to genital mutilation, particularly
infibulation, and that in underdeveloped
areas 5–6% of women die giving birth subsequently); to enhance the husband’s sexual
pleasure (studies suggest a clear link between
infibulation and polygamy: almost all polygamists surveyed prefer women who have not
been mutilated); to make women “vaginal”
so that they achieve maximum pleasure (in
reality, the possibility of reaching orgasm,
even vaginal orgasm, after these operations
is so small that they virtually make the
woman frigid, because clitoral stimulation
is clearly necessary in order to reach
vaginal orgasm; it seems that almost 95% of
mutilated women are permanently frigid);4
to protect women against rape (instead of
educating the men, the women are sewn up);
to cure and prevent nymphomania, hysteria,
and so on (clitorian pleasure has always been
prohibited, shameful, and improper because
it can be a solitary pleasure that women can
attain on their own, without necessarily
having a relationship with a man, and this
obviously transgresses all the sexual “mores”
imposed by masculine power—from ancient
3—Women and Health, Female Circumcision
and Fertility in Africa, Frank P. Hosken and M. Arch,
November–December 1976.
4—Choisir. Dossier escisión, December–January 1978.

Egypt, which already practiced cutting, to
the industrial and bourgeois societies of
nineteenth- and twentieth-century Europe).
Turning to the political aspects of the
continuation of these practices in Africa, we
must mention the shameful and aberrant
hypocrisy of certain leaders. But if we look
beyond this and enter the realm of myth
or legend, we find, along with castration
phantasms (like the idea that the clitoris is
a potential penis that prevents girls from
becoming women, or a dart hidden in
the vagina that can wound and even kill
men), we find the real causes at the root of
these practices, such as the “wondrous”
story recounted by the ethnologist Jacques
Lantier5: “God, who always does things for
a reason, gave women two separate zones
where they can experience arousal and desire: the clitoris and the vagina. The woman’s
vagina is closed and cannot be opened until
the husband chosen by the elders breaks the
membrane and creates a passage to allow
the spirit to enter so the family can continue
(…) God also gave women a clitoris so they
can have pleasure before marriage, while
remaining pure. This pleasure kindles the
desire for marriage. For this reason, the
clitoris should not be removed when girls are
little, because they use it to masturbate. It
should only be removed when they grow and
become capable of procreation. In this way,
the desire becomes focused in one place, and
they will soon want to get married.”
The Consequences of Genital Mutilation on
the Health of Women
Leaving aside the terrible psychological consequences for women, the physical risks, as
described by Dr. Gerard Zwang, are “tetanus,
urinary tract infection and septicemia, which
still kills fifteen-year-old girls today. In those
who survive, all that remains of the perineum
is a horrible scar surrounded by sclerosis that
5—Told to the ethnologist by a magus and
quoted by Fran Hosken.
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does not easily expand, and tears during the
numerous childbirths. Obstetric tears of the
vesicovaginal and rectovaginal partitions
are so common that the deplorable fistulas
they lead to account for a large amount of
the work of colonial doctors. A particularly
awful complication of the amputation of the
clitoris is the growth of a neuroma on the
scar where the dorsal nerve of the clitoris was
cut. The least touch in this region can cause
shattering, unbearable pain.”6
Meanwhile, El Sayed Mirghani, a Sudanese Muslim who is a specialist in pediatric
surgery at the Villeneuve-St Georges Hospital and who wrote a thesis on infibulation
and hysterectomy in 1973 cites painful
intercourse, delayed onset of menarche,
complications involving hematocolpos,
cysts, implantation dermoids, and sterility,
extremely frequent chronic pelvic infections
as a result of the blocked urinary and vaginal
tracts due to repeated infibulation and
defibulation each time a woman gives birth
(multiplying the probability and chronicity
of infection), and an increase in the rate of
vulvar cancers.7
In some countries such as Mali, Somalia,
and the Republic of Upper Volta, efforts are
being made to civilize these atrocious practices by performing them within the hospital
system. This carries the enormous risk of
institutionalizing them under the excuse of

6—Doctor Zwang, in Función erótica (with
the ethnologist A. de Benoîs), was the first to
denounce these practices as an insult to dignity.
7—Interview with Dr. El Sayed Mirghanit.
Choisir. Dossier escisión, op. cit.

protecting women, thus making total eradication harder and less “justified.” According
to Dr. G. Pieters, a gynecologist who worked
in Somalia from 1966 to 1968, around 15
infibulations were carried out in his hospital
every Sunday on girls between the ages of
four and eight.8 During her press conference,
Fran Hosken said that some hospitals carry
them out on girls as young as 40 days old,
because, they say, “the risks of infection and
psychological trauma are lower.”
Inconceivable as it sounds, some
members of the medical profession in these
countries agree with the practice of carrying
out these operations, while others frame the
problem in terms of “whether or not they
should be carried out in hospitals.”
Sudan officially banned genital mutilation
in 1947, but it is still carried out: medical-sociological-psychological teams travel around
the country trying to convince people that
these initiation rites are dangerous and
irrational. The resolutions passed at the
conference in Khartoum (the implementation of specific national abolition policies,
the creation of national and international
committees to coordinate activities, and
education programs targeted at the general
public and, in particular, at traditional
midwives) are a first step (if they are put into
practice) toward wiping out these ancestral
rituals.

8—Women and Health. Ibid.
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John Cage: Between the
Discipline of Mathematics
and Chance: An Interview
with the Writer, Mycologist,
Draughtsman, and Composer

Esther Ferrer, "John Cage, entre la disciplina
matemática y el azar: Entrevista con el escritor,
micólogo, dibujante y compositor," El País (Madrid),
November 17, 1979, Artes, pp. 1–4.

With the same smile, the same courtesy, and
quite possibly the same blue denim suit as on
his last visit, John Cage is back in Paris—“a
city that looks more like a collection of
postcards every day”—to participate along
with David Tudor, Takehisa Kosugi and
Martin Kalve in the Merce Cunningham
Dance Company shows programmed by
the Autumn Festival. The events will take
place at the Centre Georges Pompidou, an
enormous sound box that is the ideal place
in which to listen to the musical work of the
multifaceted John Cage (a mycologist, writer,
and draughtsman, as well as composer).
For the music scene, Cage is like a mutant
who unexpectedly appeared, seemingly out
of nowhere. He cannot be classified because
his music is the music of oblivion, insofar
as it is antitradition (it may be interesting
to create traditions, but not to repeat them
endlessly; as Duchamp said, “repetition
is the enemy of art”). His music has no
memory, it lacks history’s seal of guarantee;

he does not use tired, clichéd techniques or
hackneyed, predictable forms. Cage’s sound
universe has only one possible horizon: our
auditory perception threshold and the limits
that our automatic, manipulated listening
imposes on it. It overturns the exclusive
hierarchy between sound (noble, and as such
liable to be turned into music) and noise
(plebeian, and therefore not just excluded
from the realm of music, but also scorned).
Instead of creating ideal, fictitious worlds,
his work ushers us into everyday reality,
drawing out its poetic content, releasing
sounds from their enslavement as “vehicles
for an idea.” Sound is “the soul of inanimate
objects,” and the function of the composer is,
above all, to set it free.
“It Is Unusual for Me to Win a Prize”
Punctual, Cage approaches, walking across
the large stage that has been prepared for the
show, his characteristic gait as distinctive as
his soft, husky voice. He is busy but never

303

0577_290-367 prensa nueva.indd 303

3/10/17 14:16

in a rush, “always available for friends,”
warm and accessible, with a distracted air,
but always alert to the noises of the world.
Amused and surprised, he starts by telling
me that he has just found out he has won
the Karl Sczuka Prize in Baden-Baden (Germany) for Roaratorio, based on Finnegans
Wake, his favorite work by James Joyce (he
composed The Wonderful Widow of Eighteen
Springs, a song for voice and closed piano
“based on Finnegans Wake,” back in 1942).
With a frank, almost innocent laugh (that
will interrupt our conversation many times),
he adds: “It is unusual for me to win a prize;
sometimes I am awarded honors, but rarely
prizes. This time I get both: the honor and the
money.”
QUESTION: How strange: I was going to
start our conversation by asking you about
that very work...
ANSWER: I am still working on Finnegans
Wake. I’ve written three “through F. W.”:
Mesotics, which starts with the name “James
Joyce” in Finnegans Wake from start to finish.
I’ve finished the two first parts and now I’m
working on the third; I’m about halfway
through. The rules that govern them change
slightly. In the first one, I look for a word
that contains a “j” that is not followed by an
“a,” then one with an “a” but no “m,” and I
continue in this fashion. For the second text,
I made a list of syllables, and I didn’t allow
the repetition of syllables that had already
been used. So that text is shorter than the
first. That is the part that won the prize, along
with the sound. In the third part I cannot use
the first letter or the second one: neither of
them can be between another two letters.
This creates a very interesting problem,
because if I use them I break the rule. This
might seem a bit idiotic, but it’s a way to
obtain different compositions from the same
material: Finnegans Wake.
Now I have become accustomed to the
strangeness of this book, which I always

liked, but which I had never read before. Now
I have read it, reread it, and reread it over
again many times, and I think the experience
has truly changed my life. Because before,
when I was not alone—in my work I mean, in
the studies for piano and violin—I was with
another, and that other was Thoreau. But
now I am not just with Thoreau, I am sometimes also with Joyce, who is very different
from Thoreau and even very different from
me. But I think there are also certain connections between the three. I was very pleased
to discover that he, like me, was deeply
interested in Eastern philosophy, which
comes through in Finnegans Wake. “HCE”
(here comes everybody) is almost a Buddhist
idea, because to a Buddhist every person and
every thing in the world is Buddha... So, yes!
“HCE.”
Q: How has Zen Buddhism and Eastern
philosophy in general influenced your work?
A: In the forties I was very mixed up. Not
just in my life as a composer, but also in my
personal life. I needed to find another reason
to write music, because the reason I was
given when I studied was not working for
me. They told me that an artist must have
something to say, and say it clearly. They
spoke about communication. But in the real
world, I could see that all the composers I
knew worked in different ways, they used
various languages, and nobody understood
each other. Then I decided that if music was
a problem of communication, I would never
write music again. Music, as I understand it
now, does not impose anything. The sounds
simply are, they live. Music itself makes no
demands. Then I met the Indian musician
Gita Sarabhai, we spent a year together, and
I asked her about the meaning of the music
she taught in India. She answered that I had
to calm my spirit so that it would change and
become sensitive to divine influences, to
emanations of the divine. I had to discover
what a calm spirit and divine influences
were... I decided to calm my spirt in an envi-
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ronment that was not calm, because we live
in the twentieth century. And with the study
of Buddhism with Suzuki I learned that the
spirit becomes calm when there is freedom
from likes and dislikes.
When the spirit changes in this way, life
becomes a flow, a current, instead of being
separate from the rest of creation. I wanted
to bring this into my music, so instead of
sitting down to think I started to use chance
operations, in order to free my work from
myself. I think I managed to do so, because
as I said I was very mixed-up in the forties,
and I am less so now...
“You Have to Divide Life Intelligently”
Q: This chance that sets music free: can it
be applied to other situations in life?
A: It is not necessary, and it can even be
dangerous. You can’t use chance at certain
moments of your life. If you were to cross
the street here in Paris based on chance, for
example, you might get killed. You have to
divide life intelligently. They do so in India,
where there are four divisions of ideas rather
than one idea that is expressed through the
whole of life. The first is “ARTHA,” which is
to have a goal and reach it. For example, if
you play a game of chess, it is better to win
than to lose, and this also applies to cooking,
or looking for wild mushrooms, when you
have to know which ones are poisonous. The
second one, “KAMA,” is traditionally sex life
and the arts, giving pleasure. Pleasure should
never be absent if you are in the field of
“KAMA.” The third is “DHARMA,” true and
false or good and bad at the spiritual level,
where there is a distinction between the two.
And the fourth is “MOKSHA,” where you
can use operations of chance. It is liberation
from all the other divisions. I think when you
create art that was previously only “KAMA”
in the spirit of “MOKSHA,” art has changed
the spirit instead of simply producing sensual
pleasure.
Q: The notion of silence appears in your
work, or rather, it disappears, because you

claim that it does not exist, thus “dooming
us” to “non-silence,” to eternal listening...
A: Silence is only a change that takes place
in the mind, a shift in the spirit. Somebody
who opposes the things around us will not
be open or receptive. But if we listen we
become part of that current or flow: we are
part of the world. I understood this when I
went into a soundproof room. I had been told
there was silence inside, but when I went in
I heard two sounds... I went out and said to
the engineer in charge, “there’s something
wrong, there are two sounds.” He asked me
to describe them and I said one was high the
other was low. And he said the high one was
my nervous system, and the low one was my
blood circulating. So in this marvelous way
we are musicians, we don’t have to compose
music.
Q: It is usually musicians who describe
you as a brilliant inventor or a philosopher,
rather than a musician. Do you think your
demythologizing of the figure of the composer bothers them, and that they prefer to put
you in a different “category,” keeping music
for themselves?
A: Yes, that is one possible reaction, but
another option open to them is to take an
interest, to come closer to my experience.
The Negation of Politics
Q: When you talk about “art as life,” does
politics have a role in it?
A: When it comes to politics I prefer to talk
about the negation of politics, in the sense that
Norman Brown understood that our problem
today is not political, it is the problem of abolishing politics. Assuming that politics is power
over others, then we have to abolish it. And if
power must always exist, as some people say, I
prefer individual power over institutionalized
power. In other words, even if we accept that
there will always be murders... I prefer them to
be conceived individually rather than to have
governments and nations decide to organize a
war on our behalf.
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Q: Are you really as modest as to believe
that your relative fame is only due to your
age, as you say in the book by Daniel Charles?
A: I think it is true... There may be other
reasons, like luck, for example, because I
decided to work at a particular time, with
things that were useful to people then. I am
absolutely convinced that if I hadn’t had
those ideas, others would have. It was the
right time to do the kind of work I do: using
operations of chance, celebrating the East,
using technology, and so on.
Q: Have intractable problems ever come
up in your collaboration with Merce Cunningham, given the combination of almost
mathematical discipline on one hand, and
chance on the other?
A: Chance is a kind of discipline, you see.
I sometimes say that chance is my only discipline. In dance, it is easy to see the discipline,
because the dancer’s work demands it. But I

don’t work in that way at all, so it may appear
that I do not have any. In dance, discipline
is an exercise, but, Merce Cunningham also
works with chance operations, as I do, and
that is a discipline of the spirit. Exercise is
simply a discipline of the body, and a musician does not need it, unless he is a pianist for
example... I use the other kind of discipline,
the discipline of the spirit, which as I was
saying earlier has to do with breaking free
from desire and nondesire.
The interview has to come to an end,
and I remember something that Richard
Kostelanetz wrote: “John Cage is one of these
figures whom if he did not already exist, the
philistines would need to invent. Not only
are his ideas so original that they all but beg
to be misunderstood and/or misinterpreted,
but his is the sort of eccentricity that unenlightened minds can smugly dismiss without
experiencing even a glimmer of revelation.”
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Merce Cunningham:
“Movement Is What Counts in
Dance”

Esther Ferrer, "Merce Cunningham: ‘Lo que cuenta
en la danza es el movimiento.‘" Entrevista con el
bailarín y el coreógrafo, El País (Madrid),
January 5, 1980, Artes, pp. 1–6.

Merce Cunningham is one of the world’s
great dancers and choreographers. He
wanders around stages carrying a chair,
almost as if this piece of furniture were an
amulet, a touchstone, or a symbol. With this
simple prop, dressed in black, impervious
to the noises being made by the audience
around him, Cunningham recently presented
a show in Paris, in which, true to his usual
style, movement stood out above any other
circumstantial element. In this interview
Cunningham explains how all connotations
extraneous to the gestures of the body have
gradually been discarded in his concept of
dance.
The well-worn excuse that “audiences
are not ready,” which is often used to justify
programming shows of no interest whatsoever, was once again proven false by the recent
performances of the Merce Cunningham
Dance Company at the Centre Georges
Pompidou. The audience in this case was
nothing like that of the Théâtre de la Ville,

for example, where the company presented
its ballets. In addition to the usual “paying”
audience sitting downstairs, Merce Cunningham’s “Events” at Beaubourg were also seen
by a nonpaying audience standing upstairs,
made up of regular late-afternoon visitors to
the Centre: mothers with small children, the
unemployed, migrants―tired of nostalgically
playing the music of their home countries―
who wander through the enormous hall, and
even a few clochards. For eleven days, this
heterogeneous and motley audience crowded in, sometimes waiting over an hour to
secure a spot in the front row. They watched
without saying a word, without moving (the
Centre has never been so quiet at that time
of day), and clapped enthusiastically at the
end of each show. It was undoubtedly the
best audience for a great dancer—Merce
Cunningham—who has not only renewed
dance, bringing it into the realm of everyday
life (“dancing is a visible action of life”), but
has also once again shown us that just as all
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movements are possible in dance, so are all
audiences capable of appreciating it. And
that is another of his great attributes.
I arrange to meet Cunningham one
Sunday morning. We talk as the dancers do
their daily exercises.
QUESTION: What is behind the need to
strip dance of all circumstantial, narrative,
symbolic, or psychological elements?
ANSWER: Movement in itself is enough
for me; it is what has always interested me.
Movement is what counts in dance, and I
think it is neither worthwhile nor necessary
to add anything else. This seems like a highly
intellectual process, but it is not. When I
see people’s movements, they always seem
sufficient, interesting, full of spirit. Why add
anything else…?
Q: Don’t you find it difficult to organize
choreographies without all those elements
that embellish and frame it?
A: My work is not based on the perspective
of classical ballet, or on the kind of dance that
is influenced by psychology and all of that.
When I walk down the street I see people coming and going, moving. Situations constantly
arise. There is no need to understand what is
going on; we see it. All of this is full of possibilities for dance; it allows me to create shows
that are simply what we can see. I often try
to do it by using chance operations. Another
thing I have changed is the space I work with:
it is not a Renaissance space, subject to the
laws of perspective. I see the stage as an open,
nonlinear field. There is no center. Everybody
can come in and go out at different points. The
dancers can position themselves anywhere.
There are thousands of centers, or none.
Q: This also applies to the audience, who
are freed from the idea of having to watch
from a particular central point.
A: Yes, that’s right. The world is all
around us, not just in front of us. I see each
dancer as a center, and this creates an open
situation in which everything is constantly

changing. The experience at Beaubourg was
extraordinary, with all those people standing
upstairs, watching the show without moving,
the sounds of people going in and out of
the Centre, the music coming in from the
street. It all becomes part of the show; it is
magnificent.
Q: Watching your choreographies, one has
the sense that all movements are possible,
that the body is not that different—despite
what we believe—from the body of an animal
or a plant. Such an extensive vocabulary must
reflect a different view of the body, one that
is not limited to our culturalized image of it...
A: Yes, that’s right. But all movements are
possible in dance, as they are in real life. I do
not exclude any. Just as people move however they like when they are at the market
or on the streets, without making an effort
to move in any special way, it is the same in
dance: we walk, we run... The method I use
with my students in New York and with the
company is to always increase the inventory
of movements. This does not mean I always
find something new, but I am constantly
looking for movements that are unfamiliar
to me. The range of possibilities I am
after spans from the most simple, ordinary
movement that we do almost mechanically
to virtuosity. Another thing that interests me
is coordinating several parts of the body in
a single movement. In classical ballet, for
example, the legs move, but the back remains
fixed. And modern dance is the opposite,
the movement of the back is intensified, but
the legs remain still. I have always sought to
include legs and back in a single movement.
That is the focus of my technical research:
the whole body works. This is easy on the
ground but more difficult in the air.
Q: Despite the intentional decoupling of
dance and movement, sometimes incredible
coincidences take place. It seems almost
impossible to think that they were not
deliberately coordinated. What could be the
reason for this?
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A: Yes, these coincidences often occur.
Even so, when we do the events we have
not heard the music before; it is different
each day. The means are the same, but the
continuity changes. And the musicians
have no prior knowledge of the continuity
of the dance either. But once again, it is like
everyday life. For example, there are sounds
around us now, and together with our voices
they form a whole, an atmosphere. Or out
in the countryside, the sounds of the wind,
birds singing, and so on, coincide and almost
seem to rely on one another, but they are
independent. It is that simple; there is no
need to look any further.
Q: Yes, but we could say that this relationship we are talking about is an exceptional
one, even deeper than in classical ballet,
were these coincidences are deliberate...
A: Yes, I think so too. In classical ballet
and modern dance, a strict meter governs
the music and dance. In our case we do not
necessarily respect this meter. It exists at a
certain moment, and then it doesn’t. Each
dancer has his or her own personal rhythm,
and the same is true of the music. The four
musicians act independently not just of the
dancers but of each other. They each play
when and what they want, and this creates
an atmosphere, a complex situation. Since
the Renaissance, it has been difficult to do
this in conventional situations, because the
audience expects something, a clear purpose,
things to happen in the prescribed manner.
And I think we should not forget that
technology has changed many things: When
you watch ballet on television, for example,
the music and the dancing are not exactly
synchronized; the viewer thinks something
strange is going on, but television is to blame,
not the dancers or the musicians. The machine creates that disconnection. The world
of electronics has changed many things, and
it is even changing audiences, as we saw at
Beaubourg: a public that is so receptive to our
events but is nonetheless almost the same

public that is on the streets... Of course this
could partly be due to the fact that the events
have a particular structure, without linear
continuity, so they include an element of
surprise that may help to hold the interest of
the audience...
Q: How would you describe the difference
between a ballet and an event?
A: Each event is created based on the space
in which it is going to take place. They are
unique for each place, and they are all different. There are no sets; they are assembled
using fragments from different works—it is
like seeing pieces of various ballets. There
are no breaks between the different parts:
they last an hour and a half, nonstop. Ballet
is different: at the Théatre de la Ville we presented complete ballets that are total works in
themselves: music, dance, sets.
Q: You often use a chair in the events. I
think it is almost the only prop. Why?
A: Yes, I do use a chair a lot, and the
reason is that I like chairs. A chair is an
everyday object, it is used all the time, at
home, at work... I always use chairs from the
places where we perform—we don’t take a
chair with us from one place to the next; they
belong to the actual places. The chair is part
of the surroundings where the event takes
place. The chair is there. All I do is take it.
Q: What is more important for a dancer:
discipline of the body or discipline of the spirit?
A: Both. But for me, doing exercises is
a kind of meditation. I do not just do the
exercise mechanically, which would just be
trivial repetition. I do the exercises every day,
like all the dancers, but I do them with my
head too. Each movement, however simple,
is like a discovery.
Q: To what extent do the dancers participate in the creation of choreographies?
A: I usually come up with the choreographies. But I watch the dancers as they carry
out the movements I propose, I see how
they do them, and often their way, which is
different to mine, is more interesting to me.

