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Preface
Agnes
Husslein-Arco
Ursula
Blickle

But We Loved Her – this unusual title
of the major institutional solo exhibition
of Ursula Mayer comes from a press
photo in the British daily newspaper
The Independent of April 17, 2013,
the day of Margaret Thatcher’s funeral.
A rather elderly gentleman held up
a banner on which these words could
be read. Ursula Mayer, who lives in
London, collected all the newspaper
articles in the days following Thatcher’s
death and has placed these words at the
head of her exhibition in Vienna, but also
to head up a work phase, in which the
focus is on questions of the possibilities
of neoliberal identity, of consumer
culture in a post-capitalist society and
its predecessors, about Medea and Ayn
Rand. These questions are posed as part
of an artistic practice which always
has ﬁlm as its starting point, whether it
is the process of film-making itself with
its very special rules, the conventions
of gender attributions in ﬁlm, or the
ﬁlm creations of the pioneering Italian
“enfant terrible” Pier Paolo Pasolini,
who developed a completely new filmic
language, who broke with filmic norms,
in order to reveal new possible ways of
thinking about society.
But We Loved Her concerns social norms.
Margaret Thatcher’s death occurred
in a period in which her policies have
completely taken hold on our society.
Her spiritual forerunner was Ayn Rand
(1905 –1982), a Soviet-American authoress
and thinker who developed Objectivism,
a school of thought that stands for
absolute individualism and the resultant
liberal demand for the least possible
intervention on the part of the state.
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Rand’s declarations are currently
experiencing a renaissance in the art
world, as she can serve as a transparency
projecting questions of contemporary
relevance. Ursula Mayer put Rand at
the center of her ﬁlm Gonda, in which,
based on a script by Maria Fusco, the
protagonist, a transgender model, speaks
texts by Ayn Rand. And suddenly these
words link up to questions of identity
and to the possible choices in the
21st century, to a longing for glamour,
consumerism and self-projection.
Ursula Mayer shows, she does not
judge. She weaves these questions more
intricately by bringing Medea into the
equation as well as machine-like human
models by Bruno Gironcoli, which cannot
or must not decide on which side they
come down.
The starting point for this exhibition
is a ﬁlm trilogy, two parts of which the
Belvedere / 21er Haus and the Ursula
Blickle Foundation could produce.
We are very proud today, by combining
forces with young Austrian artists,
to offer work possibilities as well as a
platform for displaying their art. We have
brought to Vienna a very talented Austrian
artist in the person of Ursula Mayer,
who moved to London ten years ago
already, then exhibited internationally –
ranging from the Performa in New York
to Whitechapel Gallery or the ICA in
London – in order now to show a large
production in her home country. The
cooperation between the Belvedere / 21er
Haus and Ursula Blickle Foundation is
almost a must, given that two institutions
are joining forces here who have already
worked on the same interfaces for years
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and who in future will increasingly tread
shared paths. With the Blickle Cinema
in the 21er Haus, a central place where
art and ﬁlm can meet has already been
established, which has developed from
the work done by the Ursula Blickle
Foundation. The extraordinary Public
Private Partnership will be decisively
deepened with the further operation
and maintenance of the Ursula Blickle
Video Archive by the Belvedere as well
as with the jointly produced exhibition
of Ursula Mayer.
But this exhibition is not only ﬁlm,
rather Ursula Mayer has extended
her approaches by means of sculptures,
collages, objects and photographs,
as well as a performance on the opening
night. Film will not only be seen, it
will also be strolled through, as it were –
one experiences a cinematographic space.
This form of depiction is a premiere,
especially as Ursula Mayer, though
she has already worked with objects
previously, has never done so with this
degree of consistency and in a setting
of this kind. We would like here to thank
the Berlin architects Roger Bundschuh
and his team, who, collaborating closely
with the artist, have created fantastic
exhibition architecture for the specific
spatial circumstances in the 21er Haus.

herself into the project, and the passion
with which she dedicated herself to it,
gave us great pleasure.
Special thanks are also due to the curator
of the exhibitions, Bettina Steinbrügge,
who has developed and achieved this
project with great dedication and personal
commitment over two years. She is also
responsible for the present publication,
the first comprehensive monograph
of the artist, which was produced in
collaboration with A Practice for Everyday
Life. Sincere thanks are also to be
extended here to the team of Belvedere/
21er Haus and the team at the Ursula
Blickle Foundation, both of which, with
their customary zest, enabled the ideas
and concepts to be successfully realized.

Our warm thanks are due in first place
to Ursula Mayer, however, who has
succeeded in playing each institution
confidently yet in each case individually,
and who was able to inspire us with
her profound and highly topical issues,
her recourse to art history and her new
interpretations. Her willingness to throw
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But
We
Loved
Her
A Cinematographic
Exhibition
Bettina
Steinbrügge
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“Cinesexuality explores the queerness of cinema
spectatorship, arguing that cinema spectatorship
represents a unique encounter of desire, pleasure
and perversion beyond dialectics of subject / object
and image/meaning; an extraordinary ‘cinesexual’
relationship, that encompasses each event of
cinema spectatorship in excess of gender, hetero –
or homosexuality, encouraging all spectators to
challenge traditional notions of what elicits pleasure
and constitutes desiring subjectivity. Cinesexuality
encourages a radical shift to spectatorship as itself
inherently queer beyond what is watched and who
watches. Film as its own form of philosophy invokes
spectatorship thought as an ethics of desire.”1

In his recently published book Kinematograﬁsches Handeln Rainer Bellenbaum
investigates the shifting of the analogous
location of the cinema to a notion,
which understands cinematography
as an activity that reaches out into the
lived-in world in the sense of situational
encounters and events.2 Besides the
mobile and flexible deployments of
cinema, television and the internet, the
shifts which result from the convergence
of art and cinema are shown most
trenchantly in the exhibition room or
within the institutional structures bound
to these. Ursula Mayer has created a
cinematographic setting for the 21er
Haus, which, beyond the borders of filmic
work, brings together objects, sculptures,
collages and photographs into one
cinematographic room containing both
references and action. The techniques of
collage, of specific framing, of selecting
the setting and the projection are evident
in how the exhibition is staged. This
staging is conceived in a genuinely filmic
way, and so draws on the development
of this experimental film movement,
in which in recent years the contingent,
the purely optical, the self-reference
and therefore the impulsiveness of open

actions occupy center stage.3 In the
exhibition conceived by Ursula Mayer,
both cinematographic and artistic
practices are reflected and expanded
to issues of relevance to society, whereby
the artist eschews a clear positioning,
preferring to propagate a space that
has been “made ﬂuid”, exposing the
contingency of patterns of social roles
and behavior.
•••••••

Ursula Mayer’s films are to be seen as
depictions of exactly researched processes
of transformation, in which for example
the Medea myth is explored for its relevance today, the Russian-American author
and screenwriter Ayn Rand is questioned
on the consequences, perhaps also the
possibilities of modern social forms,
historical film locations are depicted in
their historicity and especially the ﬁlmic
element deconstructed and thus revealed,
in order to re-negotiate the correlation
and interference between artistic and
cinematographic perspectives on action.
The films Gonda (2011) and Medea (2013)
captivate with a deep understanding
of filmic qualities and the seductive
influence which this technology exerts
on our social self-conception. Long
shots that seem almost documentary-like
explore the landscapes in Cappadocia
or on Mount Etna, which were already
convincingly depicted by Pier Paolo
Pasolini; in Gonda even longer studio
scenes can be seen with several actors
who recite texts or carry out performative
actions. In both films short scenes are
cut in with cultish-seeming objects,
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color gradients, sculptures, collages of
differing provenance or television reports
of contemporary events, for example
the political protests in the Middle East.
The chronological order of the image
sequences appears abstract and narrative
at the same time. In a similar way to
Pasolini, whose strategies Ursula Mayer
makes use of or explores, linguistic
rules are made into themes, as are
the traditions and rules of poetic film
languages. Her edits, collages, visual
solutions fit together into a unique film
language. In a sometimes almost staccatolike rhythm, images are lined up next to
each other, highlighted by a far-reaching,
highly expressive voiceover, the scripts
of which were written for Gonda by the
author and art theoretician Maria Fusco,
and which for Medea by the feminist film
theoretician Patricia MacCormack, and
are based on historical texts. Landscape
scenes reveal clothes by the British
fashion icon Gareth Pugh among others,
and studio sets reveal objects, whose
status oscillates between necklaces and
instruments of torture. The concern here
is for an index of pictures, a grammar,
which circles content as a stream of
consciousness, and which refuses any
of the established principles of film
composition. Instead the works consist
of a differentiated repertoire of visual
vocabulary and iconographic traditions
from film, art and social history. This
grammar – Maria Fusco calls it “the
liquiification of grammar” in her text for
Gonda – forms a paradoxical synthesis
made up partly of extreme simplicity
and partly of extreme stylization. In
this sense greater attention is devoted to
faces, hands, gestures and language,

too. The gestures are often performative,
they are highly expressive, exaggerated,
well-coordinated and beyond any
randomness. The actresses perform
shortened, recurring and isolated
movements, their gaze often directed into
the distance or directly at the camera,
and only rarely – when, for example, it
concerns a group constellation – do they
communicate directly with one another.
In this way Mayer marks the entire
scenario as choreography, which defines
the relationship between the camera
and the bodies shown by this. Catherine
Wood describes this as a “discrete
gesture” and connects it with studies
from the 19th century on gestures as
a universal language.4 In these studies,
published in 1886 by Gilles de la
Tourette and simultaneously carried
out at the University of Pennsylvania
by Eadweard Muybridge, Giorgio
Agamben even recognized the view of
the cinematographer.5 Agamben likewise
localizes the element of cinema in the
gesture and not in the image: “Even the
Mona Lisa, even Las Meninas could be
seen not as immovable and eternal forms,
but as fragments of a gesture or as stills
of a lost film wherein only they would
regain their true meaning. And what is
so because a certain kind of litigation,
a paralyzing power whose spell we need
to break, is continuously at work in
every image; it is as if a silent invocation
calling for the liberation of the image
into gesture arose from the entire history
of art.”6 Mayer’s performers neither
achieve their goal, nor do they end their
gestures, rather they remain in a stasis
which metaphorically can be equated
with what Luc Boltanski and Eve
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Chiapello described in The New Spirit
of Capitalism as the “stasis of a
contemporary society”, which no longer
recognizes any alternative to the reigning
status quo. 7 Mayer develops here a
vocabulary which in its stylized gestures
and interpassivity is in a position to
describe our neoliberal self – very much
in the spirit of Agamben who writes
that if the gesture belongs to the essence
of cinema, then this by its very nature
belongs to the order of ethics and politics.8
Signs only convey possibilities in art, there
are no fixed meanings, but only individual
interpretations. Thus for Ursula Mayer
there is available the starting of a process
which, according to Roland Barthes, is
construed in such a way as to question
traditional categories of thought and
to develop productive impulses instead.
In 1970 Barthes wrote: “The filmic is that
in the film which cannot be described.”9
In this context Barthes devoted a thorough
analysis precisely to film stills, arguing
that it is the form “in which ‘“life” and
so “reality” itself can be read’ beyond
the fictitious film”10. Barthes suggests
in this context a new mode of reading
matter, which is based on imagining a
palimpsest: a form of quote-like reading
which is devoted to the study of single
images, shots, film extracts and collages.
Both a post-modern, deconstructivist
reading and the filmic approach of Ursula
Mayer take into account this thought.
••••••