309

0577_290-367 prensa nueva.indd 309

3/10/17 14:16

I do not by any means expect them to dance
like me. The fact that I raise my arm in a
particular way does not mean the dancers
have to raise theirs in the same way. Their
personalities will determine how they carry
out the movements. I see dance as a reality
that is made concrete, not as an image. My
key interest is for the dancers to develop all
their possibilities, which are not necessarily
the same as each other’s or as mine.
Our conversation turns to the question
of whether it is difficult to find dancers
nowadays. “It is actually much easier now
than it was a few years ago,” Cunningham
says. “The mentality of the dancers changes
too.” I ask him whether it is true that he is a
provocateur, as an article recently published
in France claims. He laughs, amused: “I don’t
think so. I am still a dancer, and I dance at
each moment, however I can, according to
my possibilities. As I am interested in all
aspects of dance, I have a company. But I
actually think I am just a dancer, that is all.”
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Giséle Halimi: “Rape Is Not
Just a Sexist Crime; It Is Also a
Cultural One”

Esther Ferrer, “Gisèle Halimi: ‘La violación no es
solo un crimen sexista, sino cultural,‘” Ere, no. 19
(January 24–31, 1980): 29–31.

After many phone calls (which were
answered very pleasantly, it must be said),
and after sending the questions in writing
in advance (ministers and political men in
general apparently also make this demand),
we were finally able to meet with Giséle
Halimi, the “star” of the feminist group
Choisir not by choice, but “the journalists
are to blame,” she says, and I totally agree.
Our dialogue, which was actually
more of a monologue given that Halimi is,
after all, a brilliant lawyer accustomed to
speaking in public and defending much
more insidious and difficult causes than
this interview, focused on two main issues:
abortion and rape. Once her basic premises
are accepted, her discourse is coherent and
flows smoothly, without awkward silences or
tics, making it almost impossible to interrupt
with bothersome questions that could
perhaps slightly disturb the structure of her
discourse, particularly in light of the fact that
time is short and Giséle Halimi is an expert

on the issues in question. There is certainly
no denying that her campaigns with Choisir
in favor of abortion and against rape have
been groundbreaking as well as important
and effective.
We started with the subject of rape and
whether it is a good idea to resort to justice.
“What would happen if we did not
have recourse to the law? Rape would go
unpunished. All societies have laws to protect
property: a man knows that if he commits
robbery he will end up before a judge who
will sentence him. But if there is no recourse
against rape, that man will know that breaking a safe-deposit box is a crime, but raping
a woman is not. I have defended thieves.
They are never surprised to find themselves
in court; they have lost, and they have to pay.
But the rapist’s reaction is totally different.
The surprising thing is that they don’t seem
to understand why they should be judged for
that. In their opinion there has not been any
crime; it was something natural, a ‘flirtation’
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that did not end well but is not worth making
a fuss about... Recourse to justice in itself,
along with the hearings and with press
campaigns, can help change this mentality.
“We are not driven to fight this battle
out of a spirit of repression or revenge, but
because rape is not just a sexist crime but
above all a cultural one. Until recently, a man
assumed that, when a woman said ‘no,’ deep
down she meant ‘yes.’ This view was backed
by Freud’s theories, which came to the
rescue of macho culture. In reality, rape is an
expression of a given cultural situation, a fact
that comes to light even more clearly in the
case of group rape, which is growing more
common. Because although there is always
an element of force in rape, the rapist in gang
rape is also a “voyeur,” and the woman is
viewed as bounty. It is a kind of miniwar in
which the man alternates between the role
of rapist and watching the others, generating
an almost homosexual arousal that none
of them want to miss out on. It is like the
plunder scene in a war film. In this case, the
plunder of a woman’s life and freedom.
“The political aspect is another clearly
positive element of the recourse to justice,
given that rape trials are political. If we have
turned to justice in order to condemn torture,
I don’t see why we should not do the same
in the case of rape. A trial can become a
platform from which to speak out against a
particular cultural situation.”
Violence, Sexism, Racism, and Fascism
“Racial discrimination is linked to sex
discrimination, in the sense that contempt
for the other is not based on greater or lesser
intelligence but on having different skin
color in the case of racism and on being a
woman in the case of sexism. Moreover,
they are both symptoms of a sociocultural
disorder. Rape is first and foremost about
relative strength: The rapist will obviously
not achieve his ends if I am stronger than
he is. Second, it is the result of contempt for

another biological and cultural entity, which
means it is also fascism. And third, it is the
denial of the identity of the other. A fascist
denies the identity of his victim, or recognizes it only to crush it. These components are
serious and disturbing, and I think we should
be suspicious of the increase in rape cases,
even in times of peace and calm, because
they may foreshadow something much more
dangerous at the political and collective
level.”
Rapists: Neither Sick nor Crazy,
Just Sexist Men
“Against popular belief, rapists are not
sexual deviants or suffering from an illness.
Unfortunately they are normal, ordinary
men. I myself can say that, in the many cases
I know of, I have never come across a man
who was mentally unwell. For example, in
the Colmar case, four men and a woman
kidnapped a mildly retarded young woman
and tortured her terribly, in the bathtub,
with electricity, inserting objects into the
anus, rape... proving that the comparison
with fascism is not gratuitous. They were
all ‘normal’ men. At one point, one of them
checked his watch and said, ‘I have to go
and pick up my daughter from school.’ He
went, picked up the girl, gave her afternoon
tea, and asked the janitor to look after her.
Then he calmly went back and continued the
torture session. It is a mistake to think that
they are sick or crazy. I haven’t seen anybody
do it out of sexual misery. They are people
with jobs, with a wife—who may even be
pregnant—perhaps they have a lover, perhaps
not. People with normal lives, respected by
their neighbors.”
Classist Justice
“But we should not forget that in this case
as in many others, classist culture still
comes into play. It is very unusual to see the
president of a big corporation facing trial, for
example, even though these men are as likely
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to rape as another, although probably more
discreetly because they also have power. But
fortunately this is starting to change. I am
now working on the case of a nineteen-yearold woman who was raped and abused in
some stables by three men. One is a well-established physiotherapist, another belongs
to the French aristocracy, and the third is an
engineer. We should also dismiss the idea
that migrants rape more: it is a lie, the figures
we have studied show that they make up less
than one percent. The only case I have had, a
Moroccan, was French-born.
“But in the case of crimes allegedly
committed by or perpetrated against women,
such as abortion and rape, this classist
justice can also become patriarchal justice.
A Supreme Court prosecutor once told me
that ‘they get what they deserve, because
women’s liberation is provocation to rape.’
This is important and tragic, it means that a
man can only have a loving relationship with
a woman he considers inferior. As soon as
there is equality, he has to force himself upon
her, subject her to violence.”
Abortion and the Law
“In answer to your question about why we
need a law at all, in my view it is irresponsible
and petit-bourgeois to reject the law. I also
think it is a mistake: Without a law, women
can have an abortion at any time—at three
weeks or at eight months—and we don’t
defend infanticide. Abortion, yes, but in
the first twelve weeks, or at any time if the
woman’s life is at risk, because we always
choose the woman’s life. If there is no law,
how would this be regulated? In any case, if
the cost is to be reimbursed by Social Society,
it has to be established and defined in some
way, by a law or a circular, and it would be
very dangerous to do it through a circular. A
circular is issued by an officer in a ministry,
not by the National Assembly. If the minister
changes, or right-wing lobbying prevails,
or the Social Security deficit increases, we

could wake up one morning and find that
abortion is no longer reimbursable, without
public debate, without problems. If the law
is passed by the Assembly, even though the
members of our National Assembly are by no
means heroes, and certainly not champions
of the women’s cause, we can exercise some
control, follow the debates, etc. A law cannot
be changed in total silence.
“Some groups argue that abortions should
be like appendectomies, but these operations
are not in danger of being abolished; they
do not have a cultural and political side like
abortion. Democracy means debating issues
out in the open, and its guarantee is the law.
Father Lacordaire used to say, ‘between the
strong and the weak, it is liberty that oppresses and the law that sets free.’ Because liberty
requires the means that go with that liberty.
A Renault worker, for example, can decide
to go to Acapulco tomorrow; there is no law
stopping him. But can he go? A working-class
woman can shout, ‘My body belongs to me!’
and the answer will be ‘sure, lady, go ahead
and cope as best you can.’ I think it is criminal and irresponsible to reject the law.”
On Reformism and Leadership in Choisir
“We have been accused of being reformist,
but that’s not true. This idea mainly comes
from the fact that women are not yet familiar
with political language. I am familiar with it
because I have always carried out political
actions, even though I am not a member of
any party, because I think the only way to
change the world is through the women’s
struggle. It is the only way I know, and I
prefer to dedicate all my time to it. It may be
true that Choisir fights for reforms, but we
fight for vital reforms. A reformist is somebody who has a blueprint for society in which
only trivial things will change. We claim
that women’s liberation will bring about the
radical transformation of our society, and
this is a revolutionary change. But this does
not mean forgetting about the problem of
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wages, which is one of many issues at stake.
The actions carried out by women have
focused on a single issue, but they also have
a political dimension. For instance, abortion
also means women’s right to work, to have a
career if they wish to do so, to pleasure... The
actions are like the tip of an iceberg; there is a
major political change behind each of them.
The women’s struggle is subversive in itself,
which is why it causes so much fear: It questions all the religious, cultural, and sexual
taboos, and it also forces men to examine
their own identity.
“As for my leadership, I can tell you I have
led a difficult life, defending my political
positions publicly since the age of sixteen.
I have been arrested, tortured... The mass
media are the real culprits, always looking for
sensationalism and creating ‘stars.’ It is true
that Choisir has concentrated on political
processes and laws, and this obviously tends
to personalize things. When you defend
a cause, you are alone before the court. I
recently had the case of a thirteen-year-old
Algerian girl who was raped by three police
officers. Choisir has looked after her in
general, not just legally, but the newspapers
focused only on my defense. Choisir is not a
movement of intellectuals; we are a minority,
less than 20 percent. But there has to be
intellectuals at the forefront, as was the case
even in the Marxist revolutions.”

Before the interview comes to an end,
we talk about the Burgos trial, which made
a very strong impression on Giséle Halimi.
After the Algerian war, she thought the
horror and the torture had finished, “but it
was there. It seemed impossible, medieval.”
A supporter of the Basque cause, she believes
that “if there is a people who deserve to live
freely it is the Basques. They have all the
necessary elements, a culture, a language,
an economy that others benefit from, and a
unanimous desire to live collectively.”
So ends the interview with Giséle
Halimi—a realistic, determined woman who
appears to know what she wants and who
has placed her energies at the service of a
cause. The women’s liberation movement
encompasses a wide range of possibilities
and includes different interpretations and
combat strategies. The fact that some are
more radical than others does not mean
they are mutually exclusive. The ideas of the
Choisir group, expressed through the words
of its president, are one possible position:
arguable and argued about, like others. This
interview touches on only some aspects, and
readers interested in knowing more can turn
to the books published by Choisir and the
journal in which its ideas are explained more
clearly. Interviews are always mythologizing,
for better or for worse.
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May Picqueray:
“No God, No Master”

Esther Ferrer, “May Picqueray: ‘Ni Dios, ni dueño,’”
Ere, no. 26 (March 14–21, 1980): 29–32.

Resisting with the farmers of Larzac in the
summer of 1975 when the army tried to forcibly evict 103 families in order to “play their
war games”; demonstrating in front of the
Ministry of Justice against the extradition of
Klaus Croissant (“it was pointless, they threw
us out like thieves”); dodging the grenades
of the CRS riot police in the antinuclear
demonstration at Creys-Malville... wherever
there is a just cause to defend—handing out
leaflets, putting up posters, arranging false
documents (so many during the Nazi occupation of France!), protecting people on the
run from Hitler, Mussolini, or Stalin, Spanish
Republicans, “dissidents” of all kinds, insubordinates, supporters of civil and military
disobedience—May Picqueray is there. May
“la Réfractaire” has just published the book
Pour mes 81 ans d’anarchie (For my 81 years of
anarchy).
Now, at 82 years lived to the full, May
remains true to the motto that has inspired
her whole life: “No God, no master.”

The conversation with May in her small
apartment in a working-class neighborhood
in the Paris banlieue is entertaining as well
as interesting. May is by no means the
typical former “freedom fighter” driven by
nostalgia to dwell on old times. May lives in
the present, very actively, and she tells us
about her unhappy childhood only at our
insistence, when she sees we will not let
her off the hook. “I was always a rebel. My
mother turned me into a rebel, she abused
me, she beat me, I couldn’t stand it. She
used to break my books, my most prized
possessions...” She goes on to describe her
youth, her brief and wretched marriage, her
arrival in Paris, connecting with the anarchist
scenes, meeting Sébastien Faure, “who
guided my reading and also criticized me,”
her brief spell at university, which she left in
order to start working, her trade union affiliation, the nights spent putting up posters,
attending meetings and the rallies “of our
political enemies, to heckle,” and the May
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Day demonstrations with the construction
workers “who taught me to defend myself
and fight the police who abused us and hurt
us terribly, sitting up on their horses during
those May Day demonstrations that were
nothing like today’s, which are more like a
parade.”
She tells us about the Sacco and Vanzetti
case, “two innocents, they were convicted
merely for being anarchists. In France, the
Defense Committee organized by Lecoin
and Faucier fought to save their lives, but
the mainstream press seemed to ignore
them and the left said very little, only Le
libertaire actively campaigned on their
behalf. One day, I put a hand grenade inside
the packaging of an expensive perfume along
with some propaganda in support of Sacco
and Vanzetti, and I sent it to the American
embassy in Paris. I knew that the secretaries
who would open it were former members
of the American Legion. And indeed, the
person who opened it immediately realized
what it was and threw it across the room,
where it exploded, without hurting anybody.
I achieved my aim, which was to start a press
campaign.”
ERE: That was before you traveled to
Russia, where anarchists were no longer
having an easy time either. How did you
experience the events of 1917?
M.P.: Yes, it was in 1921, before my trip.
In 1917 we were full of enthusiasm. Some
comrades even joined the party, although
they did not last long... We were very
excited, we followed the developments
passionately. Then came the disillusionment.
Before I went to Russia, we already knew
things, we had heard about comrades who
had disappeared and so on. I was part of
the French delegation of the Metalworkers
Federation that traveled to the International
Trade Union Congress in Moscow in 1922. I
stopped in Berlin on the way, to visit Emma
Goldman and Sasha Berkman, who had been

deported to Russia by the Americans and had
left very disappointed. We spoke all night;
they told us what they been through, the
disastrous situation in the country. They told
us that many of our anarchist comrades, who
had given their all for the revolution, had
been executed by firing squad, imprisoned,
or deported to remote Siberia. The birth
of the Cheka, created by Lenin, the terror
of the Bolsheviks—they had both been in
Kronstadt—thousands of men and women
arrested, killed. Trotsky was responsible for
this massacre, but Lenin did not stop him...
Emma and Sasha gave me the addresses of
persecuted comrades in hiding who would
be able to give me news other than the
official version, and they asked me to try to
secure the freedom of two anarchists, Mollie
Steimer and her partner Senya Fleshin. After
the congress, the delegation was invited to
a private dinner at the Kremlin with the old
guard. Lenin, who was unwell and did not
attend. I sat between Zinoviev and Lozovsky.
When dessert was served, Trotsky asked for
a song, and they wanted me to sing because
I was the only woman present. Naturally, I
agreed. I stood on the table and sang Charles
d’Avray’s “Le triomphe de l’anarchie” (The
triumph of anarchy). It did not go down well,
but they sat through it...
ERE: Even so, Trotsky later received and
even helped you, although I believe you
refused to greet him.
M.P.: Yes, I admit I was not very diplomatic when he granted me an audience,
especially considering that I was going to ask
him to save two lives. It was in his office at
the Kremlin: Trotsky, in his handsome white
uniform, received us with cool courtesy. He
held out his hand to me, and I instinctively
put mine in my pocket. He asked me why
I did not shake hands with him, and I said,
“I am an anarchist, Makhno and Kronstadt
stand between us.” Then I presented my
case, and he promised to look into the matter. He kept his promise. Sometime later, the
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two anarchists were released. I was perfectly
aware of Trotsky and Lenin’s fight against
czarism, but I saw them only as “men of
power, exercising the right of life and death
over the people.”
ERE: Later, hope returned with the war in
Spain, and you sprung back into action.
M.P.: Yes, there was hope once again...
I had two children by that time; times were
hard. I dedicated myself to helping children,
who are always the first victims. We took in
lost children, sometimes we went to Barcelona. We carefully noted where and how we
had found them, near their parents’ corpses
or in the arms of their dead mother. Some did
not know their names. It was really tough.
Sometimes their relatives were alive, but they
were in different concentration camps. We
would think we had located a family and then
find out we were wrong: it was a different
López or Rodríguez, totally unrelated, and
we would be back to square one. It was a
terrible war that was lost because it was
sabotaged by the Russians...
ERE: Then came World War II, and you
put your efforts into helping prisoners in
camps like Le Vernet.
M.P.: Yes, there were people from all
over: Italians, Yugoslavs, members of the
International Brigades, Spaniards... They
were treated like animals. Some went mad,
they couldn’t even kill themselves, they had
nothing. I saw men wearing nothing but a
piece of sackcloth tied around their waist
with a rope, without food or medicine; it
was horrible. In my book I talk about how
they competed to be allowed to empty out
the toilets. At first I thought it was because it
allowed them to leave the camp, given that
they emptied them into a nearby river... but
no, that was not the reason. When they threw
the excrement into the water, they feverishly
rummaged among the partly digested food,
beans, and so on, and washed and ate them.
I say this because I saw it with my own eyes.
We managed to get clothes, food, medicine,

and above all permission for their families to
visit them, which had not been allowed until
them.
ERE: Your main focus now is Le Réfractaire. How did it begin, and what are its
hobbyhorses?
M.P.: It began after the death of Louis
Lecoin. He had founded the newspaper Le
libertaire, and he told us he wanted it to die
with him. He told me to start a new one:
“You’re a big admirer of Jules Vallés; you
can call it Réfractaire.” There is an editorial
team who write the articles and a group of
young people who look after shipping. I do
everything else. I’m not boasting; that’s just
the way it is. Lecoin was the same. Our hobbyhorses: the institutions, the state, bureaucracy, the police, and above all the army. We
are resolutely antimilitarist. With de Gaulle
we got the conscientious objector legislation,
which Debré spoiled by making it two years
of civil service instead. It is a law that cannot
be publicized, according to its Article 50. So
what did I do? I took the official government
newsletter and published the full text of the
law, without adding or removing anything.
I don’t totally agree with the conscientious
objectors. They petitioned the Ministry of
War and got the statute, but they do not
comply with civil service. I prefer those who
refuse, those who don’t ask for anything.
When I ask them, “why bother to request
the status of a conscientious objector? Isn’t it
better to fight to improve the law?” They say
that if conscientious objectors are caught it
is a civil offense and the sentences are two
or three months, while those who refuse
are under military jurisdiction where the
sentences are much harsher. We help them
anyway, of course.
That is May, “la Réfractaire”, a woman
who says exactly what she thinks about the
army and violence in front of millions of
television viewers. A woman who, in answer
to a radio announcer’s “idiotic” question
(“Are you still dangerous? Would you still
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throw bombs today?”) says, “Why not, if it
were necessary. You only seem to fear the
bombs of anarchists, what about the ones
that fall on you during wars? They’re official
bombs, aren’t they? Why don’t you protest
against those ones too?”
That is May, comrade of Emma, Jeanne
Humbert, and Sasha, of Durruti and Ascaso,
who “were magnificent, I met them when
they came back from South America. I’ve
heard Durruti’s daughter married a communist, that can’t be true...” May, comrade of
Makhno, who she took in when he arrived in
Paris fleeing from Russia, wounded, ill, desperate, maligned, and persecuted—“he who
had saved Russia from Denikin and Wrangel’s
White Army, who started up the communes,
who opened the first free schools in line with
the theories of Francisco Ferrer...”
May, who suffered an almost fatal heart
attack on hearing of Baader’s “suicide.” May,
whose response in the face of the vandals

who attack the offices of Le Réfractaire, smash
the mailboxes, and steal books (maybe
they’ll learn what anarchism is and change),
and in the face of accusations of “anarchist
violence” is to say, “to do justice, all you have
to do is open your eyes and see that violence
continues to rule, dominate, and murder in
today’s world as it did in centuries past. It is
the rule. It is hypocritically organized and
systematized. It grows stronger each day
under the types and guises of the preceptor,
the owner, the employer, the police officer,
the prison guard, the executioner, the officer,
all professionals, under multiple forms of
force, violence, and brutality.”
May, “la Réfractaire,” opposed to all
injustice, including, of course, the sexism
of some anarchists who would prefer their
women to be the “repose of the warrior”
rather than libertarians. May, who says “it
would be pretentious to call myself an anarchist. It is so difficult to be a true anarchist...”
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One More Reason
to Keep Going

Esther Ferrer, “Una razón más para continuar,”
El País (Madrid), April 17, 1980.

Sartre is dead... The news spread through
the world’s airwaves on the night of
Tuesday, April 15. As is usually the case, the
announcement was immediately followed by
a sudden succession of eulogies, some rather
morbid (those who write them cannot always
hide the pleasure of finding themselves still
among the living or of knowing that their
enemy is gone), but all desperately sad.
Many will sincerely regret the void left
by Sartre the philosopher, just as many
will lament the death of a great writer. But
there is no doubt that many more will feel
a visceral sadness, will mourn in the most
genuine sense of the word, without shame,
the death of one of “their” comrades in the
fight for liberty, of a man who bore witness
through his work, and particularly through
his constant presence—seemingly fragile
but in reality so firm—in defense of all just
causes. These people—who may never even
have read Critique of Dialectical Reason, Being
and Nothingness, The Respectful Prostitute, No

Exit, or his last book, The Family Idiot; who
probably know nothing about phenomenology and very little about existentialism—saw
him or felt him near them in the barricades of
that collective dream of freedom, May 1968,
standing on a barrel at the Renault factory at
Surveillance addressing the strikers, locked
in a paddy wagon with Simone de Beauvoir
by some nervous and clearly angry guards
after being caught selling La cause du peuple
on the streets of Paris, and more recently,
still near them, accompanying Pierre Goldman’s bullet-ridden body to Père-Lachaise
cemetery (in what was perhaps one of his
last public outings; on this occasion, Sartre,
whose health was already in decline, felt
suddenly indisposed and had to leave.)
For these “adventurous false revolutionaries” (as George Marchais, true to form, described them in L’Humanité on May 3, 1968)
who wanted to take imagination to power,
who wrote on the walls of the Sorbonne and
on the gray facades of factories, Sartre’s
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death is a heartbreaking moment of despair,
over which the ghost of loneliness looms, as if
the world were now even more unlivable and
the fight even harder without him. Those who
valued his achievements over his mistakes
feel that with his death we lose an honest man,
committed to his time, who never evaded
the responsibility or the danger of expressing
his thoughts on the problems of his century,
always refusing to confine himself to the field
of theory. Because, like these admirers, particularly after May 1968, he preferred action
over theory and the discomfort of living wide
awake over the numbness of privilege. Sartre
is and will remain (to the veterans of so many
struggles, to the professional defeatists, to
those who define life in terms of success and
failure and are ashamed of failure) the symbol
of the intellectual sought by a generation that
was fed up with the figure of the sectarian
intellectual committed to the limited and all
too often mean-spirited interests of his party,
locked into an immobilizing bureaucratic
discourse, protected by the impenetrable
defenses of hypocritical and opportunistic
rhetoric.
Sartre is dead... one more reason to keep
going.
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Statement by the President of
the Association of National
Action and Defense of
Prostitutes, Paris: “What We
Want Is Respect”

Esther Ferrer, “‘Pretendemos que nos respeten’:
Declaraciones de la presidenta de la Asociación
Parisina de Acción y Defensa de las Mujeres
Prostituidas.” Ere, no. 13 (August 1980): 21–24.

The Grenoble trial and the recent creation of
the Association of National Action and Defense of Prostitutes in Paris have put prostitution on the front page of French newspapers.
The result has been much-needed and more
impartial reflection on the issue. Tired, but
determined to ensure that the association
works well, Mary, its president, receives us at
her home.
“Our aim is to educate the public about
different aspects and problems of prostitution, and to support the social reintegration
of prostitutes by informing them of their
rights and obligations. It is a difficult task
because a lot of the women in our world are
almost illiterate, but the Association has
been generally very well received because
prostitutes have a lot of problems with things
like workplaces, fines, and taxes in Paris. The
government does not want to recognize us.
They say that prostitution is illegal, and so
they bombard us with fines—we can expect
one a day, at 400 francs—but at the same

time it does recognize us because it forces
us to pay taxes on our income as prostitutes.
This makes the police and the government
the biggest pimps, because they make a great
deal of money from it. We are prepared to
pay taxes, but they have to get rid of the fines
and specify the tax base that applies to us.”
ERE: Is it true that most prostitutes have a

pimp that exploits them, or can prostitutes
now work on their own for themselves?
Mary: First, we need to make a distinction
between violent pimps, like the ones in the
Grenoble case, and the friends we have been
fighting for since the procurement law that
was passed in 1975 made it possible for any
adult male or female who lives with us, including our children, to be accused of procuring.
The draft law we are going to submit
to parliament—for the first time in history—stresses this aspect and asks for a legal
distinction to be made between pimp and
friend. To say we all have a pimp may be an
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overstatement. We could say that the violent
types, like the ones in Grenoble, probably
make up 5 or 6 percent. Around 65 percent
of the girls live with someone and share their
money with them, sure, but that’s their own
personal problem. And 10–15 percent of
the girls live alone and have a friend with a
normal job, which is another story.
This law systematically throws us into the
arms of marginal types and prevents us from
forming relationships with “normal” men.
When you meet someone and invite them
home, if you have to tell them that they will
have to leave at five in the morning because
the police might come after six, a normal
man won’t agree. Marginal men might,
because they have probably spent time in jail,
they don’t have much to lose, and they find it
easier to accept the whole thing.
As long as people continue to believe that
prostitutes don’t have the right to affection
or to love, it is practically impossible to form
relationships with other types of men.
ERE: In relation to the links between
police and prostitution, you once said that
“we actually belong to the same world.”
What exactly are these links?
M: Yes, it’s true; we belong to more or
less the same world. Opposite poles attract. I
have known quite a few women who retired
from prostitution with a policeman. What we
want is respect. We want to know that when
one of us goes to the police station to report
being attacked by a client or hit by a pimp,
they won’t take it as joke. At present they
record the complaint because they don’t have
a choice in the matter, but nine times out of
ten it goes no further.
If ever the day comes when there is
no police racket—although that would be
frowned upon by some prostitutes and others
in the milieu—we would be able to have a
good relationship with them. But I guess
that’s impossible anywhere in the world.
In any case, the police have softened their
attitude somewhat after Grenoble.

ERE: Do you think the government really
wants to end prostitution by implementing
the necessary means, or does it simply want
to organize the whole thing more “discreetly,” to continue making money from it?
M: There are people in high places
making money out of prostitution, people in
government or very close to it, in the police
force... If they went after those supposedly
holy cows, a whole lot of people would have
problems. When there were short-stay
hotels in Barbès, who authorized them?
Whoever did must have worked in cahoots
with powerful people. It was the same in
Grenoble. When they arrested the notorious
owner of the Pizzeria, somebody—I can’t say
who, but somebody in a position of power
in Grenoble—phoned the police and told
them to let him go because he was innocent,
knowing full well that he was not. In France
there is complicity between pimps, members
of parliament, etc.
ERE: They are even used in right-wing
electoral campaigns.
M: All parties use them, not just the right.
When there is heavy work, putting up posters,
tough situations, and so on, procurers, pimps,
and similar types are often used. Sometimes
they’ve even been released from prison for
a presidential election. The reason that the
girls complain about the police is that due to
certain interests they protect the pimps and
take their side even at the girls’ expense.
ERE: We hear about the problem of drugs
and prostitution, about pimps turning girls
into addicts in order to keep them under control, just as the police supposedly introduce
drugs into highly politicized environments
in order to have access to submissive, loyal
informers. How much truth is there to this?
M: Obviously the problem does exist, but I
don’t think it’s bigger among prostitutes than
elsewhere. Two months ago, the narcotics
squad told me that a lot of girls do in fact
take drugs and drink too much. But I wonder
whether the problem is specific to prostitu-
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tion. I don’t think so. It’s true that the girls
in Grenoble were controlled in this way, and
that the first time Nadine unwillingly prostituted herself she did so under the influence
of drugs. But we should not generalize; not
all prostitutes take drugs. Of course, pimps
can use them in the way you just described,
but I wouldn’t say the majority do.
ERE: Is there a difference between “traditional” prostitutes and girls working today?
Do some women really choose prostitution of
their own free will?
M: There are the same old reasons:
unemployment, family problems, emotional
issues, loneliness, and also, why not admit it,
falling in love with a person and prostituting
yourself for them. Any of us could meet a man
we would do anything for. But many seventeen-year-olds become prostitutes because
they can’t find work when they finish school,
and the same goes for single mothers, etc. It
is hypocritical to separate prostitution from
social issues. How many women turn to prostitution when bills are due at the end of the
month because they can’t make ends meet
on their wage? Some women do freely choose
prostitution, but even for them the situation
is not ideal. Once you start, it is difficult to
stop, particularly if you don’t have money or
professional training. We are not like feminist
groups that want to systematically eradicate
prostitution, claiming it is dirty, shameful,
and so on, as though they could end it on
principle. We do not want to wipe it out or
to preach on its behalf either. That’s why we
don’t want prostitution to be recognized as a
profession, which would mean having things
like schools, and would increase our numbers
from 30,000 to 50,000 overnight. We just
want to make it possible for those who want
to get away from prostitution to be able to do
so, by setting up refuges, professional training, etc. It is nearly impossible to abandon
prostitution without help.
ERE: Do you think that prostitution has
a social function, such as protecting the

official sexuality or the morality of so-called
respectable people?
M: Prostitution is a springboard, because
self-righteous people cannot indulge in all
their sexual fantasies with their partners,
which is a pity really. There is sometimes
conflict between couples because they don’t
talk about their sexuality enough. I have
“respectable” married customers in excellent
situations who want me to perform fellatio.
One even comes for that reason every
month. He says he cannot ask his wife to do it
because she would never make love with him
again. Imagine that! An act that is so normal
when a couple understand each other...
People think we do sensational things, but
in reality they are usually very simple things,
basic needs. If Catholic religion, which
considers sex to be a sin, had not put so much
guilt into people’s heads, there would be less
sexual problems.
ERE: How did prostitutes respond to
the Grenoble trial, which some journalists
described as a “historic event”?
M: In a sense it is a historic event, because
it is the first time in the history of prostitution
that the girls accuse their pimps and bring
a civil action. Some prostitutes do not think
they should have gone to the police. I think
they did the right thing. When I heard about
it, I couldn’t believe they put up with that
torture for so long. I decided to go to the trial.
In March I talked to one of the girls, Nadine,
who told me they had gone to the police
because they could not find anybody to help
them. She said the associations that are rallying around them now remained silent. We
should also bear in mind that they came from
a very poor area, Calabria, where the mafia
has a great deal of power. Nadine was one of
ten children. She got married when she was
fifteen to get away from her family and soon
divorced. When she needed help to find a
job, she turned to the Jesuit priest who had
married her, so she was clearly not intending
to become a prostitute. And it was the priest
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who found her a job in the Pizzeria, when she
was seventeen. When he went to eat there
eight days later and saw Nadine wearing a
tiny miniskirt, a plunging neckline, and high
leather boots, he says he thought it was the
fashion. Can anybody be that naive today? It
worked like a machine. These young, almost
illiterate girls arrived in Grenoble, met
these guys who were reasonably attractive,
well-dressed, self-confident, and generous
with them because they already had the
idea in their heads. But the girls didn’t know
this, and they saw them with an aura of
strength and virility. The guys asked them to
prostitute themselves and they refused, and
then the blows started, the torture, and they
were afraid. The violence escalated... These
young men deflated before the judge to such
an extent that when the girls saw them they
shouted, “How could we have been scared
of this lot?” Apparently one of them was not
cruel, but he had to follow the lead of the
others so that they would not laugh at him.
It’s the eternal, absurd problem of sexism
again. When violence starts, some women
leave quickly, but others put up with it for
a long time, as so many battered married
women do...
ERE: I have heard that the girls are in
danger, and the judge too. Is this true? What
about you and your association?
M: Yes, of course they are in danger. Even
in the courtroom, the men were gesturing
that they would slit their throats. I’ve heard
that the judge even caries a gun, but the
biggest threat to him isn’t the pimps he put in

prison but the ones outside, because he said
he plans to go after them. Right now, there
are public figures in Grenoble who are shaking in fear, because a lot of things could come
to light. The girls could even give names and
reveal their fantasies. Why do the press and
the public talk so much about us and so little
about the customers, about the fantasies
of senators and judges? For now, the poor
wretched pimps have been on trial, but when
will they go after the “important” people, the
ones in high places?
In any case, if anything happens to the
girls or the judge, we will all be responsible.
As for the association, our role is not to go to
the police to report pimps but to help women
who come to us with problems. But it is clear
that in the long term the mentality of prostitutes will change; it is already changing,
and they won’t put up with certain types of
violence as they did before. Pimps will have
to be careful, because otherwise they will
lose the girls and a lot of money along with
them.
ERE: What about the international prostitution network?
M: It still exists, of course, but instead
of talking about the trafficking of French
women, we now have to talk about the trafficking of women in general. Because even
though French women are still sent abroad,
the numbers are much lower now. But many
women are now brought to France: minors,
from Africa, the West Indies, etc. They are
promised a job at the post office or any public
administration, and they irremediably find
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themselves walking the streets. Once again,
we should ask: Who controls all of this? Does
the government really want to eradicate it?
Because it is true that a lot of people make
money from prostitution...
ERE: Your association is also against the
Eros Centers, why?
M: Yes, we are definitely against
them, because we do not want to become
civil servants of sex. It seems they are even
earmarking houses for the purpose in each
district. But who will manage them? If the
mayor appoints a civil servant who is paid
to do it, he will be a pimp, right? So, once
again, it will be evident that the government
is the biggest pimp. We want to work freely,
without intermediaries, with the right to rent
studios and organize ourselves however we
want to.
We end our conversation talking about
the fact that prostitutes are generally not interested in social and political problems: “It’s
normal; we have always been marginalized;
we have only recently started to rebel. But
now those of us who are organizing initiatives are taking an interest, of course. All
the parties have received us, but they have
not wanted to position themselves because
we are in a pre-election period, so it is not in
their interests. The PCF [Parti communiste
français] said that they would consider the
matter and call us, but we’re still waiting. But
in any case we do not expect anything from
the communists.”
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Seán MacBride, Founder of
Amnesty International

Esther Ferrer, “Seán MacBride, fundador de Amnistía
Internacional,” Ere, no. 10 (October 1981): 18–21.

On May 5, 1916, his father was executed by
the British in the courtyard of Kilmainham
Gaol, “right in the heart Dublin.” He was one
of the many Irish who had “defied the world’s
most powerful colonial regime, which had
been reigning over Ireland for seven hundred
years.” At that time, twelve-year-old Seán
MacBride was in Paris with his mother, Maud
Gonne MacBride, known as “the Irish Joan of
Arc,” the daughter of a colonel in the British
army (but of Irish descent) who discovered the
problems of Ireland at the age of sixteen when
her father was posted to Dublin. A tireless
fighter, she organized the resistance of hungry,
scorned farmers and founded the women’s
movement Daughters of Erin back in 1900.
The founder Amnesty International starts
his book1 with these and other childhood
memories that are less bitter but also important, in which Rabindranath Tagore, “who
1—Seán MacBride, L’exigence de la liberté,
Amnesty International, Ed. Stock, 1974. Seán Mac
Bride was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1974.

used to tell me Indian legends with humor
and gravity,” mixes with Steven’s Celtic
stories, which Seán saw as the history “of
oppressed peoples struggling to regain their
dignity and their independence.”
It thus comes as no surprise that by
the time he was sixteen, having lied about
his age, he was heading an IRA (Irish
Republican Army) unit, entrusted with
protecting the hiding places where the
organization stored its weapons, engaging
in urban guerilla warfare to disorient the
British army, attack police posts, and set
up ambushes. It was a time of underground
fighting, of prison and attempts to break
out, in which he became familiar with political intrigue and with the equivocal position
of the church at the time... Until he left the
IRA, having been its chief of staff, in 1936,
when Southern Ireland adopted the new
constitution that removed all references
to the British crown. At that point, he also
abandoned politics and began a brilliant
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career as a lawyer. But in 1940 he came up
against three problems that determined his
future actions; that is, his unconditional
fight for human rights: the lack of defense
and protection for prisoners of conscience,
the fact that crimes against humanity were
never brought to trial, and the role of the
press in response to these facts. It was then
that he began his work in defense of Irish
political prisoners. As he says, “during that
time as a lawyer, I learned about arbitrariness in all its forms: military courts, martial
law, wrongful arrest, and ill-treatment of
prisoners of conscience.”
Today Seán MacBride is 76 years old
and his track record includes long, hard
work leading to the creation the European
Convention on Human Rights, the defense
of Namibia’s independence, the founding
of Amnesty International, and his years as
United Nations High Commissioner and his
(current) presidency of the International
Peace Bureau. All of it using what he considers to be the only effective weapons: denunciation, the mobilization of international
public opinion, and conviction.
As this year is Amnesty International’s
twentieth anniversary, we begin by talking
about its creation:
“The horrors of World War II, the
extermination of six million Jews and a
million gypsies, were fundamental for me.
I thought it was necessary to do everything
possible to ensure a tragedy like that could
not happen again. It was necessary to create
an organization to denounce all crimes, no
matter wherever they were and whatever
regime perpetrated them. Amnesty International was created to deal with the outbreak
of barbarism. It was necessary to investigate,
to tirelessly speak out so that crimes against
humanity would never again be carried out
with impunity and indifference.”
ERE: Twenty years after its founding, has
A.I. been a success?