Pier Paolo Pasolini created a matrix in
his films and writings which tackle issues
of art and politics in an unorthodox way,

resulting in an unsettling body of work.
Pasolini was a homosexual, Catholic
Marxist: he embodied a controversial
mixture of attitudes that categorically
exclude each other, which nonetheless
can surely be described as post-modern
or neo-modern. He was looking for
meaningful images that were meant
to usher in new forms of thinking in
a “cinema of poetry”11. In the case of
Ursula Mayer the cinematographic action
or shifting of the deployment to one of
many different theoretical levels serves
not least of all to reflect the narrative
of gender roles and attributions. In this
context fashion shows itself as a cultural
field that shifts boundaries and in
expanding the concepts of beauty sets
up new norms, not least of all in the
blurring of gender roles. Mayer works
with the seductiveness of images in order
to bring up for discussion utopian models
of social life. For some years transgender
models like Andrej Pejic or Valentijn
de Hingh have been en vogue and are
significantly changing the social relevance
of Queerness. Valentijn de Hingh, the
main protagonist in Gonda, was – on
account of the relatively early awareness
of her identity from the age of eight
to seventeen – the central focus of the
documentary Valentijn, the subject
of which addresses her experiences
as a transgender child. For Valentijn,
meantime a successful model, the topic
of gender was a mysterious category from
the age of four onwards, which seemed
to be accepted by everyone else, but into
which she did not fit, however. Is it only
about sexual organs or is there more to it?
With her sex change at the age of 18, the
question of where she belongs has been
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solved, yet the certainty also arose that
gender in itself is an insufficient criterion
to define a person: “I found out that
I was happy […] Gender actually didn’t
matter to me anymore. No matter what
label you put on me – male, female,
transgender, whatever – I will always
be myself.”12 JD Samson, the main
performer in Medea, musician in the
band MEN and a feminist icon of the
Queer movement, takes as the theme
for her song lyrics the body she inhabits
and the gender that she has decided to
be. She says in an interview: “I personally
have a difficult time with the separation
into miniature subcultures […] so I choose
to live within all of them […] I’m also
happy to not necessarily identify as trans
but also to be a spokesperson for that
community because I think that opens
everything up a little bit more, which
is exactly what it should all be about:
free gender fluidity.”13 In her choice of
actresses Mayer poses anew questions
about the self, about the exclusivity of
one’s own identity and the predominant
definitions of gender. Patricia MacCormack
recognizes in this discourse a development that she describes as “posthuman
ethics”: “Posthuman theory asks in
various ways what it means to be human
in a time where philosophy has become
suspicious of claims about human
subjectivity. Those subjects who were
historically considered aberrant and
our future lives becoming increasingly
hybrid show we have always been and
are continuously transforming into
posthumans.”14 René Descartes already
made clear the basic principle of this
theory in his declaration, “Je pense,
donc je suis” (“I think, therefore I am”).15

Inherent in this thought is the insight
that I must be in order to think at all.
Body and spirit are thus here connected
with one another. The technical-medical
progress which effectively enables one
to choose one’s gender freely shakes the
foundations of our society, offering new
freedoms to those who wish to consider
these possibilities.
Ursula Mayer broaches the issue of
physicality, but does not show it according
to distinct gender-specific categories,
rather she neutralises it. Thus she
explicitly circumvents the categories of
conventional narrative cinema, in which
almost all narrations are based on the
notion that one can or must distinguish
between man and woman. Here she refers
again to MacCormack, who pleads for a
performative physicality of film (through
texture, light and shadow), which exists
independently of a mere showing of
the body and functions beyond symbolic
and semantic or even culturally specific
attributions.16 Mayer’s figures have no
place in the conventional arrangement
of identities, and for exactly this reason
they appear free: free of stereotypes, free
of gender discussions and the socially
and politically forced power struggle
of the genders. In this respect, however,
Mayer’s work also is revealed as a political
utopia – for politics is not least of all
always a politics of sexualized spaces,
too, in which the private body is shaped
in a bio-political sense.
The artist Bruno Gironcoli, who also
appears in Mayer’s works as a prototype,
himself exited the canonized scenarios of
identity politics at an early stage. Beatriz
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Preciado sums it up when she writes:
“Gironcoli’s sculptures no longer work
with bodies but rather with somathêques17,
living archives of our collective
technologies of the production and
reproduction of life.”18 His sculptures
are neither male nor female, but merge
from a variety of pansexual bodies
and machine-like parts. Furthermore,
she describes developments in genetic
and bio-information technology as
“mutations within the orders of the
production of meaning, form, value and
life that take place in the pharmacopornographic regime which Gironcoli’s
sculptures capture with Sadean
precision.”19 Ursula Mayer takes up
Gironcoli’s forms, lets her main characters
disappear into the sculptures and turn
into a kind of body-machine, which thus
becomes the epitome of desire. But what
is actually desired here? How does cinema
treat desire? How can cinematographic
desire be rededicated? Patricia
MacCormack has faced up to these
issues with the term “cinesexuality”. 20
“Cinesexuality” investigates the
Queerness of cinema visitors, cinema after
all being perfectly in a position to elicit
desire about the dialectic of subject/
object and image/meaning, and thus
to negate traditional interpretations of
what desire can achieve. The concern is
to bring about a radical shift in cinema
and thus within ﬁlmic narration by
recognizing the possibilities of new
ﬁlmic narrative forms not in the sense
of conﬁrming normative identity and
role attributions, rather in the sense
of a social revolution. Ursula Mayer’s
realization of this set of themes are
marked by a refreshing yet none the less

subversive lightness, which can playfully
get a grip even on a colossus such as
Gironcoli, which can certainly be
criticized, and then can be reformulated
for her own uses. Indeed she goes beyond
the question of the social construct of
gender, class and race, and thus confidently
beyond Gironcoli too, by taking Queerness
itself as the starting point for new social
thoughts and possible models of behavior.
•••••