SEÁN MACBRIDE: Yes. Even though there
is still a lot to be done and the situation varies
from one continent to the next. In Western
Europe we have managed to release many
prisoners, in Greece under the colonels,
for example, and in Spain under Franco,
but there are still problems, some of them
serious, in Germany and Northern Ireland.
The situation in the socialist countries is not
good; there are certain laws that contradict
individual freedom. The most serious problems are in Latin America, in El Salvador,
Chile, Argentina, Brazil... The situation is
changing all the time; it is like a tide that ebbs
and flows: when things improve in one part
of the world, they worsen in another.
ERE: Amnesty International has grown a
great deal in the last few years, do you think
this could be a threat to the organization?
SM: When it was founded in 1961, our
work was in the hands of a few and it was
financed through donations. Now there are
over 300,000 members in 120 countries,
who guarantee sufficient financial efficiency
and autonomy. Even though I am no longer
its president, Amnesty International is still a
source of fascination and a subject of concern
for me. Success weakens the spirit and tends
to lower ambition over time. Amnesty International has developed a great deal, which was
necessary, but it has also become somewhat
bureaucratized, and this was less necessary.
I truly hope that events will prove me wrong,
and that it never falls into routine. There are
certainly risks, such as letting our guard down
against the infiltration attempts by secret
services of all kinds, which have never ceased.
This would be terrible. Or that the perfect
balance maintained so far between the various
national sections could break under the weight
of so many members, in favor of the one with
the greatest numbers, the United States, which
would then become the most important.
But Amnesty International will overcome
the risks and keep going, because it has
strong popular support and it prevails against
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the will of all established bodies, governments, and institutions.
ERE: On some occasions, you refused to
set up national sections in countries in which
the relationship is complicated. Why is this?
SM: Because there is a danger that its
members may be persecuted or that the
opposition could take control, reducing its effectiveness, or even that it may be infiltrated
by the regime’s people. Look, when I went to
Spain to investigate as president of Amnesty
International, we received many proposals to
create a Spanish section. We rejected many
that seemed dubious, but we held onto one
submitted by a young lawyer who gave us
a list of possible members. We studied it in
detail, and it turned out to be people closely
linked to Franco’s government.
ERE: Torture is one of Amnesty International’s greatest struggles. It is difficult to
convince the public that it is still practiced in
a great many countries.
SM: It is hard to believe, but unfortunately
it is true. Wherever Amnesty International
works, the same scourge appears: torture,
regardless of the regime. It is a degrading
practice, and it is ineffective too, because if
you exceed a certain pain threshold, people
will say anything. A study carried out in
America by the Rand Corporation on the
usefulness of torture during the Vietnam War
found that 70% of the information obtained
was false. The torture epidemic. Governments use it to fight dissent and remain in
power, and they carry out studies to fine-tune
increasingly sophisticated methods of
intimidation.
ERE: What can Amnesty International do
when it finds out about a case of torture?
SM: It can mobilize international opinion,
which is very strong and powerful. Thanks
to literacy, the media have greater influence
now than in the past. I think there has been
a shift in the center of gravity of power in
the world, which necessarily involves public
opinion.

ERE: Yes, but Amnesty International
sometimes has great difficulty publishing its
reports in some countries.
SM: Of course there are difficulties, but if
a report cannot be published in the country
in question it can always be disseminated
abroad, thus putting international pressure
on its government. But Amnesty International is also working on other essential
areas, such as the abolition of the death
penalty. Just as we are against torture, we
are also against the death penalty, which is
actually another form of torture, the final
torture.
ERE: In your book you describe the situation in Ireland as a “desperate revolution.”
Does this mean that you do not think it has a
bright future?
SM: No, that’s not it. It does have a future,
but victory is still a long way off. We have
been fighting for our freedom for centuries.
It is a slow process, but we will succeed in
liberating the North.
ERE: But how? Through more and more
deaths by hunger strike or at the hands of
young British soldiers?
SM: A hunger strike is a double-edged
sword: it physically weakens the striker but it
also amplifies his demands. Don’t forget that
the independence of Southern Ireland was
partly achieved due to the hunger strikers who
lost their lives in this way between 1916 and
1921. There is no doubt that the death of the
lord mayor of Cork after 74 days on hunger
strike brought the Irish struggle for freedom
to international attention. I think Northern
Ireland will end up achieving independence.
England will have to give in, because public
opinion is increasingly mobilized. After the
death of Bobby Sands, New York dockers
boycotted British ships for 24 hours.
ERE: But some people say that when
hunger strikes cease to be “news,” they will
be less effective. What do you think?
SM: My position is a bit complicated. Now
I do not agree with what the IRA has done
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in Northern Ireland. I think we could have
unified the country though an international
political organization. I do not think it was
necessary to use violence in that way. But
that said, in spite of everything, I fully understand why the IRA uses it and organized its
campaigns. I fully understand the horrible
situation of Irish political prisoners, who are
not even recognized as such. I understand
their actions. It is the final, most radical and
definitive protest.
For centuries, England has considered
that it owns Ireland, that it is there to provide
manpower and raw materials. England has
found it difficult to understand that Ireland
has a right to freedom. It will take some time,
the British public opinion is increasingly
against its policy, and even the church has
now taken a clearer and more definite
position in favor of the unification of Ireland.
Either way, the free press has an important
role to play.
ERE: Your main focus at the moment is to
fight for world disarmament...
SM: Yes, I am president of the International
Peace Bureau, which supports disarmament,
because the greatest threat we face today is a
third world war started by the world’s major
powers. It would be a nuclear war, and it
would mean the end of humanity, because
nuclear weapons now have the capacity to
destroy the world twenty times over. A million
dollars are spent on weapons every minute.
In twenty years’ time, one hundred countries
will be able to make an atomic bomb. The
only solution is to secure general and full
disarmament because otherwise there will
be another holocaust, and this one will be
thermonuclear. Do you realize that the price of
one jet fighter aircraft would cover the cost of
setting up 40,000 field hospitals in countries
in which child mortality and malnutrition are
still everyday tragedies? The main barrier to
disarmament is the fact that the military class
refuses to accept it. That “fetishism of the
army” is the greatest obstacle.

ERE: There are also too many interests in
favor of this “industry of death” that is being
improved all the time...
SM: Yes, that’s right. It’s frightening to
examine what the “insane militarists” do.
They have discovered a nuclear bomb that is
cheaper and more effective than the neutron
bomb. It kills trough radiation and leaves
buildings and so on intact. A few months
ago, experts told me about a new bomb that
destabilizes the human brain and can turn
the whole population of a city into imbeciles.
It is an irreversible process, but it also leaves
physical assets intact... Another, even more
grisly example shows how evil scientists
working for the military sector can be: the
Pentagon has imported 45,000 frozen
human fetuses from abortions carried out
in South Korea, which will be used to test
the effects of radiation on recently frozen
human tissue, because corpse tissues are not
valid for this purpose. These are the kinds of
things that some people spend their time on,
at the taxpayers’ expense. In my book I quote
Albert Schweitzer, who said, “man has lost
the capacity to foresee and to forestall the
consequences of his inventions.”
But in spite of everything, in spite of our
limited means, we have to keep fighting
against these very powerful economic and
financial interests that make decisions in
secret and lobby government policy.
ERE: Fighting for disarmament automatically means being in favor of disobedience
and conscientious objection...
SM: Of course, objectors are the archetypal
prisoners of conscience, who refuse to kill
and to serve the army. Amnesty International
concerns itself with them too. If it were
possible to convince all young people to reject
military service there would be no wars. But
that does not seem likely in the near future.
ERE: Do you consider civil disobedience
an effective method?
SM: It depends on the country. It
worked in India, for example, but I am not
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sure whether it would work in the West.
Conscientious observers put it in practice
in a sense. If it became more widespread,
perhaps it would be possible to launch a big
civil disobedience campaign.
ERE: You are also against nuclear energy.
Don’t you think that well-organized civil
disobedience could be successful in these
kinds of campaigns, that affect a very wide
range of people?
SM: Yes, perhaps it would be effective in
this case.
ERE: Do you think that the phenomenon
that is usually described as terrorism is a
reaction against state terrorism, or are there
other reasons for it?
SM: To some extent, it is certainly a
response to state terrorism. We are going
through a period of violence all over the
world, and I think its origins can be traced

back to World War II. This climate makes
it more likely for young people to react
violently. But even so, I believe in young
people; they are the most ardent disarmament activists. But I also understand that it
is difficult for them to believe in the virtues
of democracy and morals when they see
that those who preach them are the first to
trample on them. We know that democracy
can be sold out. We constantly see big multinationals paying commissions and corrupting leaders. We see regimes that use torture
and assassination to hold on to power, that
churches, religions, are sometimes linked to
unjust, antidemocratic systems, that intergovernmental organizations do not work as
they should, because if they did Amnesty
International would not be necessary. But in
spite of everything, we must keep fighting,
we must not lose hope.
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“There Really Is an Everyday
Fascism Perpetrated against
Women”: Interview with Yvette
Roudy, French Minister for
Women’s Rights

Esther Ferrer,“‘Existe un fascismo cotidiano que se
ejerce contra la mujer‘: Entrevista con Yvette Roudy,
ministra francesa de los Derechos de la Mujer,”
El País (Madrid), May 3, 1982, p. 25.

On March 8 this year, the French government announced its imminent plans to
implement seventeen measures designed
to “enforce women’s rights in society,
eliminate all discrimination, and strengthen
guarantees of economic, social, and cultural
equality,” which, as per decree (September
30, 1981), are the powers of the Ministry of
Women’s Rights. Some of the most significant of these measures are reimbursement
by the health system of the cost of the
voluntary interruption of pregnancy, the
introduction of special protocols in police
stations and hospitals for dealing with
women victims of violence, tax equity, the
withdrawal of the term “head of the family”
from official use, a proposed bill on equality
between the sexes at work, a proposed
antisexism bill, and experimental courses
for the professional training and promotion
of women in politics. The person charged
with implementing this extensive program
is a woman, Yvette Roudy, who remembers

being familiar with “racism and sexism since
my teenage years.”
Born in Gironde to a laborer father and
a typist mother, Yvette Roudy earned her
high school diploma by correspondence
and studied English when she traveled to
the United Kingdom with her husband. She
translated The Feminine Mystique and joined
the Women’s Democratic Movement, chaired
by Colette Audry and Marie-Thérèse Eyquem
eventually being named national secretary. In
1965 she organized the presidential campaign
in favor of François Mitterrand. Placed in
charge of the national training sector, she was
part of the steering committee in 1973.
Roudy was appointed national secretary
of Action Féminine in 1977. That same year
she became a member of the European
Parliament, where she created and chaired a
women’s rights commission, which voted to
condemn the death penalty.
As a journalist (from 1964 to 1967), Roudy
was editor in chief of La femme du XXe siècle,
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and published the activist book La femme en
marge in 1975. She was named minister of
women’s rights on May 23, 1981.
Roudy, a socialist “because feminism is
inseparable from socialism,” is now at the
helm of a ministry with a budget amounting
to 0.025% of the national budget, and has already shown a firm determination to ensure
that the planned reforms will soon become
reality. Her priorities include informing
women, “who have been told a lot about their
obligations but very little about their rights,”
and working hard to change mentalities,
because as she likes to say, quoting Einstein,
“it is harder to crack prejudice than an atom.”
Talking to Yvette Roudy, one senses that she
may be the only political figure who would
be very happy to find herself out of a job one
day: it will mean the ministry is no longer
necessary.
QUESTION: What is missing or going wrong
in our so-called democratic societies, making a
Ministry of Women’s Rights necessary?
ANSWER: Justice is missing. So is sensitivity
to injustice and to inequalities, as well as the
determination to reduce them, and, above
all, the courage to admit that they exist. For
centuries, there was a widespread belief that
women are traditional and conservative by
nature. It thus seemed natural that they should
live outside of society, and that, if they worked,
their role should be to provide assistance. It
has always been considered normal for women
to take care of subaltern tasks. Somebody has
to do them, of course. But why should it always
be women? It would be fair to share them.
So all of this is missing: a certain lucidity,
respect for human beings as such, and a firm
political resolve to reduce inequalities. As long
as humanity continues to be conditioned by
the old order, which is the order of the jungle,
in which the strongest crush the weakest, a
ministry like this one will be necessary.
Q: Many of the policies of your ministry
focus on women and work, where inequal-

ities are particularly blatant. Can you tell
us about your proposed bill against sex
discrimination in the workplace?
A: The Common Market—this is of interest to you, too, because Spain is preparing to
join—has rules, European Community laws
that have to be enforced once they have been
adopted by each country. Several years ago
a law was passed on equal opportunities for
employment, promotions, and so on. France
is lagging behind in the enforcement of this
law, and we have to comply. The new thing
about my proposed bill, adapted to France, is
that it really introduces the means required
to apply it properly.
“It Is Essential to Have Ongoing
Information”
Q: In France, 60% of unemployed persons
are women, even though women make up
only 40% of the active population. How do
you plan to change this situation?
A: Essentially, by increasing the number
of training courses accessible to as many
women as possible. By making an enormous
effort to improve qualifications, but also to
diversify them. Breaking down the mindset
of typically female jobs is an effective means
to fight unemployment. The populations that
are hardest hit are always the least qualified,
and it is clear that women are the least
qualified.
Q: When we talk about women’s work,
there is always the problem of the double
working day: women who work at the factory
and at home. It is a problem that affects areas
outside the scope of public institutions. To
what extent can your ministry act?
A: We can do several things: increase
the number of childcare centers, improve
collective services for children, and so on.
But it is clearly also necessary to work toward
changing mindsets, to raise awareness, fight
to get rid of prejudices in order to achieve
a society in which tasks are diversified and
shared.
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Q: In regard to health, particularly
reproduction, women sometimes feel they
are the main victims. What solutions are you
considering to address this?
A: We have already launched a TV information campaign focusing on contraception:
twenty-four different thirty-second spots as
a first step to raising awareness. The initial
message was: “Information on contraception
is a right. Today, all women must be able to
choose.” The second stage will be posters in
public places, on the underground and buses,
as well as radio announcements, and eight
million copies of a free information leaflet.
We are also putting a lot of effort into raising
the awareness of teachers, and a lot of teachers’ associations have already joined our
campaign. We are reviving a movement that
had died out with the enactment of the law,
as generally happens. Society quickly lost
interest once the law was passed, but it must
continue to exert pressure. It is essential to
have ongoing information. Without it, we
immediately lose ground.
Q: Turning to the subject of abortion in
France: in spite of the legislation, women
cannot always get an abortion. They have
to go to the private sector and pay more, or
go abroad. And there is also the problem of
minors, who need parental authorization.
A: The first step was to start applying the
law, but we have to ensure that it is enforced
in full and in the manner that is most in
keeping with the justice due to women. This
alone will solve many problems. Then, the
campaign for contraception, if it is done
well, will considerably reduce the number
of abortions. Women never take an abortion
lightly. The widespread idea that abortion
could become something trivial for women
is offensive. This will never happen, and
those who say otherwise would do better to
concentrate on their own problems rather
than trying to speak for women. Abortion is
the last resort when contraception fails. It is
an exception, not the rule. And in any case,

we know that a woman who wants to abort
will do it somehow, so it would be like failing
to provide assistance to a person in danger:
not giving her the means to do it in a decent,
dignified manner. It must be accessible to all.
The law is the same for everybody, so abortion must be reimbursed by Social Security.
It is humiliating that disadvantaged women
should almost have to turn to charity to cover
the cost. Economic discrimination must also
be abolished.
“Spanish Women Will Always Have Allies
in France”
Q: On the subject of abortion, it is inevitable
to bring up the problem of women from
other countries who come to France to get
an abortion, including many Spanish women
who are often in grievous situations, in a
terrible state psychologically. What can
your ministry do for these women who are
denied this right in their own country, so that
they can interrupt their pregnancies in safe
conditions, and to ensure there are no more
cases like the one of the doctor who raped
women before operating on them?
A: I think women who go to a hospital
asking for help are not immediately asked to
show their papers, because that would mean
we were living in a totally barbaric society.
A doctor’s first duty is to make available
whatever means are necessary to alleviate
the patient’s situation. The European
Community also states that well-being is
a human right. So if Spanish women seek
help, I don’t see how doctors can reject a
hand that is reaching out for help. But this
is only a provisional solution; it should not
become an institutionalized norm. Spanish
women know they have to fight in their own
countries, as French women did, to achieve
this right. Nonetheless, they can rely on
something that was evident in the Bilbao
trial, which I followed very closely: There are
women in this country who are their friends,
who are prepared to help Spanish women. I
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don’t mean just myself, there are many more.
Victories can be enduring and worthwhile
only when the interested parties have organized their own struggle. Spanish women
will always have allies in France, and in other
countries, because the feminist movement
is now international. They should know that
they are not alone, that they have the support
and solidarity of many women.
“There Are No Women in Politics”
Q: Unfortunately, it is still necessary, even
today, to return to the subject of violence
against women. Your ministry is preparing an
antisexist bill based on antiracist legislation.
How will it deal with issues like prostitution,
rape, and abused women?
A: This law is necessary. We needed to
take necessary steps to show the general
public that sexism is a form of racism. We
already have antiracist legislation, but it does
not cover all aggressions against women,
and it is not specific enough about the
numerous forms of sexual torture, crimes
and attacks that women suffer. As such, it is
not antisexist, so it was necessary to draft
a new law that is. We shouldn’t forget that
for a long time the mistreatment of women
was considered almost natural; it was even
thought that women liked it. Sexist culture is
noxious because it absolves the perpetrators;
society eases their conscience. Think of how
often a young woman who has been raped
is blamed and rejected by society or even

laughed at. They are barbarous customs that
even animals don’t practice. It is concentration-camp horror in everyday life. There
really is an everyday fascism perpetrated
against women.
Q: Turning to another field, your political
strategy also includes organizing a campaign
to change the image of women on television,
in advertising, in textbooks...
A: Yes, I have just set up a new working
group on national education. I told them that
things could not continue as they are. Look,
I have a few school books here; I’ll read you
some examples. “Mum sets the table and
Véronique slices bread while Olivier sits on
the best chair in the camper van.” There is
even a photo, to condition them better from a
very young age. “Olivier does his homework,
Véronique buys some chocolates.” “The class
goes on an excursion to the airport. While the
boys talk to the pilot, the girls ask the hostess
about her work.”
Yvette Roudy’s secretary informs her that
she is due in the assembly in five minutes.
There is time for one last question about
women in politics.
A: On this subject, everything remains to
be done. There are no women in politics; they
are absent. The percentage of women in the
National Assembly is tiny, and the same can
be said of national, regional, and municipal
governing bodies. There is still a great deal
to be done, but we will only make progress if
women decide to act.

334

0577_290-367 prensa nueva#.indd 334

5/10/17 17:37

The Territory of the Body:
Interview with Gina Pane

Esther Ferrer, “El territorio del cuerpo:
Entrevista con Gina Pane.”
Lápiz: Revista internacional de arte,
no. 58 (April 1989): 36–41.