Ursula Mayer’s engagement with radical
forms of social and political thinking (in
the context of this exhibition) originated
in the once again topical writings of
Ayn Rand (1905–1982). The film Gonda,
starting point of the film trilogy But We
Loved Her, is based on the play Ideal by
Rand, who emigrated from Russia to the
United States in 1926 and there turned
into one of the most vociferous critics
of the welfare state. Her radical thoughts
on a self-determined lifestyle influenced
such diverse personalities as Ronald
Reagan, the Playboy boss Hugh Hefner,
Wikipedia founder Jimmy Wales or the
inventor of “Craig’s List” Craig Newmark,
and made her the philosopher of
individualism as well as the author of
the ﬁnancial crisis. When she came to
the United States, she brought with
her a philosophy from Leningrad which
represented the greatest possible contrast
to the communism of her homeland,
and which propagated an unconditional
egotism. Her writings led to the founding
in 1958 of the New York Institute of
Objectivism, which vehemently propagates
Ayn Rand’s ideas to the present day.
From the exclusive group called
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“The Collective” also came Alan
Greenspan, later head of the Federal
Reserve Bank. Margaret Thatcher, one
of the most influential proponents of
today’s capitalism, saw in Rand’s most
well-known novel, Atlas Shrugged (1957),
a foundation of her thinking, and it is
known that her think tank was closely
occupied with Rand’s writings. Her famous
saying “There is no such thing as society”
refers directly to Rand and made the
basic pillars of her policy, such as the
privatization of all state enterprises,
for example, a necessary outcome of this
school of thought. Her death on April 8,
2013 brought once more her outstanding
and controversial role in the political
development of neoliberalism to light.
The reactions were mixed in their nature,
and it was almost moving to watch
how an unknown British citizen held
up a banner during the funeral ceremony
on April 17 on which could be read
“BUT WE LOVED HER”. The London
daily newspaper The Independent put
the photograph of this man on its front
page on the same day, and it showed
how this declaration can be read in
two ways. Her political heritage is more
ambivalent than that which fits into
the view of history either of her fans or
her enemies. Ursula Mayer has named
the exhibition after this banner and
thus fittingly outlined the contemporary
conditio humana, which is trapped
in a political and social system that
is increasingly imploding, yet which
at present knows no real alternatives.

Gonda Performance, ICA, London, 2013

Rand’s objectivism is of unsettling
contemporaneity and seems to find
its apotheosis in neoliberalism.
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The controversy surrounding Rand and
so also Thatcher turns inevitably into
a schizophrenic engagement with one’s
own desires and with the question of
how metaphysical and lyrical pictorial
languages generate the self, and how
text becomes the substratum of our
imagination. Ideal concerns the fan letters
to the main character Kay Gonda, which
form both the narrative and at the same
time the social commentary of the script.
The voice in Maria Fusco’s adaptation
is set poly-vocally in order to contrast
something with Rand’s individualistic
and directorial tone, yet also to be able
to capture several viewpoints. Valentijn’s
voice combines the poly-vocal into
one unit that is able to express equally
both the male and the female. Rand’s
strict philosophy is equated in Mayer’s
ﬁlm with normative ﬁlmic conventions,
emphasizing these so as simultaneously
to destroy them again. Ethics and
aesthetics achieve unity in this way; style
and ideology are depicted as indivisible.
The film has an open ending through
which it can escape ideological
categorization. Yet it is also precisely
the polyphony which offers a certain
potentiality to new approaches. If this
imagined drawing system is no longer
clear, then a new definition must occur:
“[…] who are we when we are no longer
part of a system of description, of objects
with which we form sexual dialectics,
and images we read, comprehend and
therefore believe we ‘know’?”21

of 1969. The ancient legend of Medea
contrasts two worlds which are no longer
compatible with one another – the old
archaic world of Medea and the modern
rational world of Jason. Both individuals,
who confront each other here as representatives of their opposing systems, miss
each other in a tragic manner, and
raise the great question of peaceful
coexistence between cultures, more urgent
than ever before in times of globalization.
Thus it is also fitting that Mayer lets the
filmed scenes be repeatedly interrupted
by short documentary insertions, which
show extracts from the current unrest
in the Arab region as they are circulating
on YouTube and on television.
Pasolini set Medea as a critique of mass
culture and of western consumer societies.
At the center is the Golden Fleece
which plays an important role in his
adaptation of Medea by Euripides. The
fleece represents the sun where, if you
come to close, you burn yourself. The
Golden Fleece is the promise of wealth
and honor, as well the reverse side,
namely immense greed, which time and
again brings forth inhuman ruthlessness.
In Medea, the Golden Fleece embodies
the imperialist and capitalist vision. The
object of desire is an extremely ﬁtting
example, if one follows Jason Smith’s
definition of capitalism: “Capitalism is
the mobilization of a pathos and the
organization of a mood; its subject, a field
of desire, a point of inflexion for an impersonal affect that circulates like a rumor.”22

••••

Medea, the second film in the trilogy, is
a reference to Pier Paolo Pasolini’s Medea
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Ursula Mayer has brought Pasolini’s
approach up to date by casting actress
JD Samson in the role of Medea,