In the mid-sixties, certain forms of artistic
expression grounded in the social became
visible on a larger scale, although they had
actually started to emerge toward the end
of the previous decade, the fifties, after the
sinister parenthesis of the Civil War and its
aftermath. In many cases, artists “updated”
or “renewed” forms that had existed prior to
the war, which had continued to influence
even those who sought to go against or
simply “beyond” them, using them as a
base from which to open up new avenues
for experimentation. It was a “cathartic”
period in all the many senses of the term.
Numerous artists, particularly after May
1968, temporarily or permanently abandoned artistic practices, while others used it
as a “purgative”—a medical interpretation
of “cathartic”—or as an effective weapon
for social critique, or for critique of the mass
media in the “society of the spectacle” that
the Situationists started talking about in
1957. But there were also others who, without

eschewing the social “commitment,” or even
starting from the same point of departure,
appear to have chosen the path of “purification” (katarsis in the Greek sense). This
latter group includes some of the artists who
practiced or practice “Body Art,” which, as its
name suggests, focuses on the body (usually
the artist’s own), using it as a “readymade,”
a “living sculpture,” a sounding board for a
“quiet music” or for “sonorous solitude,” or
even as a vehicle through which to express
the “knowledge by unknowing” that Saint
John of the Cross spoke of, “rising beyond all
science.”
The field of “Body Art” had room for all
sorts of things, particularly in the seventies:
artists who were fundamentally expressionist, “ritualist,” or “theatrical” (a connotation
implicit in katarsis, given Aristotle’s idea that
theater is the art form that has a “purifying”
effect), and also, of course, artists who were
sober, “spiritual,” or “essential” in both form
and concept. I would include Gina Pane in
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this latter group of artists who see the body as
the preferred “medium” of communication,
so much so that we could say, paraphrasing
McLuhan, that “the body is message.”
Gina Pane—an artist as rigorous as they
come—is one of the key figures of Body Art
and one of its few women exponents. Initially
a sculptor “immensely” influenced by Van
Gogh at the start of her career, her interest
later shifted to two focal points: “one, at a
theoretical rather than visual level, Paul Klee,”
and “the other in a more total way, Malevich,”
QUESTION: After 1968, there seems to
have been a radical departure in your work, or
at least a revision. From then on, the body—
your body—became the central medium, or
even the raw material for your work. How did
this change happen? What triggered it?
ANSWER: In every artist’s career, social
events give rise to reflection of some kind. As
a sculptor, I had a relationship with the body
through sculpture, but it was a traditional
relationship, not theoretical, not on the
conceptual level. In sculpture, the reference
to the body is inescapable. The body had to
fill the empty spaces I left in my works. The
events of May 1968 made a huge impact
on me, they were a very intense experience
mentally and physically. They challenged
my work, and although I would not say it
was a radical departure, I did stop working
for some time in order to be on the streets,
in society, mixing with the people, which is
what was happening at that time. I realized
that the body was very important in this
communication, and I suddenly understood
that it—my body—was the key element of
my concept. Then I chose and carried out
my first action of this kind. It was in Italy.
One day I was walking along the paths of
my childhood, thinking, as usual, about this
body, about how it can participate, how it
can be the action and become art in itself,
and so on. On one side of the path, I saw a
pile of stones in the shade, in the darkness,

covered with moss. I want to make it clear
that it was not an environmentalist action.
I said to myself: I want my body to actively
take part in the concept; I am going to take
these stones and put them somewhere else,
in the sun. So I came and went, placing them
on top of each other, vertically, and this
perhaps somewhat romantic action gave
me the answer to the thoughts I was having.
And I said to myself: your body has become
part of the action; it has not only allowed this
change to take place, the sculpture is actually
your body, your actions, your coming and
going, the geographical location... Then I
understood that my body work had started to
be present, in a sense. For two years I carried
out actions in nature.
Q: In some you took risks, like Silence, in
which you climbed a mountain of sand. Did
you ever feel frightened, was there a sense of
danger?
A: Yes, I knew there was danger in that action, it was quite obvious. But I said to myself,
“there is a forest up there, a clearing; I want
to make it up there, to see the boundary on a
different level.” I was down below, looking up
at it, and I wanted to be on the same horizon
line. Also, I wanted to feel my body. It took
me a long time to climb, I think it was the
most dangerous action, and I understood
that the body is a whole. In this action I felt
my body as flesh and as spirit. This action
was the last one I did by myself, in nature,
without an audience, or just in front of a few
friends. From that point I decided to carry
out actions with an audience, because it
started to be part of my system of thought.
Q: In an ordinary performance you can
rehearse an action, mettre au point, down to
the last detail. But in Body Art rehearsal is
usually impossible because the laceration or
wound does not allow for it. It is a definitive
action with no room for “errors,” because
they could be fatal.
A: That is true, but the painter and the
sculptor are in the same situation. At a
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certain point, they cannot make a mistake
either.
Q: But the physical risk is lower, and the
consequences are usually repairable.
A: There is a similarity at the level of
thinking, my working method requires a long
preparation. I used to start by drawing the
whole action from start to finish. There were
sequences, I would decide what the photographer should do, what angle he would
use. The preliminary work was meticulous.
It is true that the wound was dangerous: it
is a moment of great intensity that has to
occur at “this” moment in the action and no
other. There is a process leading up to the
wound, and when it happens there is much
more intensity than there would be if you cut
yourself at home, for example. I was prepared for it psychologically and physically, in
my body.
Q: Earlier we spoke about fear and pain,
but what about pleasure? Have you ever
enjoyed performing these kinds of actions?
A: Yes, in the playful moments, but that
came later, when I introduced elements of
play, like games, for example. But not in the
early actions, which were more radical, more
dramatic, with a strong commitment to the
sociopolitical problems of the time, such as
the Vietnam War. When play appeared in an
action, it was very important and it was truly
pleasurable for me, I felt a very strong connection to the audience. In those cases, when
it emerged, something very, very powerful
took place.
Q: Have you ever thought to yourself: “my
body is going to carry the traces, the ‘memory
of my actions,’ until my dying day”? It is as if
you had written your life story on your flesh. I
imagine it must be difficult to do and endure
something like this over an extended period.
Didn’t you ever feel the need to end it?
A: Yes, the body is a planet, a geography,
a territory. And the wound is its memory,
reminding us of its fragility and its pain, but
it is also a defense against mental prostheses,

against ease. The wounds that I made were
linked to a particular area of the body that
had to do with the concept of the action,
with its meaning. I was well aware that one
day, when I managed to formulate the last
wound, I would stop. But at the beginning
it was impossible to know how long that
would take: one year, five years... when I
would have moved through the body and
reached my head. Because as I said earlier
that is where this action would take place. It
would be the last one, but it was impossible
to know when it would happen. The last one
was a wound here, on my temple. It was a
very dangerous wound, and oddly enough, I
had an accident. I did my two last actions in
1978. They were very complex and I wanted
to change something in the way they played
out, so I decided to redo one in the eighties,
and I injured myself. It was quite serious, I
hemorrhaged. I knew it was the last one, and
it was the only time I injured myself.
Q: You finished with your head, but you
started with your hands and feet, which is
significant for a sculptor. The first action was
Escalade non anesthésiée [Unanaesthetized
climb], a protest against a completely anaesthetized world. And between these two parts
of the body there were others.
A: I did the first one—which did not receive much attention—in Bordeaux. It was a
tribute to a drug addict who had died. There
was container with boiling chocolate, and I
washed my hands in it. It was my first real
wound. There was even public participation
in this action, it was the only time. Afterwards people stayed and we spoke all night
about problems like drug abuse and so on. It
was a powerful experience. Most people in
the audience were very young, and they sat
inside a circle of electric cables with lightbulbs that I had set up, because I was also
doing installations at the time. There was
also a large photo of a pair of hands together.
It was like a wake. It was a very silent ritual,
not like a happening, in which there is almost
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always a gap between the artist’s desire and
the work.
Q: In addition to the physical memory on
your body, you also take photographs during
your actions. “This is not a wound,” we could
say, parodying Magritte. To what extent can a
photograph transmit everything you included
in the action?
A: It cannot transmit the same thing, that
is impossible. It is like writing a book: what
is more important, the language, or the way
the content unfolds? In my case, photography
found its way into the work even before
the action took place. We could say that
the photograph was “the medium” created
conceptually, so that the photographer
created the work in front of the audience, the
work that they will see later. So he was not
outside of the action, he was inside, with me,
a few centimeters away, sometimes he even
blocked the audience’s view. There was a link
to the theory, the concept, the mediatization,
that was part of the actual action. I did not
cheat or play tricks, it was clear that in the
end they would have the photographs as a
reading.
Q: Looking at the names of artists who
have practiced Body Art, it appears that you
are one of the rare women, the vast majority
are men. How do you account for this? Do
you think that the relationship to the body is
different in the case of women?
A: It is an interesting question, but I have
to say I have never considered it. I would
have to think about it.
Q: One possible explanation is the link to
the social image of women, which has to be

physically flawless and free from “blemishes” or “lacerations.” This is something that
women have often internalized. Another
reason may be that blood and wounds have
connotations of violence, and women may be
more put off by them. We can look for deep
explanations like menstruation, childbirth,
and so on, but there is a perhaps more banal
one: the fear that these kinds of actions,
carried out by women, may be interpreted as
“hysteria” which for many—too many—years
was considered one of the female attributes
par excellence. There is Charcot’s iconography of hysterical women at the Salpêtrière,
etc. I get the sense that Body Art is more
hazardous for women than for men, and I
don’t mean physically but psychologically,
and particularly at the level of the image, of
the way the work can be interpreted. Don’t
you think that a woman like you, who did
Body Art from the start, had to ignore a lot of
taboos?
A: It is an interesting issue to think about.
All I can say is that my experience in life,
since childhood, for as long as I can remember, has always been as a being, rather than
a woman or a man. This is something that
has always been with me, I have never been
conscious of any difference in the intellectual
realm or even in the physical realm. I am a
being in the world, I don’t have a problem
with this, and I guess that has helped me a
great deal. When I was twelve or thirteen,
in the Italian countryside, far away from the
big city, I would sometimes get bored and
I preferred the games the boys played. So I
created a girls’ football team and we played
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against the boys, it worked very well. What
I mean is that the image has never been a
concern for me. But in reference to what
you were saying about interpretation, I can
tell you that a proportion of people who had
never been to one of my actions certainly
thought that way at first. But as soon as they
saw one, after three minutes, they were
forced to accept the obvious, they changed
their minds. I had a presence and a language
that had nothing to do with those ideas.
Q: There is clearly a spiritual aspect to
your work. Are you or have you ever been
interested in mysticism?
A: In one of my early works from 1975,
Psyche, the action plays out on this spiritual
realm. I can’t describe the whole thing because it was very complex, but at one point
during the action I made a cross-shaped
wound on my abdomen, a vertical cut and
a horizontal cut. I was not interested in
mysticism while I was doing the actions, but
then when I stopped, a new body appeared.
I was very aware of this... then there was a
period of silence, I made a few transitional
works, I was waiting, soaking up everything
I had done. It ended up leading to the birth
of the second body that, once again, actually
came to me through a wound. I was thinking
about the fact that there have been martyrs
whose bodies were wounded and burnt, and
that this is not the same body as the body
that each of us has. And I started to become
interested in this second body. I used the
same process again in a sense, in terms of
gesture and so on, but the content was not
the same. And I started to become interested

in the texts, in a totally realistic way, not
mystically: the Bible, the lives of saints as
per Jacobus de Voragine’s Golden Legend,
and so on. Little by little I got to know this
second body and it is now the basis of all my
work, which is not based on the image but
on the texts, not on the level of painting. I
only made two or three works of this kind,
always in relation to posture. For example,
why did Filippino Lippi choose that posture
and no other out of the many possibilities?
But my reflection was based on the texts. In
any case, I could not do the work I am doing
now if I had not gone through that period of
thorough study and knowledge of the body.
Before I begin a work, I read a lot, as I did
with my last work, La chair ressuscitée (The
Resurrected Flesh), based on a text in which
Tertullian the African, a jurist from the
second century AD, proves that the resurrection will be that of the body—the flesh and
blood—not the spirit.
Q: To finish off, Gina, has music influenced your work in any way? Something
about them makes think it has.
A: I used to make “scores.” When I
worked out the associations there was indeed
a very clear link, because they were structured in different stages, there were forte and
soft sections, the idea of color, and so on.
When I started working on the pieces that
are linked to the memory of the actions, I
immediately thought that score was the most
appropriate term. Perhaps because they were
fragments, or because I wanted to give them
the same tautology, the same rhythm as the
actions, even if the medium had changed.
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Image Process: An Interview
with Lea Lublin

Esther Ferrer, “Entrevista con Lea Lublin,” Lápiz:
Revista internacional de arte, no. 59 (May 1989):
38–45. [The Spanish title “Proceso a la imágen” plays
with the double meaning of proceso as “process” and
as “on trial,” so that the title means both “Image
Process” and “The Image on Trial.”—Trans.]

If one had to describe Lea Lublin’s work in
a single word, the most appropriate would
certainly be “process,” which, incidentally,
has the same root as “progress,” from the
Latin processus, “to go forward, advance.”
Process, because her work is a journey
through the images of art history. And
process in the sense of legal proceedings,
because her practice puts images—images
that hide more than they reveal—“on trial.”
Armed with a paintbrush, video, or computer, Lea Lublin explores, analyses, creates
multiple connections and ruptures, detects
convergence and divergence, and ultimately
discovers the “hidden face” of images, which
are, she believes, the “hiding place” of the
things culture keeps invisible. A rigorous
process that led her to conclusions that prefigure those of Leo Steinberg, as the author of
The Sexuality of Christ in Renaissance Art and
in Modern Oblivion himself recognizes.
After starting out using images as a
medium for a discourse that conveyed an

extrapictorial message (violence, ecology,
and sociopolitical issues), Lea Lublin
evolved toward a questioning of the image
when she realized exactly how images
“short-circuited” her message, annulling
it. But this questioning discourse is not
extraneous to painting; it emerges from its
very heart: it originates in the image and
returns to it, but on the way, in the process,
it questions, analyses, and “unmasks”
systems of representation. As she penetrates, crosses, dismantles, deconstructs,
and displaces the image, Lea Lublin “strips
layers” from the spectator’s gaze, returning
the capacity to see (beyond appearances).
Because, from her own experience, Lea
Lublin is aware that behind the visible
image in a painting there is another, which
is in fact “the image,” the subject through
which the work expresses the “unsaid,” that
which, once it is out in the open, can shake
the foundations of our codified systems of
interpretation.
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In this process, which usually consists of
sequences structured around meaningful
fragments (or elements), Lea Lublin uses art
history as “material,” connecting systems
from the art of the past—particularly the
Renaissance—with contemporary systems
(such as monochrome and readymades),
choosing whatever technique she deems
appropriate at any given time.
Lea Lublin’s work (in which the result is
always perfectly consistent with the original
concept and development), in whatever form
it is “embodied”—painting, installation,
action—is always based on a constant questioning: what is art? what is its discourse?
how do images function within it?
In her work and in the discourse that
analyses it, Lea Lublin seems to confirm and
embrace the words of Antonio Machado:
“Wayfarer, there is no way, make your way by
going farther.”
QUESTION: In one of your works, you

formulate a series of questions: what is art? is
it a desire? a form of sublimation? a neurosis?
a commodity? the production of phantoms? a
system of signs? an illusion? And so on. Now,
after thirty years of artistic practice, how
would you answer?
ANSWER: Those questions were part of
an artistic action I did for the first time at
the Museum of Modern Art in Paris in 1974.
It was an installation in which a couch was
placed at the foot of a panel on which the
questions were written. There was a television monitor in the same space, and I was
there too, with a camera, filming spectators
who had to respond to two situations: their
image projected onto the monitor and their
answers to the questions on one hand, and
me, the author of the work and of the action.
It was a classic triangular situation: artist,
viewer, artwork. The action reflected the prevailing situation in art in the early seventies. I
later did other versions in different languages
and different cities. In Antwerp, for instance,

the questions were displayed in a square,
over a statue of Rubens; in Naples they were
placed over a statue of Dante; and so on. In
1978 I did another action on the river Seine,
this time with a canvas containing a series of
questions regarding women, reflecting the
usual stereotypes. At the end I allowed it to
fall into the river, so it would dissolve, along
with all the prejudices...
In the action at the museum in Paris, the
most curious things were the answers. But
at the same time, it was an experimental
situation for me, because it enabled me to
discover things that allowed me to carry out
my work. And through my work I came up
with a series of answers that were almost
implicitly the answers to the questions I had
formulated for the viewers. But to go back to
your question: I would say there is no single
answer to the problem of art, which is why I
asked a series of questions, recognizing the
impossibility of a single answer.
Q: What type of answers came up most
frequently?
A: Generally speaking, clichéd answers.
We usually say what we already know,
what we have learned, what we have heard.
They argued over the notion of beauty, for
instance. But people tended to crowd around
whoever was holding the microphone, while
I recorded them, so they interrupted one
another, and fascinating public debates took
place, drawing attention to different levels of
perception, which are also different levels of
knowledge. The spectators also realized that
each question prompted a series of related
questions in all fields: ideological, sociological, political, philosophical, etc.
Q: Art discourse is one of your central
themes. Your work Polylogue extérieur
[Exterior polylogue] is based on the word, the
discourse, of a gallerist, a writer, a critic, and
you yourself, as artist.
A: That was Inside and Outside the Museum-Polylogue, at Galerie Yvon Lambert in
Paris. It was a work based on several voices,
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and it sought to expose the voice. My idea
was to bring the discourse of “other” people
who were not artists into the gallery space.
In this case, the writer Philippe Sollers, the
critic and poet Marcelin Pleynet, and the
gallerist Yvon Lambert. I turned the gallery
into a camera obscura, a chamber where
systems of representation are revealed. In
this work I also dissolved images, slides on
art history projected onto a nonsolid screen.
And the installation included a frame with
holes in it, which allowed visitors to hear a
mix of electronic music as well as the sound
I had edited together out of the four of us
talking. I wanted to overflow the boundaries
of the painting, and introduce the levels of
the perception of images and words through
that sound frame.
Q: At the start of your career, in Buenos
Aires, you painted in an expressionist style.
But there is no trace of that in your work now.
How did that first break, marked by the series
Ver claro [To see clearly] come about? Where
did you start processing/judging the image?
A: I studied academic painting at the College of Fine Arts, and then I found my own
voice, which was along the lines of automatic, almost “super-producing” expressionism.
I say this because it was almost automatically
inscribed onto the canvas, without prior
planning or preparation. It emerged in the act
of painting. Then I did a series of exhibitions,
Premoniciones [Premonitions] in 1961, with
irrational paintings using a great wealth of
pictorial material and telluric connotations,
and Bestias y explosiones [Beasts and
explosions] in 1963. And then L’incitation au
massacre [Incitement to massacre] in Paris
in 1964. The references in these cases were
atomic. I was trying to say that we live in an
explosive world, dominated by irrational
forces beyond our control: telluric forces
on one hand, and human forces that can
destroy us on the other. They were beautiful
paintings, “as lovely as Goya’s,” some
people said. Just think, that was precisely

why I stopped painting like that. I wanted to
transmit a message, to make people “see.”
But people did not see what I had painted,
they saw a painting that made them think of
another paining, or another way of working,
with something else. I realized something
wasn’t working, because my message was
interrupted by the outside reference, the
comparison. In my next exhibition, Cara o
ceca [Heads or tails], I presented works from
the series Ver claro along with earlier works.
For example, there was a reproduction of a
painting of General San Martín, the “father
of the nation,” with windscreen wipers over
it, and a gas mask made out of a hair dryer.
The idea was to “clear” the image in the first,
and to criticize the destruction of nature
through pollution in the second.
Q: You continued this process of “clearing” the image through “displacement” in
your exhibition at the May Exhibition in Paris
in 1968, with your son.
A: That’s right. Earlier I had started
working on a series of glass and acrylic
transparencies, which were superimposed
but separated, creating a sense of movement
as the angle of the viewer changed. In May
1968, which was so important to all of us, I
was invited to exhibit at the May Exhibition.
My great joy the previous year had been the
birth of my son, and I thought the best thing I
could do was shift this personal moment from
everyday life into an art space, the museum.
Body art did not exist yet. I used representation in this work, because I also exhibited a
portrait of my son, on two glass plates, along
with the represented subject. I tended to him,
fed him, and so on. We were on display during
the museum’s opening hours.
Q: After this “displacement,” you presented another work, Terranautas [Terranauts], in
which you invited spectators to participate in
“discovering” the image.
A: It was the year when the first cosmonauts were sent into space. I was asked
to make a work, and I made Terranautas,
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an installation in which spectators had to
discover the elements that are essential to
life on our planet. It was a 60-square-meter,
black, Y-shape labyrinth. People had to
make their way through all the passageways
leading to the center, in order to find the
exit. Spectators wore a miner’s helmet with
a lamp, which they could aim at images
and at the elements that covered the floor.
There were also light boxes with messages
such as “walk freely,” “take off your clothes
and think,” etc. I also added a soundscape,
because I had been working with sound since
1965. And at the end of the labyrinth I placed
a “reflection cabin” where spectators could
be on their own and think about the situation
and about their experience.
Q: In 1970 you published your first text,
Proceso a la imagen [Image process], precisely
in the year in which you faced trial for “indecent assault” for your work Blanco sobre
blanco [White on white].
A: Yes, that was a work I presented in
an exhibition outside the art scene, at an
engineering trade fair. The manufacturer
of acrylic products invited several artists
to use their materials. I was working on a
series of erotic works on acrylic at the time,
using my method of displacing images and
superimposing them in space. I exhibited one
of these, and before the exhibition opened
somebody called the police because they
apparently thought that the bodies moved.
The bodies were entwined, in a lovemaking
position, so they considered it “indecent
assault.” They immediately covered it up,
removed it, took it to the police station, and
started legal proceedings against me. The
trial was incredible. They asked me whether
I was a painter “without ethics”; in other
words, without morals. And I said “no, I am
not a kinetic painter,” I don’t use motors to
move the figures. Because I had to prove that
images did not move, the viewers did.
Q: Later you used the material from the
trial to produce the work Lecture d’une œuvre