a contemporary icon of Queerness and
pop culture. Medea is set poly-vocally,
yet JD Samson plays every part in the
ancient myth. Pasolini himself had
already started with a similar approach
by casting Maria Callas, likewise an icon
of her time, as Medea. The director can
also be credited with an awareness of pop
strategy in his choice of main performer,
something Andy Warhol employed at the
same time though in a different way.
The search for the icons of their time that
stand for a very particular culture and
thus remain in existence as an image.
As with Jackie Kennedy (1964) who in
the case of Warhol is placed on the canvas
as a unique image, so too is an image
created out of Callas; she is mainly mute,
does not sing, barely speaks, and is entirely
herself, a myth of her time. Pasolini
simultaneously showed the real Callas,
who found herself at a difficult point
in her career, and the rebellious Medea,
who had so often been interpreted on the
operatic stage by Callas. By analogy JD
Samson shows herself to be a thoroughly
political person who is able in her real
and acting identity to lend the whole
myth an entirely new perspective. Like
a statue, austere and withdrawn, likewise
not singing, she stands in the caves
of Cappadocia, surrounded by ritual
objects. JD operates somewhere between
the ancient, mythical Medea and the
rational, “modern”, straightforward
Jason, and so turns into the antithesis
of our rational coordinates. And so she
reimburses rationality with something
that long since seemed to have been lost,
and thus also becomes a symbolic figure
for the surmounting of cultural and
national borders, considered insurmount-
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able. Mayer achieves here a tension
between the contemporary and the past,
yet without falling victim to clichés
or idealizations. In this context it seems
interesting to think back to Roland
Barthes, who understood myths as the
unconscious and collective meanings,
which are the ﬁrst to manifest social
rules, and which we must tackle ﬁrst
in order to be able to change social
structures. Certain codes of conduct –
and it is precisely against these that
Barthes led the way – have entered
common language use as “natural”,
although most of them are constructed
and are anything but “natural”. Our
concern is to unmask these seemingly
natural statements, or to unmask a
notion of naturalness as a constructed
statement. Authenticity and fiction
stand in a quasi-artificial relation to
one another, indeed overlapping each
other. In the film this acts like a ritual,
which expresses an inherent rebellion.
JD Samson, the rock star, could – if she
stands in the cave – stand on a rock
stage – the ritual habitus is identical.
These modern archetypes, which have
cauterized themselves on the entire
social psyche, like, for example, rock
music, have always been an expression
of a half-grown masculine sexual
identity. Here they lose their normative
coat of paint, turn liquid and are
perceptible only as rituals, unclear in
definition. Precisely the ritual, evident
in the slaughter of the lamb, less evident
in contemporary references, turns into
a mind-game that is capable of articulating the contemporary archetypes.
Medea operates on a structural,
semiological plane, where signs and

symbols begin to speak almost by means
of minimal gestures and looks alone.
The film shifts prisms from magical,
real and rational, it shifts ﬁlmically
imagined cinematographic visions;
Medea is a thoroughly semiological
as well as emancipatory undertaking.
•••

The third work of the trilogy, in which
Valentijn and JD encounter one another,
continues the exploration of surfaces and
the possibility of their deconstruction
in film. Michael Snow’s 16mm double
system projection Two Sides to Every
Story (1974), which the installation
refers to, consists of a simultaneous
interaction between (real) translucency
and (false) reflection.23 The film
installation exposes its own production
or conditions of its production. Kate
Mondloch describes the situation as
follows: “[…] this mode of viewing is
simultaneously material (the viewer’s
phenomenological engagement with
actual objects in real time and space)
and immaterial (the viewer’s metaphorical
projection into virtual times and
space).”24 On two sides of a screen, films
are projected simultaneously, which show
one and the same procedure from
different perspectives; at first the viewer
has the front view, and then, whenever
he moves around the screen, the back
view. Although it concerns the same
situation, the views do not match and
neither of them describes the whole
reality; rather it shows in a vivid manner
the way in which pictures generated
by an apparatus influence the perception
of reality:
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“Cinema is not dialectic, it is an event.
The screen is frontier limit. A situation
is a positioning of (usually) two. An event
describes the encounter, the act rather
than the position of two ‘subjects’
(as much as a film can be called subject).
The event of viewing includes but is not
limited to a constellation of body, desire,
memory, inclination, environment, image
and affect, more or less important in
each instance. The self as modalities then
forms the spectator component within
the viewing machine. Self is expressed
as a constellation of modes. At any one
time self is extricated from others, self
as memory, self as fantasy, self as warring
or contradictory desires; the subject as
a particular coalescence of intensified
or decreased modes. All of these modes
are co-present within the one space,
even before time, which transforms
each plane of intensity and distributes
modalities at every infinitesimal moment.
While not wishing to claim women and
men watch differently, it would be foolish
to claim any viewer watches independent
of their history of their relationship
to signifying regimes. If viewing self
includes a modality of memory (including
individual and social history) assembled
as an immanent remembered present with
screen, then the particularities of that
memory, including its oppressions,
subjugations and powers, are co-present
with the event […] While I say we must
think the act of viewing beyond dualisms,
including those of gender, I am adamantly
not saying a future beyond dualism is a
forgetting of the histories and memories
of suffering and oppression, and the acts
of power, experienced and expressed
by individuals and groups of subjects.”25

In Cinesexual (2013) we see both sides
of an event, whereby one side symbolizes
the camera eye and vice versa. The
transparent screen is only made apparent
in the moment it is cut to pieces, and
Valentijn and JD switch sides through
it. It is not a question here of depicting
each side singly, rather the one side is
meant to be perceived through the eyes
of the other respectively. At each end two
camera operators are positioned; between
them there is the transparent plastic
wall, as well as the two protagonists
who carry out the actions, moving to and
fro between the screen and the camera,
and changing sides through the imaginary
screen in the middle. They switch their
positions, dissolving the traditional
relationship between performer and
director, between the idea of man and
woman. It appears like a careful study
of the complex relationship between
these two.
The relationship of the viewer to the
screen has changed; after all, the viewer
has to move both physically as well
as ultimately literally, in order to see
the double-sided nature of the piece.
The double system projection is material
as well as medium; it is a representational
illusion as well as a sculptural “thing”,
too. No matter how much the viewer
is able to move between the two sides,
he will never be able to perceive the
installation as a whole; rather he is
forced to ﬁt in with the time- and
location-based mechanisms of the work
and its authoritarian viewing regime. The
power relations of the work are revealed,
and the viewer is always aware of being
part of a re-enactment. The double
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system projection sets Gonda and Medea
in a political-dialectical game, which
enables the revision of cultural,
aesthetic and medial phenomena from
a double perspective, thus promoting
a re-evaluation of canonical positions.
••

In the installation Cinesexual the
filmic space is re-defined into an actionist
space. Thus the role of the viewer is
strengthened and the conventional
illusionist relationship between the viewer
and the screen is subverted. The power
relations in viewing the film are
submitted to a questioning in which the
viewers reconquer the space of viewing
and cast doubt on the mechanisms
of consumption. It concerns activation
in front of the screen, the depiction of
various perspectives and their active
intake. In the performance Gonda in
the ICA in 2013, Valentijn de Hingh
stands with her back to the audience in
front of the screen, on which a specially
adapted form of Gonda is playing.
The medial representation of the actress
in the film is reflected in Valentijn’s
performative action in front of the screen.
Both forms of presentation are motifs
for the representative and the real,
which suddenly oppose one another.
The language now strays from the film
in the auditorium, yet the film is silent,
while Valentijn herself takes over the
adding of sound to the pictorial language.
In the film all the levels of language
converge, while in the film performance
they diverge or move into the architectonic
space, extending the action space of the
visual moving image. These linguistic

bundlings and disassociations are
reflected in the thematic motifs. Adam
Budak posed the right questions in
an essay: “How are conventions
[between the notions of theatricality,
the performative and the mise-en-scène]
negotiated? How is artificiality played
out in a drama of authentic gestures
and intentions? How is belief born and
expressed at the intersection of directed
and transmitted behavior, between the
real and virtual surroundings?”26 The
slow revelation of filmic and theatrical
mechanisms of illusions can be found
at the transition point between the real
and the performance. When viewing
this shaping of identity, the spectator
becomes the witness of all aspects of
the staging process: of the struggle for
the figure, of success, of failure, of the
search for authenticity and the truths
of the staged self. Performance has
always been aimed at the question of
social and artistic emancipation. It
criticizes the consumption (of art) and
sets it against an open process which
proceeds as physical action in the
interaction between artist and public.
This concentration on the body leads
Ursula Mayer to render visible allocations
of the self, and to undermine them.
Analogous to the developments in
performance since the beginning of
the 1990s, Queerness as the normative
and the question of structures of desire
in neoliberal capitalism are in Mayer
shifted to center stage. Valentijn
stands in front of the screen as if she is
exploring herself and re-articulating
her subjectivity. The personal and the
private are confronted with the public
and its exposure, in order to be able to
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negotiate and discuss the regulated
norms of behavior and imposed duty.
•

The individual parts of the overall
cinematographic installation by Ursula
Mayer engage in an ongoing discourse
with each other, partially through the
sound, partially through the recurring
motifs and pictures, which refer to each
other in continually new variations.
The goal of this undertaking is the
question of how conventional images
are constructed and which consequences
this has on social relations. Ultimately
the approach as well the intention can
be most simply explained by the terms
bio-power and bio-politics created by
Michel Foucault. For Foucault it is a
question of how the modern human
subject is produced through the effects
of power on body and life. He thus
analyzes sexual politics as the center of
bio-politics. In it, the discourses on the
body and its discipline intersect with the
discourses and policies on the population
and its control. According to Foucault
therefore, bio-power is operative in
everyday talk about sexuality, in images
and ideals, e.g. of a sexually attractive,
disciplined body. Bio-politics, in contrast,
lies in guiding one’s own access to the
body and in attracting self-discipline.
Somewhere in between there lies the
power of resistance and the freedom of
the individual to defend herself against
this appropriation of the body: “It is the
agency of sex that we must break away
from, if we aim – through a tactical
reversal of the various mechanisms of
sexuality – to counter the grips of power

with the claims of bodies, pleasures,
and knowledge, in their multiplicity and
their possible resistance. The rallying
point for the counterattack against the
deployment of sexuality ought not to be
sex-desire, but bodies and pleasures.”27
Foucault promoted the questioning of
truth with regard to its power effects,
and power with regard to its discourses
of truth, in order to devise a different
conception of the self. Ursula Mayer
begins this excursus with Ayn Rand and
her unconditional declaration of belief
in individual freedom, then leads her
discourse – based on Margaret Thatcher
– on the boundaries of this declared
belief and the power-political mechanisms
which appear precisely in film, in order,
like Foucault, to focus on the body and
its potential for liberation. The power
to act and the position of the viewer shift
into the foreground. Bio-power is not
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carried out centrally from above, rather
it is constituted in the interaction
between the various structures with the
subjects. Accordingly, one should also
agree with Peter Bürger, who, looking
back on his famous avant-garde text,
recently wrote: “Not the managers
earning several millions of euros a year
are the forerunners of this future, rather
those who live on the verge of the
breadline, in order to preserve their
freedom of thought, which is the precondition for being able to think about
the future.” 28 JD Samson describes it
in a more succinct and revolutionary
manner in the lyrics to Life’s Half Prize,
where the line “Free love, free money”
repeats itself. If we were to take this
seriously, the goals of bio-politics would
be summed up quite clearly here; we
simply don’t dare to think this through,
with all that it implies.
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Populating
Her
Sparseness
On
Writing
Gonda
Maria
Fusco

“Ortega y Gasset points out, how, in the literate
world, the male ego differed radically from the
feminine ego in relation to the body. Man’s inner
sensations were vague, muffled. He forgot his body
except in extreme pain or pleasure. By contrast, the
female enjoyed a lively inner sensibility. Her senses
mixed. Her attention was constantly claimed
by inner sensations. Her whole psychic life was
physically involved. She always aware of her body
as interposed between her inner self and the outer
world; she devoted constant attention to it.” 1

I once had to locate a specific teaching
room in an unfamiliar university block
in Copenhagen. I’d been given
instructions, and as it was Denmark,
all doors were open, so I entered the
building with ease. I passed up through
the narrow stairwell to the fourth floor,
I turned a tight scuffed corner and looked
down to see how the wall met with the
speckled terrazzo floor at my feet. As I
did this, I was overcome with an extremely
strong sense of déjà vu. I have definitely
done this before, I thought. This was a
feeling I never experienced while writing
the screenplay for Gonda.
Not knowing where to start when Ursula
invited me to do it, the screenplay for
Gonda is exploratory in nature and form.
Formed as terrazzo – chips of something
precious, marble or quartz, set in
something ordinary, concrete, that must
be highly polished to reveal its inner
beauty – the screenplay is a willful
amalgam of three distinct writing methods.
For this essay I’ve invented new names
for my methods: Extraction and the
Personal Pronoun; Transcription and
Compression; Autobiography and Doubt.
Now I’m going to try to find what those
words describe.
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Extraction and the Personal Pronoun
This is addressed to me, I am writing to myself. I am
writing and thinking that I am speaking to a woman
who is the only justification for the existence of
this earth, and who has the courage to want to be.
A woman who does not assume the glory of greatness
for just a few hours. A woman who seeks that glory
in every minute and every step. A woman in whom
life is not a curse, nor a bargain, but a hymn. I want
nothing except to know that such a woman as I exist.
So I have written this, even though I may not bother
to even read it, or in reading, may not understand it.
I do not know what I am. I am writing to what
I might become.2