de Lea Lublin par un inspecteur de police [A
police inspector’s reading of a work by Lea
Lublin].
A: Yes, that happened in 1972. I used all
the information, starting with the inspector’s
report on the work, his reading of it, and the
press clippings, the photographs of police
officers removing the painting and taking
it away, etc. The funny thing was that I had
already written the text Proceso a la imagen,
which talks about replacing “adaptation”
with “creation”; in other words, replacing
cultural conditioning by questioning all
elements of the system that determines it.
You could say that works like Terranautas,
which we talked about earlier, from 1969,
and Fluvio Subtunal put the theory in practice. They are made up of sequences, and the
movement from one element to the next is
in itself a “system of multiple connections.”
I project the images that the viewer has to
move through/experience, I decenter them,
displace them, etc., trying to highlight the
limited/unlimited nature of their function.
Q: In these works, there are many kinds
of “displacement/movement,” not just
physical. You displace images, and you make
the viewer move, but by acting upon both
you actually shift “conditioned reflexes”
and habits, such as the “linear” reading of
artworks, by presenting a multiple reading
that is rich in connotations and connections.
A: That’s right. Based on my idea of
creating this system of multiple connections,
I invite or incite viewers to move between
different zones that reveal the different levels
of articulation of the work, because there is
a mechanical relationship between things.
That was also what I wanted to show in the
work I made in Chile in 1971, when Allende
was in power: that there is no automatic
link between a revolutionary process and
knowledge phenomena—science and culture—which is why there were distinct zones.
Consequently, the work was also a critique of
certain systems of thought, of the application
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of dogma, in the sense of automating the
link between “culture and revolution”; for
example, “knowledge and perception,” and
so on. Knowledge is much more complex
than mechanical, automatic interactions.
That is why I placed a media information
wall outside this work, which was called
Dentro y fuera del museo [Inside and outside
the museum]. Inside, behind another
information space, there was a tunnel with
screens showing images, and viewers made
their way through it and reached a multidisciplinary space containing big panels that
highlighted the conceptual connections and
breaks from 1870 to the present in all fields:
philosophy, art, psychoanalysis, semiotics,
linguistics, etc. This work was made with a
team of specialists.
Q: The curious thing is that you express
this conceptual process in an “organic” way,
as a symbolic journey from gestation to birth.
Particularly in Fluvio Subtunal, a tunnel
that is part uterus and part phallus, that
spectators move through, exiting through
vaginal lips. Were you aware of all these
connotations, all these projections, when you
made this work in 1969?
A: No, not at all. I was asked to produce a
work for the opening of a real tunnel in the
city of Santa Fe. As you know, I always use
reality as my starting point, so I decided to
create a parallel environment, an antitunnel,
based on the idea of a passage that creates
an underground link between two cities. As I
was already working with transparent surfaces, I decided to make it transparent, too,
so that the inside and outside were visible at
the same time. It was an S-shape, inflatable
tunnel, and it was actually a Colombian
artist who saw the work and said to me,
“how funny, it’s a phallus-vagina.” Because
there was in fact water inside, spheres with
different liquids, and so on. It was definitely
an unconscious projection of a gestation
and birth, but I did not realize until a North
American critic mentioned gestation when

she talked about it at the Medellín Biennal
(which was incidentally entitled Penetration/
Expulsion, another significant title). And
then there was a text by Pierre Restany that
described it as organic, as you have. But I was
not aware of this projection when I made the
work.
Q: In Fluvio Subtunal you used video for
the first time. Why did you decide to include
this medium in your installation?
A: Yes, I built a wall made out of fifteen
monitors in a closed circuit. I think video is
the most appropriate means to explore the
image, and don’t forget that what drives me
is the desire to discover the nature of images.
Feedback allows me to go back in time, to
split the viewer’s perception. There is a
forking of the notion of space-time. This is
why the people who saw the installation we
mentioned earlier, at the Museum of Modern
Art in Paris, told me they did not recognize
their own image. There is a gap between
the idea of the self and the image of the self.
The inscribing of the image is affected by a
hidden, unknown memory. This observation
conceptually allowed me to consider a
series of hypotheses—which are now almost
certainties for me—regarding the problem of
the image.
Q: In your last work on video, Discours sur
l’art [Discourse on art], in 1977, you asked
other artists the same question I just asked
you: why do you use video or photography in
your work?
A: For that work I used two cameras,
one fixed, one moving: two points of view
that have to proceed simultaneously so as to
challenge the image, or rather, the system
of representation, by breaking up the single
point of view, which is the perspective of the
Renaissance. The TV monitor is the technological extension of Alberti’s theatrical cube.
The use of two sides deconstructs the space of
perception, establishes the spatial relationship
between the different points of view, marks
the distance between observer and observed.
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Q: After using video to “delve” into the
perception of images, you went back to
painting, to show, consciously this time, what
the image in a painting really hides: what the
author has projected onto it.
A: Actually, it was all these installations,
the analysis of space, and the system of
perception in the Renaissance that led me
to deduce or discover—starting with Artemisia Gentileschi’s painting Judith Slaying
Holofernes—that beyond its subject matter,
a painting is actually a projection of the
painter’s own history. A painting inscribes
a memory, the painter’s amnesic memory,
onto the canvas. The apparent subject matter
actually serves to hide the true subject of the
work, which is the painter-subject.
In my work based on Artemisia’s painting,
I show that there is a birth and a castration
in its iconographic structure. I do not make
anything up. I draw, by fragments, and
reconstruct the painting as a whole, precisely
in its projection stage. I use the system of
“displacement” here too: when the sword is
“displaced,” or removed, a woman’s body
appears. What appeared to be Holofernes’s
arms are actually the legs of a woman in a
birthing position. It is quite curious that there
is not a single representation of childbirth
in the history of painting in general. If we
accept my hypothesis that painting is actually
a projection of the memory of the painter’s
body, it makes sense that there could not be
representations of childbirth because there
were no women painters. I just thought of
this now, talking to you, but why not?
Q: Indeed, bearing in mind that childbirth
has thus far been confined to women, women
are certainly better able to represent it, or to
“project” it, according to your hypothesis,
hidden behind the subject of the painting.
But aside from your study of Artemisia’s
painting, you also thoroughly explored
the iconography of the infant Jesus in
Renaissance painting, reaching the same
conclusions.

A: While I was exploring the subject
of memory, I realized the viewer sees the
painting through the title, the anecdote,
rather than what is actually going on in it. So
I decided to look at representations of the
Virgin with the infant Jesus, one of the great
subjects in the history of painting, and I discovered that the nudity in the representation
of the infant Jesus coincides with a scaled
down projection of the painter’s body. These
infants always have an adult’s head; their
bodies are a small-scale model of a man.
Continuing with my method of opening up
the image—in the past, through projections
that the viewer had to move through, and
now going back to displacement—I proposed
a horizontal and vertical reading through
multiple combinations and connections that
create a succession of sequences.
I took a 1915 quote from Malevich as a
point of departure: “Only with the disappearance of a habit of mind which sees in pictures
little corners of nature, madonnas, and
shameless Venuses, shall we witness a work
of pure living art.” I used monochrome as a
system to show—through my “dismantling”
of Renaissance works—the difference
between the subject matter and the subject of
the painting. The painter’s amnesic memory
is projected onto the work through a strategy
that is based on the system of perception.
Behind the horizon line on which the observer’s point of view and the vanishing point can
be found, there is a second horizon line that
swings and rotates into the vertical axis in the
space of the subject. Through these rotations,
reductions, and displacements, the figure
of the scaled-down painted body moves the
vanishing point in the traditional system of
perspective toward the point of temporal
regression or, in other words, toward the line
of the traces of the body’s memory.
Interestingly, the figure of the Virgin
functions only as an iconographic model,
repeating itself in the same way through
the centuries. She is the one with no body,
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no sensoriality, always covered in clothing,
folds, veils. She is the nonerotic body of the
representation. The only body exposed is
that of the infant/painter.
The sequences in my work are modulated
by the meaningful displacement of the naked
body. When this fragment is removed as a
figure, it remains only as an abstract form,
which is where it connects to Malevich’s monochrome. In other words, there is a connection
between modernity—through monochrome
painting, which was an important component
of contemporary art—and a model of art from
the past. The same can be said of the work I
made back in 1965, when I placed windscreen
wipers over reproductions of paintings of
legendary historical/cultural figures.
Q: Your efforts to reveal “the hidden face”
of the image do not detract from your evident
interest in color. The tone you employ
coincides with the chosen painting: we could
say that each has its own monochrome.
Visually they are very beautiful and perfectly
constructed.
A: Yes, it is a kind of condensation. There
is a luminous density in each of the colors,
as though they had a range, like sounds do. I
work with each color until I find the one that
is right.

Q: It is interesting that you should
mention sounds, because I was just thinking
that the white spaces that are exposed when
you displace the representational fragment
are like a sounding board for color. The
white is the background of the canvas, but it
is also like silence, in the sense in which the
term was used by Cage, who, like Thoreau,
thinks of sounds as bubbles on the surface
of silence. The thing is to know how many
bubbles are on it, Cage adds. In your case,
the silence would be the white background,
the bubbles would be the image, and the
question is to know how the image emerges,
and what lies behind it. But we are coming to
the end of the interview, and I would like you
to tell me about your recent works with the
computer, and how computers can help you
in this trial/processing of the image.
A: While making La mémoire de l’histoire
rencontre la mémoire de l’ordinateur [The
memory of history encounters the memory
of the computer], I realized computers are
the ideal medium with which to realize my
concept of displacement, of condensation, of
marking boundaries, of the appearance and
disappearance of the image. They are similar
to the mechanism of our minds, where fragments appear and disappear, are etched in
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memory and erased: memory and oblivion,
although some traces remain without our
realizing.
When I enter all these fragments of stories
from the past into the computer, they encounter electronic signals: the future. Thanks
to the computer’s memory, all this material
is transformed into new pictorial material,
which I use to put together new sequences.
In this way, I attain images that then become
paintings, although they are made of lightpaint rather than matter-paint. The extraordinary thing about electronic paint is that you
don’t have the same sensory relationship you
have when you use paint. There is a feeling of
distance. Instead of the materiality of paint,
of pigment, I now have the sensoriality of
light. I would like to point out that the fact
that I have used the cutting-edge technologies
of each period does not mean I exclude the
others, even those of the most traditional
language of painting. That is why I call myself
a “multimedia” artist, because I connect and
bring about new encounters through all the
media available to me, using or experimenting
with the one that seems most appropriate at
each stage of my work.
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Frontier between Art
and Reality: Interview
with Nil Yalter

Esther Ferrer, “Entrevista con Nil Yalter,” Lápiz:
Revista internacional de arte, no. 60 (1989):
32–39; English version from http://www.nilyalter.
com/texts/10/frontier-between-art-and-reality-byesther-ferrer.html.

“To tell the story of the workers of the sea...
to get to know these people. To reveal the
wisdom unique to each one of them and the
wisdom shared by all. To compose images
and sounds out of the many fragments of
a reality formulated and anchored in the
words and intentions of the workers we have
interviewed. To create an aesthetic, plastic
language which can serve as our contribution
to the culture of the working world.”
The above text quite admirably summarizes the essence of Les métiers de la mer, an
installation created in 1982, which included
a video display called The Sea: The World
Upside Down. In this display Nil Yalter and
Nicole Croiset successfully capture in visual
terms a belief held by workers of the sea in
medieval times. They do this by putting one
monitor on top of another, both of which
contain the same image of the sea, with one
of them shown upside down. The result is
exceedingly beautiful. Nil Yalter was born
in Egypt, raised in Turkey and is now of

French nationality. No matter what subject
she chooses to depict, whether it be work, the
body, confinement, exile, and no matter who
the main actors are, be it the Turkish immigrants who work in the clothing factories, the
woman held prisoner in La Roquette, Egypt,
or the Marquis de Sade, Nil Yalter uses her
own, unique socio-poetic language, a system
of signs she has created that enables her
to tread that delicate and often ambiguous
borderline area between art and reality. Nil
Yalter composes, or rather builds in the sense
that an architect does, in this area where
the different elements of reality and art are
brought together. She builds up themes by
freely combining different elements (images,
texts, objects) with diverse techniques
(drawings, painting on paper or leather,
video, photography, or the graphic palette
with which she is able to achieve an exceptionally wide range of colors). Her works
could be defined as dynamic reading spaces
which, depending on the subject, include
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performances or rituals such as childbirth
and hunting—events which discriminate
between the role of the sexes in the everyday
tasks of survival.
Her art, which she describes as ethnocritical rather than sociological, combines the
methodology of a researcher—an ethnologist—with the sensitivity of an artist. This is
true of her countless number of individual
works as well as the ones that were created in
collaboration with other artists, sociologists
and ethnologists, especially those in which
Bernard Dupaigne of the Museum of Man
participated.
Nil Yalter is conscientious and demanding
in the scientific aspect of her work while
allowing herself total freedom in the artistic
aspect. She discloses the critical content
of a given situation by means of intricately
woven poetic imagery whose beauty, rather
than interfering with the message, only
serves to make it more comprehensible. The
appreciation of the cognitive realm of her
work, together with the emotional impact of
its aesthetic dimension, combine to enhance
the understanding of the artist’s intentions.
Ever since Nil Yalter decided to abandon
her comfortable life as a well-known abstract
painter in Turkey and take up permanent
residence in France, she has managed her
fascination with technology into a form of art
that combines the mystical world with the
logic of the industrial world, reflecting in part
her nostalgia for the richness of her native
cultural heritage.
QUESTION: Your art is usually classified
as sociological art, but you prefer to call it
ethnological art. Why?
ANSWER: Well, technically speaking, all
art is sociological. But I think that my work is
too baroque to be considered sociological. I
never impose limits on myself in any way. If
I want to combine drawing or even painting
with video, I do so without hesitating. This
may be the reason why some people consider

my work to be a little baroque. In any case, I
am an ethnologist in that I collect specimens
and classify them, etc. If I would decide to
do a sociological project some day, I guess
it would have to be more linear, stricter and
more consistent within the forms I use and
with how I express myself in general.
Q: And yet you don’t want to do this.
A: No, I don’t. You know, at the beginning
they used to tell me that I mixed too many
things into my work, or that I used too many
colors, that the effect was too decorative
compared to the seriousness of its themes,
which were always of a socio-political nature.
I’ve continued to use this type of free style
which I call baroque-oriental despite this
criticism. It is this oriental character that
allows me to mix different elements and
different techniques. If I often resort to repetition of the mirror motif, etc., it is because
these motifs appear frequently in oriental
art, which is very ornamental, and because
they are very effective and adapt well to the
themes I choose to work on.
Q: Even though your methodology is like
that of an ethnologist, your objectives are
quite different.
A: Of course they are, because I’m an
artist and my work is a search for my own
identity through the objects and people that
my work portrays. If you look closely at my
photographs or videos, for example Rahime,
femme kurde de Turquie, La Roquette, prison
de femmes or La communaute des travailleurs
turcs en France, you’ll notice that there is
always a spatial relationship between the
men and women that appear and the objects
around them, such as the table that they sew
on, the tools that they use, etc. Rather than
concentrate on their behaviour, I work on
the relationship between their body language
and the surrounding objects. But of course
there is a critical aspect to my work as well,
thus the term ethnocritical art. When I do
a multi-media installation concerning the
immigrant workers, their native culture
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and Kurdish poetry in exile, for example,
my work will naturally have a documentary
quality about it. The people talk directly
to the camera about their problems, their
circumstances, etc., but I don’t impose the
critical aspect. This emerges on its own from
the situation that is being portrayed.
Q: Yes, but you choose these subjects
because they contain a socio-political aspect
that invites criticism.
A: Of course I do, but I allow the criticism
to reveal itself through the relationship
between image/object or man/woman. And
naturally, since my work is the work of an
artist, I organize it and structure it the way
I want to, according to my own aesthetic
judgement. But no matter what form I
choose to give it, the real content, the critical
aspect, will always reveal itself. For instance,
the newsmen on TV are always making
commentaries and offering analyses that
manipulate the way we perceive the situation
being discussed. I never do this. My voice is
never heard, I let my subjects talk. Of course
I have to do some editing, but I keep it to a
minimum.
Q: Have you ever felt tempted to highlight
the artistic aspect of a given work as opposed
to the ethnological aspect, or vice versa? I
imagine it must be difficult to achieve a true
balance between the two.
A: One is always of greater or lesser importance than the other. Sometimes I favor
the subject matter, giving more importance
to its significance; other times I concentrate
mainly on the artistic expression—this is true
especially of my most recent work.
The form arises almost naturally from the
methodology that I apply in exploring the
topic and in how I decide to present it. When
creating socio-political works, the form
arises from the ethnological methodology
that is used. But at other times, for example
in my current work on the Marquis de Sade,
the methodology is more personal, more
intimate: I make it up as I go along. I barely

think at all about Sade’s texts while I am
filming, but I’m sure that the form that this
work eventually assumes will reflect the
basic elements of Sade’s ideas.
Knowing where the work will be displayed
also determines its form to some extent, if
I know it beforehand. This was true of Les
métiers de la mer, an installation that I created
on a 16th century tower two storeys high,
located right on the sea. Nicole and I decided
to put the installation on two platforms, one
above the other. The installation on the top
rotated, projecting images on the inside wall
of the tower. The work on Sade, for example,
will be installed in a magnificent crypt. There
will be no interviews in this installation,
nor will there be reported material in need
of interpretation, etc. My experience as a
woman artist and the many years that I have
been working will determine the final form
that this work concerning confinement and
the human body will take.
Q: You began as an abstract painter in
Turkey. What led you to start working in
ethnocritical art? In principle they seem to be
two very different ways of approaching art.
A: I was born in Egypt, but when I was
three my family returned to Istanbul, where
I lived until I was 28 years old. I had a very
religious grandmother who looked after
me and encouraged me to take up painting.
At that time there were no museums or art
galleries in Istanbul. Well, there was a School
of Fine Arts with a few professors who had
studied in Paris. But you must remember
that until Ataturk appeared on the scene,
Turkey was not a secular country, so that the
human body was hardly ever seen. Turkish
painting in the beginning of this century was
very beautiful: the pictures were usually of
people who blended into lovely landscapes.
But all these paintings were hidden away in
the cellars of a non-existent museum. I was
lucky because my parents bought me all of
the Skira books which taught me a lot about
painting. Then I met some Turkish artists
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who had been in Paris. They exposed me
to Malevich, which just about changed my
life, and introduced me to a very important
book called the Dictionary of Abstract Art,
by Michael Seuphor. The pictures were
stamp-size. Seeing abstract art was like a
revelation to me, and since I was already very
familiar with Byzantine and Ottoman art, it
didn’t take me long to get a feel for it. I was
especially fascinated by Poliakof.
Q: You came to Paris in 1965. That was
your first direct contact with this type of art,
which up until then you had only seen in
books.
A: It was an incredible shock. I didn’t
work at all during the first year. I was
especially impressed by Warhol’s pop-art. I
thought to myself: I’m a century behind this,
maybe my work can’t even be considered art
any more. But I immediately assured myself
that I was an artist, if for no other reason
than the fact that I was so deeply affected
by what I was seeing. For several years I
worked very little and suffered a lot. Finally,
I began to paint. I did very cold, geometrical
abstract paintings inspired by architectural
forms. The truth is it took me five years to
decide what direction I wanted to take. My
first important exhibition took place in 1973
at ARC, the Museum of Contemporary Art
of Paris. I called it Topak EV I. The central
theme of the show was the yourte. In 1971 I
had gone back to Turkey, which was suffering
severe repression at the time due to several
recent political events. I became interested in
the tents of the nomads and in nomadic life
in general. The nomads could no longer roam
freely because the lands that formerly belonged to the community were now privately
owned. The yourte symbolizes their freedom.
Curiously enough, however, the women
who build these round tents in the shape of
a womb practically spend their whole lives
inside of them, sheltered from the real world
outside. From the time she’s a teenager, the
woman spends her time decorating the tent