I make a selection of five letters from
Ayn Rand’s 1934 murder mystery play
Ideal. The original form letters are
written to Ideal’s main character, Kay
Gonda, each from a different male fan
– “Dear Miss Gonda”3 – delivering in
a didactic and persistently cardboard
manner Rand’s quasi-philosophical
system of ‘Objectivism’; a nasty system
asserting the happiness and fulfillment
of the individual above all other
collective ethics.
Altering the voice of each letter by a
simple shifting of the personal pronoun
from the “I” of the transmitter / fan to the
“I” of the receiver / actress, I attempt to
simultaneously expose and complexify
how we, as listeners, identify who it is
who is really speaking: “When a pronoun
refers back to a person or thing previously
named, it is important that the gap is not
so large that the reader (or hearer) might
have difficulty relating the two, and that
ambiguity is avoided when more than one
person might be the antecedent.”4
Given the possibility of a collapse of the
characters of Ayn Rand and Kay Gonda,
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an alternate reading of Ideal’s volley of
letters is that the fan letters are ones
Rand desired to be written to herself:
this idea appeals to me. And so, my
backwards method of re-asserting Rand’s
voice as the speaker, rather than the
writer, of the letters in Ideal places her
at the centre of the responsibility for
the work itself, and is a tactic to expose
how Rand’s fictional writing consistently
distances, or perhaps more precisely,
validates her own political views
through the use of archetype, whilst
simultaneously buoying up a peculiar
construction of the glacial female as
punishment giver.
Such archetypes are set upon a stubborn
route of action. My use of stubborn
here is two-fold: Ayn Rand is stubborn
as author and Kay Gonda is stubborn
as character. My wish in rewriting
them as compound is to destabilise the
certitude of purpose of both by introducing
the “double subject”: “And in making
them coexist at the same time so that
the past and the present weren’t in strict
sequence because they aren’t – they are
in one sense, obviously, in the calendar
sense, but they’re not in your head in
that sequence and neither are they in
terms of the way you discover things
about yourself, where an event twenty
years ago can become more – it can follow
yesterday instead of precede it and
that out of this morass, if you like, of
evidence, the clues and searchings and
strivings, which is the metaphor for
the way we live, we can start to put up
the structure called self…” 5 The person
and their shadow speak together. Messy.
An inverted echo.

Transcription and Compression
As disquieting as this may seem, she was bound to
come crashing down on waves of fantasy that she’d
banished from the clarity of reason; bound to trample
unregulated over the common people she asserted
itself above; bound to fictionalize; bound to degrade
the ending.
Bound to suffer both physically and spiritually
in an effort reach purity and virtue?
No. A human is defined by potential, not by obedience
to template.

I ask eight women to participate in two
one-day workshops.7 Each woman is given
a set of unaltered fan letters from Ideal
in advance, invited to choose just one letter
and critically respond to it in whatever
verbal form they feel is most apposite:
as the structure of the letters is so
repetitively hollow, emphasis is placed on
their content. The participants’ responses,
consisting of readings, rants, analyses,
billet-doux and forms I can’t try to classify,
are recorded and subsequently transcribed.

In that way her handwriting was future-producing?
Yes. A human cannot alone carry the burden of
revolution: it would excise their subjectivity, and
place it in the service of fears and anxieties they
had not themselves created.
She was tremulous before our questions?
We questioned only her surface, humming with
the unique intensities emitted from her image.
In spite of being inorganic, that image became her
curse through the ways in which we related to it,
faced it, and expressed through it our own pleasures.
Such pleasures cannot be adequately described
here: know they are disrespectful of her, of her
inherent susceptibility: remember our relation with
her image makes other images too become inorganic.

Throughout the 1980s Félix Guattari
worked on developing a cultural miniseries entitled Project for a Film by Kafka.
For me the most important word in
Guattari’s title is “by”, for whilst his
project was never actually realised, the
potential was established of embodying
Kafka’s work through creative, goodly
parasitic processes which shiver in exact
frequency with Kafka’s dreams
suggesting “open, machinic indices.”6
Such potential is utile, allowing for not
only the renewal of the subject of Kafka,
but also the renewal of how to write an
extra-disciplinary script.
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I am interested to explore if only a
collection of people who neither know each
other, nor have had the opportunity to
create consensus in advance, are best
placed to distinguish and tweeze meaning
from remnants:
There are walls of earth.
We call this form since they are made from moulds
composed of little panels or verses.
These forms stand for generations.8

I gorge on and edit phrases from the
transcription. What emerges?

Polyvocality
Polyvocality cannot be presupposed.
My Gonda, (as distinct from Ideal’s Kay
Gonda), my character, as she swarms
on the page is made from many women.
I cannibalise, I augment, I rationalise into
duologue. “The way we do what we do
makes a cultural space.”9 What was said
in the workshops is essential to retain
as trace, therefore individual words and
phrases must coalesce into unlubricated
enjambement, making sense as a linear,
yet open-ended, line of enquiry.

Autobiography and Doubt
Last night I dreamt I was dead. Finished as me.
Unmade from the world.

What is possible to write now in such
conditions of ipseity? I think I need to
anatomize Gonda. I think I need to turn
inside out. I think I need to write real time.

No. Not right.
I have been dead for thirty years, I can see clearly
what state I am in. I have left your today, and yet,
I am still aware.
No. Still not right.
I make to scream, to issue, to swallow space with
my voice. Inhaling, my chest captures the tawny
air surrounding me, gulping whole now: tepid,
spent and acrid, as the passing of a firework.
Better.
My shriek begins with great force. A well-made squib
fired true, outwards… towards…? But immediately,
maybe before I have even begun, the cry fizzles,
tapering to a wheeze.
Yes.