and making it as beautiful as possible, this
being considered an important attribute in a
wife. A lot of prestige is given to the parents
of a girl who gets married. The yourte is in
fact symbolic of the relation of the father’s
world to the husband’s.
I also became interested in the clothing
worn by Chaman women. I visited the Museum of Man often in order to look at their
costumes adorned with fringe representing
the favors that fall from heaven to earth, like
rain, etc. That’s how I met the ethnologist
Bernard Dupaigne, current director of the
Museum of Man. I had read a lot by him, and
also by Mircea Eliade.
Q: There’s no touch of nostalgia in your
work about the nomads.
A: No, not at all. Their life is extremely
hard, even now, and yet now they are really
only seminomadic. During the winter they
live in makeshift houses—they are not much
to speak of, but still, they are houses. In the
Springtime they follow their flocks to the
fertile pastures. What really surprised me
was the fact that most of the nomads have
a father, son, or brother who has left the
nomadic lifestyle to go and look for work in
Germany, for example, without even trying
to make a living in the outskirts of Istanbul.
The working class in these outlying areas is
made up of Anatolian nomads or farmers
of nomadic descent who have had to resort
to living in the monster-city. They live in
insanitary shacks made out of material
found in the trash and in the streets that are
somewhat reminiscent of the tents of their
former, nomadic lives. Certain socio-political
elements of the former nomadic society are
evident in the social structure of the nomads
living in the big, industrial cities today. This
is what made me decide to do something on
the nomads living in the big cities. I asked
Bernard Dupaigne if he would like to work
with me. We went back to Istanbul together
and started working on Temporary Rooms,
which we finished in 1977.
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Q: You hadn’t begun to use the video yet.
A: No, I first used the video in La Roquette,

prison de femmes, another project that also
deals with confinement in all aspects of the
word, both physical and psychological.
Q: What made you think of doing
something about a prison that doesn’t exist
anymore?
A: I met an American woman painter who
was living in Paris at the time and we decided
to do a photographic study of the twenty
different neighbourhoods in the city, as seen
from the perspective of two foreigners, of
two women in exile, although at that time
I was still a voluntary one. When we got to
the eleventh, we saw the outside wall of the
huge prison for women that hadn’t been
demolished yet. We thought it would be very
interesting to find out more about what life
was like inside it. As luck would have it, one
day my friend was taking her son to school
when she met a woman who had spent one
year in the prison. So we decided to do the
project. The woman described what the cells
were like, what it was like to live inside there,
etc., while we took pictures with a camera,
taped with the video and drew pictures of
the prison from the inside. We recorded her
as she talked to us about it. This work forms
part of Paris ville lumiere, but it is also a work
that stands on its own.
Q: In this case you made contact by
chance, but at other times your [sic] have
to approach the people that you would like
to work with. How do you establish this
relationship? What’s the first step? Asking
them to participate in a sociological study is
not the same as asking them to collaborate in
an artistic work.
A: In the case of the nomads it was easier
because I hadn’t started using the camera
yet, so the work consisted of recoding
[sic] what the people told me, my own
impressions, collecting objects that were
given to me, etc. I was primarily interested
in their living space, their relationship

with surrounding objects; it was a sort of
re-structuring, if you like. I had to start using
a camera when I began to work on temporary
rooms in the big cities. And I’ve never taken a
picture without getting the person’s permission beforehand. Nicole and I once decided
to do something on the Turkish community
living in Gente [Ghent]. We got in touch with
the women, took pictures, etc. That night
their husbands (some of them were quite
influenced by integrationism) came to us
and asked for the negatives. We gave them
to them, of course, and then stopped working
on the project. The people have to feel very
much a part of the project for it to work. So
you explain it to them and logically enough
the first things they ask are: who is paying
me, and exactly what do I plan to do with the
material? I answer them very openly. The
video camera opens many doors because
of its immediacy: people are fascinated by
it. I think of it as a kind of psychoanalytic
mirror. And in the end they are the first ones
to see the results; I give the people I work
with photographs or video-cassettes if they
indicate that they are interested. And they
usually come to the exhibit as well.
Q: You frequently resort to a kaleidoscopic effect in your videos. It seems as though
the influence of the oriental world is clearly
felt in your approach to advanced technology.
A: Yes, the oriental world has influenced
my work in the way I repeat patterns that
are geometrically-shaped—a characteristic
which is typical of oriental tapestries and
rugs. I’m a bit removed from that at the
moment, however, because I don’t think
it’s appropriate for my current work. But I
use repetition, the so-called mirror effect,
depending on where I do the video taping.
For example, the Turkish immigrants who
work in the clothing factory on the rue St.
Denis in Paris live and work in a very small
area, and they’re always looking at the wall
of the window in front of them. You get
the feeling that they’re always looking at a
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mirror which throws their own reflections
back at them. They don’t communicate with
the outside world. They never go out. They
work, live and sleep in the same space. It’s a
circular system that revolves around itself.
This brings us back to the yurt that we talked
about before, the enclosed world of women,
an enclosure that’s almost womb-like.
Q: Another element that appears
frequently in your work is the hand: the hand
that takes away the stones to uncover the text
underneath, the hand that takes the symbolic
apple, etc. Why do you use this particular
combination of hand, object and text?
A: In the case of C’est un dur métier que
l’exil, which I presented at ARC in 1983,
the idea for the hand that takes the apple
came from an anonymous poem written
by a woman. A wonderful poem that reads:
“My handsome lad, you are going to another
country—don’t forget me. Arise, turn me into
a red apple and put me in your pocket. When
you find yourself among women, tender and
beautiful, take it out, contemplate it... don’t
forget me.” All Turkish people are versed in
the symbolism of the apple and exile. They
can be found in the poems written by Nâzim
Hikmet (a Turkish poet who died in exile,
having spent 15 years in Turkish prisons),
and in the songs of Karacaoglan, a popular
bard of the 17th century. At that time, the
brutally repressed Kurdish poets were forced
to leave their villages.
As for the hand, it’s hard to find a work
of mine where it doesn’t appear. It’s an
extension of the body: it establishes the
relationship between object and person—the
hand stretches out to reach the desired
object. Although you use your whole body
when working with a video camera, to
carry it, etc., the actual taping is done with
the hands: you use one hand to press the
“record” button on the camera, both of them
to move it around. The hand that frequently
appears in my work is a reflection of the hand
that is used in manual labor with the video

or photo camera. For example, in order to do
the image that you referred to before—of the
apple: I first put the video where I want it to
be when I tape; then I decide what the action
zone will be; I put all the other objects, texts,
etc. in their places; I look through the video
camera and focus only on those objects that
I want to appear on the screen; I connect
the video to a closed circuit TV monitor, etc.
When everything’s ready, I push the “record”
button and go quickly around to the other
side of the camera. I place my hand in front
of the TV and make the movements that
appear in the image with the same hand that
was operating the camera. The same hand
functions in two different ways.
Traditional poetry, folk tales and legends
are also an extension of the body, the body
whose extremity is the hand. They are passed
down from one generation to the next, from
one body to the next in historical continuity.
They even change geographical location.
Traditional poetry travels from Turkey to the
rue Faubourg St. Denis in Paris. The hand
can function in other ways as well—we use it
to caress and to communicate. The deaf and
dumb use their hands to talk to one another
and the blind become familiar with the
objects by touching them.
Q: At times you have included rituals and
performances in your work. The video is used
to tape them, but the action is always live.
A: Yes, I’ve done [a] few, and the image is
always built up with the action in progress.
For example, there’s a subtitle in Homage
to Maria Sybilla Merian 1647/1717 that says:
Video water-color, or how not to break out of
the traditional channels for the diffusion of
art despite the non-traditional use of modern
techniques of communications. Maria Sybilla
was a wonderful water-color artist. When
I did this performance, working with water
colors was controversial. I decided to do one
in a gallery where the show called Six Men/
Six Women was being exhibited. A video
camera was placed on the second floor to
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tape one of the artworks. The people walking
back and forth in front of it were captured on
tape as well. I was on the floor below, painting my own water color version of the image
being taped that appeared on the screen of
the monitor next to me. Another version of
this same performance included a second
video camera that taped me painting the
water color that the first camera was taping
and that I could see on the monitor. I’ve
never done a performance unless I judged
the situation to warrant it, and I’ve never
taped one. They are short-lived actions. All
that remains of the performance that I’ve just
described is the water color that I painted.
Q: The theme of the woman appears
frequently in your work. The one that you
did with Nicole Croiset for the Festival de la
Rochelle is of special interest.
A: I often choose to work with this topic
because it’s the one that I am most familiar
with. When they asked us to do something
for the Festival, we came up with an idea for
a project consisting of three different parts.
There was a ville nouvelle in La Rochelle
with houses built in what looked like rows
of rabbit hutches and a Youth Center where a
consciousness-raising work called Working
women/Housewives was made. We decided to
take up where this one had left off, doing a
type of self-portrait with the ten women who
had participated in the former project. The
form that we chose to give these self-portraits was similar to the souvenir plates that
are sold along the seashore. We encouraged
the women to include texts, photographs and
anything else that they wanted to.
Nicole and I had noticed that there was
a busline connecting ville nouvelle with the
city center and that the passengers were all
women, for if there was a car in the family,
the husband was the one who used it to drive
to work, etc. So we came up with the idea of
hanging up big signs at each bus stop that
said Working Women Housewives. We put up
smaller signs with the same slogan inside the

buses. The third part of this project consisted
of a performance which was very exciting
to do. There were two huge screens. One of
them showed real images of these women
working in the factory, at home, etc.; on the
other screen these routine activities were
interpreted through photographs. In the
center of this screen, the bus was shown continually coming and going, while we mimed
the women carrying out their routines. It was
a big hit. The women asked us to repeat the
perfo. It was very funny to hear them prefer
to say it that way. They would say “Oh, the
perfo is fantastic!” We did it once again after
the summer was over.
Q: Your present work seems to be more
internalized, more intimate, not as concerned with social themes. Why is that?
A: Yes, it’s true. There are several reasons
for this. First of all, because the art that we
call ethnocritical is very hard to do; it’s very
challenging. I would even say that at times
it’s unrewarding. During the period in which
I did this kind of work I was very active in
politics. I was president of an organization
called Amical France/Turquie for several
years, until I began to feel that I needed to
get away from it. I didn’t want to become an
artist who only did works about immigrants,
etc. Not only that, but I felt the need at
this time to give more attention to my own
personal art, which I had been developing all
along. For example, Pyramis, which I showed
in the Saint Simon Museum of Anguleme
[sic] in 1988, of [sic] the work on Egypt that I
presented at the Festival of electronic arts in
Rennes, that is based on a text called Martyrs, by Chateaubriand. After so many years,
living in France in voluntary or forced exile,
of living between two cultures, I told myself
that now that I was 50 years old it was time to
return to Egypt, the place where I was born,
for many reasons; the simplest is that my
name is Nil. I went to Egypt and taped a lot of
material, almost too much. Chateaubriand’s
text was all the while repeating itself in my
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head. I’ve always been fascinated by the
painting and literature from the Romantic
period concerning travels to the East, for
example the works by Gérard de Nerval,
Flaubert, Lamartine, etc. My work dealt
with origins, and of course with death. It’s
impossible to talk about Egypt or Chateaubriand without touching upon these themes,
although it also probably had to do with the
fact that 50 years is an important turning
point for women—it’s an age of sagesse, of
wisdom—and for artist [sic] this age also
reflects many years of accumulated experience. The video installation in Rennes had
three components to it: images of Saint-Malo
and all the other material dealing with
Chateaubriand were shown on the two side
screens; images of Egypt that I had worked
on with the graphic palette appeared in the
center screen. My voice was heard reading
Chateaubriand’s text with a foreign accent,
while the images evolved and changed.
Q: I realise that my last question is
clichéd: do you think that art in general, and
“ethnocritical” art in particular, can change
the world?
A: I think that each artist—and for me that
includes thinkers, philosophers, and so on—
has the potential and the necessary energy
to change it. But I also know that the world
has not changed for now, although it may
change one day. It is impossible to answer
that question in isolation, in abstract terms.
All I can say is that art MOVES the world and
that the world would end if there were no art.
Naturally new technologies and science can
change the world too, perhaps much more
quickly, and maybe this generation of artists
who use very advanced technologies will be
able to affect the world more than we could.
We are a bit like the last of the Mohicans,
although I think there have to be artists of all
kinds, I think they are all truly necessary.
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Seeing to Understand: An
Interview with Françoise Janicot

Esther Ferrer, “Ver para comprender:
Entrevista con Françoise Janicot.”
Lápiz: Revista internacional de arte,
no. 63 (December 1989): 34–41.

“I have always been interested in things
that are difficult to see,” Françoise Janicot
says in this interview: an interview that is
somewhat difficult, given that the artist
essentially engages in an artistic practice in
which “seeing” is a necessary prerequisite for
“understanding.”
It is hardly surprising that this preference
should have resulted in serious communication difficulties for her at the start of her career
and that these should have significantly decreased as her work developed and diversified
into other media and techniques, including
canvas, brushes, photo, film, and video cameras, books, and performances.
Although it may seem strange, given
that we are talking about painting, I would
venture to say that Françoise Janicot’s work
has “no surface” because it is actually all
“background,” all “entrails.” It is essential
work, in spite of its meticulous workmanship,
with a radicality that comes from the artist’s
desire to do, malgré tout.

Intended to be discerned rather than
seen, her works are like the vestiges of an
inaccessible underground world that, even
when it emerges, can be known only through
the traces it has left. Once it is perceived, it is
no longer there.
Sometimes her work is dramatic, as though
challenging the spectator to cross to the other
side of the wall—those floors placed vertically
on the walls of the gallery—and go beyond
appearances. And other times she dilutes the
drama and seriousness in humor, just as she
used to dilute paint in petrol—to inoculate
herself—and work with its essence, given that to
delve into matter is, in fact, to delve into oneself.
Although it may not be evident at first
glance, there are no sudden breaks in
Françoise Janicot’s work, which actually arises
from a strong internal consistency. Each step
prefigures the next, although the hallmarks of
her work remain.
From her early informalist period,
Françoise Janicot has retained an interest in
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the process by which the work is outwardly
expressed, its inner tension, and the romantic individualism that surfaces in spite of the
sobriety of her style.
She was an atypical informalist—an
informalist also in the sense of somebody
who acts informally or “not according to the
prescribed, official, or customary manner,”
which is to say, without submitting. Her work
moves back and forth between internal and
external reality so that spectators are never
sure which of the two they are dealing with,
and this ambiguity is what makes her work
distinctive.
When the conflict between these two
realities started to demand other forms of
expression, Janicot abandoned informalism
in order to embark on other adventures,
this time solo. Her work grew in diversity,
but true to her early vocation, she turned
everything she “touched” into a paintbrush:
photo and video cameras, and even herself,
as in her latest works recently shown in New
York.
QUESTION: In 1964, when you showed
your work at the Ateneo de Madrid along
with Degottex, Dupuy, Klein, Matthieu,
Michaux, and Sima, you were at the height
of your informalist period, and you had
abandoned your early figurative style. How
did you arrive at abstraction?
ANSWER: I studied painting until 1953
and then I spent a few years searching, as
all artists do, because at first I didn’t really
know what direction to take. I started with
figurative painting, heavily influenced by
Nicolas de Stäel. I painted still lifes, in oil
and watercolors, because I thought gouache
and acrylics were not “noble” materials.
My first exhibition was in 1958. Thanos
Tsingos, an artist who I greatly admired
and who influenced me a great deal, often
showed at Galerie Facchetti, and he got me
in too. Back then artists used to help each
other a lot, work together, even collaborate

on works. But I was disconnected from the
social aspects of art. I didn’t go to openings,
for example. Thanos would tell me about
them when he came to visit, because I lived a
very isolated life. I was also very interested in
Fautrier and Tàpies, but the necessary impetus toward abstraction came from a painter
who is now a well-known writer, Rezvani.
There were a lot of painters at the gallery:
Sima, for example, although he was from
a different generation, and Degottex and
Benrath, highly sensitive artists who found
it hard to get along with Facchetti, who had
a very good sense of what was and was not
important at any given time, but was not very
tactful in his dealings with painters. There
was also a Spanish painter who I liked a great
deal, Fernando Lerin; and Georges Nöel, of
course, who was the gallery’s principal artist,
so to speak; and Jean Dupuy, whom I had met
when studying fresco painting at the Juliene
Academie. It will probably strike you as odd
that I decided to study fresco technique, but
I did it for two reasons. First, to complete
my studies; and second, I was influenced by
quick painting, which was quite big at the
time. Everything was quick then: Arman
was throwing marbles onto pieces of paper,
for example, and there is nothing as final as
fresco, which cannot be retouched.
Q: What about Yves Klein? Weren’t you
interested in him?
A: Yes, he was the most interesting of all,
but he was too radical, and I was less so. He
could go all the way to monochrome, but I
couldn’t. I needed certain elements.
Q: You mentioned speed was in vogue at
the time, but your paintings required a long
process. Layers of pigment starting with
light shades and moving up to more somber
tones and then a final layer, interrupted only
by the transparency of the previous ones,
or by irregularities that were like “scars” or
“wounds.”
A: I have always been restless like a colt:
as soon as I feel like something is restraining
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me, I run. And back then when speed
prevailed—think of Mathieu and Sonderborg,
for example, who even wrote down how
many minutes each painting took, and many
others—I positioned myself at the other
extreme, because I finally realized that was
what I should be doing.
As you say, there was a long process
involved in my work. I would start with light
colors, pink, pale blue, the colors of my childhood, which are also colors that can easily
be covered. Then I gradually added layers,
creating a transparent effect, until I reached
the “more somber tones,” as you say. For me
it was important for those lighter colors to be
there, for them to be felt, even though it was
difficult to see them. I think I have always
tried to erase, that is my big problem. I want
to show things, sure, but subtly, so they are
divined rather than seen by the spectator.
The irregularities you mention, which I
think of as vaccines in a sense, were made by
the petrol I used to pour onto the oil, making
the paint shrink. I used enormous amounts
of petrol; I almost suffocated from the fumes.
I would walk out of the studio groggy, as if
I were drunk. But I was not the only artist
using this technique, many were stretching
their canvases on the floor, like Pollock,
although of course in my case I have to say
that the floor always attracted me. Even
when I was a student painting still lifes, I was
always stretched out on the floor painting. I
was fascinated by its topography, its stains,
even the ground outside, the gray asphalt
that has certainly influenced my work. And
you may laugh when I say this, but I am a
person who often falls.
Q: You start with the colors of childhood,
pink, blue, and so on, and through this
process of “accumulation,” “overlay,” or
even desire—the wish to forget—you arrive
at the colors of adulthood. Life is no longer
rose-colored, and the colors darken.
A: When I was seven, I painted a self-portrait, which I still have today, in which I am

totally pink. Whenever I walk down the street
and I see a tramp, for example, I always
wonder what he looked like as a baby, when
he was lying in a cradle wearing nappies. My
work is the same in a way: I start with the
nappies and end with the catastrophe, the
angst, the end of life. That idea of destruction, of ceasing to exist, of disappearing, is
always there. It is simply like a living process.
Q: The living process is inevitably
interrupted at a certain point, voluntarily or
not. How did you decide when the “living
process” of your informal works had reached
its end?
A: It may sound strange, but when I first
started painting I considered that question
directly: How are you going to decide when a
painting is finished? And it was very simple,
because I have always sensed the moment
when the work is finished. There is a certain
perceptibility that you can’t go beyond. The
painting may not be the most beautiful or the
best; that’s not what it’s about. You simply
realize that you cannot or should not add
anything or change anything. Sometimes
you have to destroy a painting. I’ve destroyed
many. The thing is to know what you want
before you start. I used to make a lot of
preliminary sketches, a great many, which
were like an idea to be brought into being.
Sometimes the result was different, because
given the way I handled paint, the possibility
of accident was always there.
What’s more, in my work from that
period, every painting was always connected
to the next in some way. I did not make series
in the way some artists do, where all the
paintings have to be shown together because
otherwise it does not work. In my case,
each painting was self-sufficient, but I saw
them as series in the sense that each was the
foundation for the next. For example, I would
make a series of gray paintings, not by simply
mixing black and gray—although you can
get wonderful grays like that—but by playing
with complementary colors.
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Q: The act of superimposition can be
sensed in your works from this period, but
it is not explicit as it is later. You made it
evident by placing elements on the surface,
actually “hiding” part of the canvas,
although not all of it. You called them toiles
cachées or “hidden canvases.”
A: That’s right. In the early works there
were layers, but not concealment. I was
actually trying to signify the impossibility
of communication. I felt I really could not
“communicate” through these falsely monochrome paintings.
Q: Would it be right to say that the toiles
cachées were the result of your frustration in
the face of the impossibility of communicating with the other?
A: I had the sense that communication did
not exist, or that it was very difficult. I might
have, because through “brainwashing” you
can end up making people believe there is
real communication. But that’s not what I
wanted, and in any case I lived a very isolated
life, even though I had two daughters and a
husband. I spent a lot of time locked up in
my studio, a studio without natural light.
That sounds absurd for a painter, but I had
decided to paint with artificial light, just as
I had decided I was not a colorist, although
in reality I was one as much as anybody else.
But I have always been drawn to things that
are difficult to see. Perhaps I feel the need to
protect myself from others.
My current studio has a lot of natural
light, but as soon as I arrived I covered the
windows to stop the light getting in. Actually,
a relatively short time ago I started using a
certain amount of light, a precise instant of
this natural light, particularly in my latest
work with photos and the roll of paper.
Q: Communication is often more difficult
when you feel unsure about what you are
doing. Did you really feel free when you were
producing these informal paintings?
A: I used to work extremely hard back
then. I had shows, and I was part of a group

of important painters. It was comfortable,
particularly because I was very young and
it seemed like a good start. But it may have
been too comfortable, and I have a horror of
exploiting things, I felt I was repeating myself. My circle was the painters represented
by the gallery, and there was also a woman
I found fascinating, Marcelle Loubchansky.
She also diluted paint with petrol, she may
have been the first to do so. It’s curious, we
used to think we were all very different from
each other. Tsingos, for example, the father
of Tachism, would struggle to achieve spontaneous expression with the paint scattered
everywhere, while Benrath and Degottex
were elegant, restrained, magnificent. But
now, in retrospect, you become aware of the
strong similarities and of the fact that we
were all influenced by the circumstances of
the time, so there were similarities even between figurative and abstract painters from
the same period. Be that as it may, I felt a bit
stifled. I realized I was not really an informal
painter. I went to see Sima, a wonderful man
from the generation before ours, and he said,
“don’t worry, one movement ‘brings out’ the
next. Always do whatever you want to do,
don’t pay attention to what everyone else is
doing.” It was excellent advice.
And there was also another major upheaval: May 1968. My doubts grew stronger, and I
also realized that for me there was no longer
any reason to make a certain type of art. I
stopped painting new works and I started
using my earlier paintings, doing things like
covering them with gauze, which looked
metallic with the paint. As well as the idea of
the impossibility of communicating through
this kind of painting, there was also the idea
that nothing in the universe ever disappears,
nothing is lost, only transformed. The upshot
of all of this was a burning need to go out on
the streets, to immerse myself in the moment.
Q: And you took your camera with you.
A: That’s right, I found a way out of that
blind alley thanks to photography. The ICA in
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London was organizing a tribute exhibition
to Apollinaire, entitled Come Back Guillaume,
All Is Forgiven, and they invited a series of artists to produce a work in a medium they had
not previously used. I made a three-minute
film, Portrait Minute. I found the experience
interesting enough to continue, so I started
traipsing around the city with the idea of
making small observations. At first I thought
I would use the photos as the base for other
works, like Utrillo used postcards, for example. I did not yet know that the photographs
themselves would become my work.
Q: Here, again, we find the idea of
concealment. You started out photographing
things that are not visible, or that would
cease to be visible for some reason.
A: Yes, I was always looking for the “hidden meaning” through things like road signs
that are covered up because they are not yet
in force, clocks with their hands glued down,
or the columns that carry the utilities pipes in
a building and are going to be plastered over
and hidden forever. I became very passionate,
I would even stop on a highway to photograph
something with this “meaning.” I guess many
of these photographs are paintings in a way.
They are like landscapes; the camera was like
a brush. And I did not just look on the streets.
At Reims Cathedral I photographed a magnificent angel that was totally hidden from view,
forgotten between two architectural elements,
zinc roofs. The artist had carved it as though it
were to be in full view, but nobody sees it; its
only function is to protect the city.
Q: It may be a coincidence, but in this
photo of the angel at Reims, the sides are
strangely reminiscent of floors—of “your”
floors. Have you noticed the strong presence
of the roofs that frame the angel in your
photograph?
A: It’s strange. The floors came later; I
never noticed that possible link. But in any
case, as I said earlier, floors had attracted
me since I was a child. The floor was a very
important element for me. It holds me up,

but it also conceals me from the person who
lives downstairs; it separates me from the
rails of the metro, etc.
Q: At an exhibition at Lieu Dit years ago,
you exhibited a reproduction of the entire
floor of your studio.
A: Yes, I worked very hard on that for two
long months, every day. I would wet Japanese
paper so it would become see-through, and
then with a pencil or brush I traced all the
marks on the floor, all the accidents. I arranged the sheets on the bias to create a kind
of vanishing point, and then I returned them
to a vertical position. In the exhibition you
are talking about, I exhibited the originals of
the floor of my studio—the walls of the gallery were huge—along with a series of small
photographs, one meter by one meter, of the
original floor. There were also some photographs of écorchés I had made with another
work in mind, which I never made, because
to me there was a connection between the
pattern of muscles, veins, and bones and the
grain of the wood in my studio.
Q: Some of these photographs are included in your book Hide and Seek, which also
contains another significant photo: the one
of your face wrapped in bandages that almost
seems to herald your first performance,
L’encoconnage.
A: Yes, that’s from the series of photographs I took after an operation I had to have
because my daughter broke my nose with a
golf club in 1970. It’s true I must have had
some idea in the back of my mind, because
I asked my daughter to take photographs. I
did L’encoconnage two years later. The title
of the book was a play on words. Whenever
there is an opportunity to play with language,
I can’t resist the temptation. In this case, the
fact that even though I always use my maiden
name, Françoise Janicot, I am married to
Bernard Heidsiedk, which sounds like the
game “hide and seek.”
Q: How did you move from photography
to performance? And why did you start with
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this one, in which you wrapped yourself in
string from head to toe?
A: When it comes down to it, apart from
a short period as a figurative painter, I was
basically an informal painter, with a family.
Life seemed to move forward or keep going,
but in reality I felt “trapped,” and I had to
break out of that. That’s why I did the action
of tying myself up. It was not easy to know
how to be an artist, a mother, and a wife back
then. I felt bad, I had to get out of that situation, so I needed a powerful image. I thought
of that action, which was harsh, difficult
to carry out, painful. It is even difficult to
breathe, or you can fall down.
Q: I’ve never seen that action, but I have
seen many photographs, which give a sense
of its rawness. Even so, the photos, especially
the ones of your head, immediately bring to
mind the image of a chrysalis. It looks like a
silkworm cocoon from which a butterfly is
about to fly out.
A: And I really did fly afterward. People
told me it was terrible to tie myself up like
that, but I didn’t see it as something tragic
at all. It was just a transformation, a sign of
my emergence, and in fact after that action
I did feel much freer and more confident in
my work. And I understood that the great
comfort I got from painting would never
lead me to the truth, to that truth we are all
seeking—because, ultimately, why do we
paint? Perhaps some artists are trying to
create a masterpiece, but for me painting is
just a means to discover something I need to
discover.
Q: So you think performance is more
useful in this sense?
A: I find it more essential, somehow. And
also, unlike painting, there is direct contact
with the audience, with an audience that
changes from year to year. In performance
the sense of pleasure is more direct. With
painting there is always a certain distance.
When I used to exhibit my work, it felt like
being on trial; you wait for the verdict. I

found it unbearable, and the openings were
torture. A few days later I would feel better,
but I had the odd feeling I had opened a
shop. It was quite a hideous situation for me.
There was a painter named Requichot who
committed suicide by jumping out a window
on the eve of his exhibition opening. People
didn’t understand why he’d done it, but it
seemed perfectly normal to me. There may
have been other reasons for his suicide, but
it is significant that he did it precisely on the
eve.
Q: When you are planning a performance,
do you write down the structure or draw it?
A: I usually work like a film director
editing a film: first shot, second shot, etc.
And I rehearse a lot, including voice if the
performance requires me to speak.
Q: How do you define the timing or
rhythm?
A: I plan it in advance. With L’encoconnage
I knew it would be twenty minutes, because
that’s how long it takes to tie yourself up
quickly. Actually, setting the rhythm is like
writing a score. But I’ve also done very short
performances, like 3 Years, 3 Minutes, for
instance, in which I manage to put on all
the clothes I have worn in the span of three
years in the space of the three minutes that
give the action its meaning. If I did it in thirty
minutes, say, it would no long be the same
thing
Q: In this performance, which I have seen,
the floor suddenly becomes a key element,
when you empty out all the jars of makeup
and so on.
A: If you look closely, you can actually
find many elements of my work as a painter
in that action, such as the order in which I put
on the clothes, for example: I have to start
with the more lightweight items, because if
I put on a coat first I can’t put a blouse on top
of it. It is like the “layering” over the lighter
colors in my formal works. But another
fundamental thing for me is the space, the
“volume” you occupy in life, starting with
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physical space. When you are walking down
the street, for example, if you are slim, with
a slight build, you are often pushed around.
But if you are big and solid, people step
out of the way to let you through. In this
performance I start off slim and end up huge,
covered with everything I have consumed
in three years (another kind of absurd
consumption that I am against).
Q: For some years now, you have been
combining watercolor painting with other
kinds of work. What made you return to this
medium?
A: I like watercolors, and it is difficult to
stop doing something you know you are good
at. I felt the need to start using watercolors
again, and for the last five years I have been
keeping a kind of “diary,” although I do it
only when I am in le Midi, never in Paris—it
must be the color of the city, its ambiance,
that draws me toward photography instead.
I read newspapers and cut out certain words
that interest me in relation to current affairs. I
place things that refer to women on the right,
major events in the middle, and only political
issues on the left. Sometimes I play with
word associations to highlight the ridiculous
aspect of a fact or situation. As each entry
relates to a particular day, the watercolor will
depend on the “color” of the news and on
the weather: whether it is raining or the sun
is shining or it is just cloudy. I always do full
weeks, although without necessarily starting
on a Monday, and then I superimpose one
day over another.
Q: This return to the painter that you
once were, and that you perhaps never
ceased to be, can also be seen in your latest

photographic work. In this case, you yourself
are the paintbrush.
A: One day I ordered a 200 meter roll of
paper. It was huge. When it was delivered, its
size made such a strong impression on me
that I was transfixed, I couldn’t do anything
with it until I decided to use it precisely
as what it was: paper. As paper-element, I
scrunch it, break it, tear it, twist it, and so
on, and I record these actions through photographs that capture no more than the trace
of the action. The result is like a drawing in
which I am the pencil or the paintbrush, as
you say; they are simply the traces of a movement in the air, and I print them on paper
that is very similar to the roll in question.
The process requires taking a large
number of photographs. I take most of them
myself, with the automatic shutter release
although sometimes I need somebody else
to take them. But as you know, I find it very
difficult to direct somebody else, particularly
because that somebody sometimes feels the
need to do something I have not asked them
to. So I take them myself, if I can, for the same
reason I am the protagonist. Not out of narcissism, but because a model does not always
understand exactly what you want to do.
Q: One last question to end this overview
of your work. For years, your photographs
excluded people, but from a certain point
onward you started to photograph poets and
performances. You even published a book, La
poésie en action. Why?
A: Yes, that’s right. But just think, when I
had my first exhibition in Madrid in 1964, at
the Ateneo, with Degottex, Dupuy, Mathieu,
Michaux, Sima, and Klein (who has now
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passed away), based on an idea by Reneé
Beslon that Carlos Arean successfully pulled
off, I bought a camera for the trip. And I took
photos of Bernard with Walter Marchetti,
Tomás Marco, and Juan Hidalgo, thanks to
whom I had another exhibition in the Canary
Islands later. I think that was a first for me,
and it appeared to go no further. Then, as I
was married to a poet, I used to go to a lot
of poetry recitals. At first I felt a bit lost—it
was not really my world; I was extremely
focused on painting. I think I actually started
to take photographs to give myself a role, to
stop being a passive spectator, and I became
passionate about it. I started to frame images
as if they were paintings, trying to capture
the most distinctive or significant gesture or
movement, as if I were drawing, to decide
what elements of the ambience I wanted to
record, what I wanted to exclude, etc.
Q: And a final question that is anecdotal
but perhaps significant: your studio and your
home are in the building where Camille
Claudel had her last studio, the one she was
forcibly removed from, according to her
family’s orders, on March 10, 1913, to be
taken to the asylum that she would not leave
again until her death in 1945. Now there
is a plaque on the building. I believe you
managed to have it placed there.
A: Yes, I was moved when I found out
that Camille Claudel had lived in the same
building, because she had also experienced the
problem of “confinement.” I knew this was the
building, and I located the exact place, which
has now been turned into an apartment. I dealt
with the bureaucracy, and finally there is the
plaque you saw when you came in.
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Kantor’s Last Work Premieres
in Paris: In Today Is My Birthday,
Death Takes the Stage

Esther Ferrer, “La última obra de Kantor se estrena
en París: En Hoy es mi cumpleaños, el tema de la
muerte se adueña de la escena,” El País (Madrid),
January 25, 1991, p. 33.

Today Is My Birthday, the work Tadeusz
Kantor (Wielopole, 1915–Krakow, 1990)
was working on when death came to him in
December last year, has premiered at the
Centre Pompidou in Paris. The actors from
the Cricot 2 ensemble, which was founded
by Kantor and the sculptor Maria Jarema,
unanimously decided to present his last
work without adding or removing anything,
simply making the necessary adjustments
and leaving empty what would have been
Kantor’s chair.
“The thing,” Kantor used to say, “moves
over the stage transformed into that poor
room of the imagination, which is actually
just the room of memory.” Indeed, memories
are an essential element in Kantor’s decidedly autobiographical oeuvre. After all, his
“credo” was that the only absolute truth in
art is the representation of one’s own life, the
discovery of one’s own fate and destiny: “My
life and my destiny have always identified
themselves with my works of art.”

The room-stage contains all the necessary
elements: the bed, the table, the chair, and
the big easels that hold gigantic empty
frames. These frames, which will be filled by
the actors throughout the performance, are
also a reference to Kantor’s work as a painter
and sculptor, a body of work that is rooted
in surrealism and expressionism but closely
related to Dada, the movement with which
he identified most.
Without any set or lighting changes, at
the pace set by Kantor—intensified by the
customary musical collage that combines
popular, Jewish, and classical music—the
characters actually represent the great
theater of the world, where the life of the
owner of the poor room of the imagination
unfolded. His is the only character that
does not appear on the stage, which at times
becomes a battleground.
Today Is My Birthday seems to be a truly
premonitory work in some respects. Not only
in regard to the war (as well as the battle, the
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paper sold by the newspaper sellers announces World War II), but also in its references to
death. Death, which is always present or even
omnipresent in Kantor’s oeuvre, is the protagonist in this final piece, in both the staging
and the text. In a letter to Maria Jarema,
quoted in the work, Kantor says, “Death is all
the hope we have. She will bring order to this
junk room of stupidity and nullity.” And he
ends, “forgive me, I have probably spoken for
too long. She makes a sign summoning me to
something more important.” With this work,
Tadeusz Kantor has made his final stage exit.
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Health through Words

Esther Ferrer, “La salud por las palabras
(Les maux par les mots),” Lápiz: Revista
internacional de arte, n.d., pp. 1–3.

Putting together an anthology of any kind is
undoubtedly an arduous endeavor. But when
the aim is to produce a “different” anthology—one that is not confined to a particular
subject, or period, or country, or anything
at all, but is nonetheless interesting—the
task would appear to be not just arduous but
impossible.
Be that as it may, two poets by the names
of Jacqueline Cahen and Marie-Rose Lefévre
have succeeded in doing just that. They have
put together “this” anthology, and they have
done it well. Les maux par les mots [Health
through Words] (heed the title) “traps” the
reader from the very first page thanks to its
playful aroma, the element of “surprise,” and
the spirit of freedom it exudes. A freedom
that comes from the “selection criteria”:
the texts have been chosen by the readers
themselves, who have “breathed life” into
this book.
An original point of departure, one good
idea followed by another. Because as the

subtitle says, the anthology is a true “guide to
therapeutic readings” certified by the actual
“patients” who have sought and found the
best treatment to this or that malaise, and
tested the results in their own “flesh.”
Staunch believers—like so many before
them—in the healing power of words, the
two poets decided to go to the trouble of
creating this “poetry pharmacopoeia,”
asking a series of people from very diverse
fields and positions (doctors, artists, poets,
and employees of all kinds) to prescribe a
text that had at some point cured their ills. In
addition to designating a “poetic-product,”
they were also asked to submit a kind of
pharmaceutical or medical “file,” including
its name, the method of treatment, dosage,
recommendations and contraindications (if
applicable), side effects, and so on.
The auspicious result is this fascinating,
varied anthology that swings from popular
to sophisticated and from serious to comical,
sweeping through centuries and continents,
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following no order except that of the “inventory” of illnesses it treats.
Accessible to those who are not in the
habit of reading poetry, the book also incites
readers to reflect, if they wish to do so, on
the “relationship” between the malady and
the treatment prescribed, in the cases where
such a link does not immediately come to
light on first reading.
From Lao Tsé (whose text/prescription
treats inner turmoil or confusion) to Mishima
(a cure for troubled parent-child relationships), Shakespeare (whose sonnet is of
help when leaving a demanding lover), and
Raymond Queneau (to restore energy, treat
insomnia, and dispel fear of death—three
different poems, because in some cases
more than one reader has chosen the same
author to treat different maladies), readers
will discover that a poem by Mayakovsky
can cure jealousy and a text by Artaud heals
conjugal disputes, that Apollinaire is effective against fits of rage and Verlaine against
attacks of misogyny. And if “impatience” is
what ails you, the remedy is to plunge into
Mallarmé’s “L’après-midi d’un faune,” while
Jean Luc Parant’s “L’adieux aux animaux” is
the remedy for bulimia.
And although the book is the ideal gift for
hypochondriacs of all kinds and a “reference
guide” for medical professionals, those who
enjoy good health can also derive benefit and
enjoyment from it and amuse themselves
reading it because it includes some true
gems, such as Kanro’s haiku against megalomania, which I cannot resist transcribing:

“L’amiral Larima
Larime quoi
La rime à rien
L’amiral Larima
L’amiral Rien”
And startling Mallarmé once again,
with a rhyming couplet that appears to be a
powerful remedy for neurasthenia:
J’ai mal à la dent
d’être décadent
Priceless.

Pluie de juin
Le toit de la latrine oú je fais de l’eau
Fuite
There is also the inimitable Boby
Lapointe, king of rhyme and wordplay, and
the fascinating Prévert, unmatched when it
comes to curing “intellectual fatigue:”
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