Uncertainty is important for me as a
way to keep moving forward. When, in
the past, I have tried to make myself
certain (to be sure) I tend to stop,
can see no possibility of continuing.
Uncertainty seems to leave room for
improvement, reworking, polishing.
“A thinker of prepositions.” 10 That is,
a thinker of linkages denotes a sort
of positive uncertainty, an uncertainty
that must be met with force. This force
is on loan and must nevertheless be
modelled, as stucco, in situ, with care
and at a velocity that is appropriate to
the prevailing atmospheric conditions.

Real time annunciation makes prose
keener, opening up to a sharper access
to interpretation as they experience it
in right now; a little like eavesdropping
but much more exact, a shard of shared
information. Seize the little present
moment and be selfish with it. I have a
problem though: Gonda contains many
co-existing present moments, there is
no stable time frame, so how can I locate
where I am in all this? “It’s a mechanical
problem. So much of what happens in
story-telling is mechanical, has to do
with the technical problems of how to
make a story work. Cowboy stories and
policeman stories end in shoot-outs, for
example, because shoot-outs are the most
reliable mechanisms for making such
stories end. There is nothing like death
to say what is always such an artificial
thing to say: The end.”11 Comprehension
as a narrativising activity may only
be summoned across time, in order to
experience the profundity of critical
capacity, to feel its tremors. I look to
myself. I write inside and of blankness,
of burial space, of desert, of dust.
I can’t be sure.
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A
Cinema
of
Gracious
Flaming
Thought
Patricia
MacCormack

Ursula Mayer creates a unique relationship
between spectator and image. While this
could be said of all artists, Mayer takes
most vividly Kristeva’s claim that
“The artist’s role is not to make a faithful
copy of reality, but to shape our attitude
toward reality…this genuine act of revolt
is not about domination or concealment
but about the interstice”1. For Mayer,
reality is multi-faceted expression
from a unique perspective, which is why
the role of the subject – or rather, its
dissipation – is central to the experience
of the moving image.
In her reimagining of Ayn Rand’s writings
Gonda we hear the narrator claim,
“I do not know what I am, I am writing
of what I may become.” Writing creates
ﬂesh, ﬂesh creates writing, but this is
not a human dialectic between body
and language. In Gonda and Mayer’s
Medea, inspired by Pasolini’s Medea,
and consistently in her works, flesh and
speech are involuted with shimmering
consistencies shared, volcanic ash clouds,
coral-like rock, incandescent lizard-scale
dress, gold dust on porous sighing skin,
colours saturating with no need for
form, a sylph body between ghost trees,
smoke and dust, sinew and hair, string
instruments that shimmer and blow,
texture and touch, fabrics and stone,
unlike entities vibrating together to create
collectives beyond genus or orientation
via meaning. Abstraction is material.
Bodies occupy space in the palimpsest,
becoming planes of flesh merged with
rock, ash and smoke, eyes closed, light
operates as punctuation and language
is gesture and tactility. Both Gonda and
Medea show their respective gender-
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ambiguous solar character as central
to a Hellenistic-like chorus, always
a multiplicity, molecular and cellular,
both within the social and as a
diminished part of a single entity.
Collective subjectivity coalesces with
fractured narrative, and we learn,
in Mayer’s reorientation, Ayn Rand’s
claim that “You have taught me less
than I know, before I was born even,”
that knowledge limits and truncates
imagination, damming up the ﬂows
and desires catalysed by cinema. The
before is also the beyond of image and
language, ﬂesh and the self as a force.
Her use of punctuation in images in
Gonda is a promise of potentiality –
the syntax to come, as Foucault states
“language getting as far away from
itself as possible […] by way of
other paths, to the outside in which
the speaking subject disappears.”2
Verb description, liquefaction without
grammar, seduce through these planes,
transforming aurality into something
other than speech, but no less a siren
song for being so.
Similarly, the objects which punctuate
Gonda – the cat goddess Bast, the rock,
whistle and welding hat confound our
relation with her image to make other
(organic) images too, and the spectator
is launched upon a journey of creation,
forging relations between self and objects,
objects and each other, and all the while
the bodies which interweave in the images
become less and less human, fulﬁlling
Serres’ very definition of touch: “All
real bodies shimmer like watered silk.
They are hazy surfaces […] the love of
the composite and the many hued are
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consummated wordlessly.” 3 The body
is celebrated in these images, but the
form as signiﬁer of identity is not. The
graphic matching of the line across eyes
in Gonda and the liquefaction of face,
red liquid, violence without “blood”,
without a signiﬁed, remind us that the
end of perception as recognition opens
the world to us. This is the purpose of
cinema, to create not reﬂect, to unfurl,
to not hermetically seal. Deleuze and
Guattari reﬂect: “We are not in the
world, we become with the world; we
become by contemplating it. Everything
is vision, becoming…This is true of
all the arts.” 4
The direction of expression as communication doubles. Rather than the
director speaking the monodirectional
message, Gonda shows images of two lips
speaking, or are they kissing, or is there
a difference when the mouth is both
open and closed, singularly compressed
and made up of two, four, many lips?
This multiple speech kiss reﬂects the
unique intensities of the genders beyond
which populate Mayer’s worlds,
transgender model, Valentijn de Hingh,
and masculine-looking woman musician,
activist and singer of MEN, JD Samson,
yet even these words become empty within
this context. Samson is both Medea and
Jason in Medea, she is also pre-Hellenistic
sarcophagus face, Maria Callas and
French new-wave cool. But more she is
the smooth curvature of the antediluvian
stone of the organic-shaped cave
structures, the hard cold of the glass
and gold jewellery, the textures of Gonda
quicken into her singular form as it
continues to change, showing infinite

potentiality in one field of matter without
need for oscillation between gender
binaries. She laments: “I have sacrificed
to be this proliferative self. I chose
this over the structures of god-men
who imposed upon me my how and who,
the organisation of my consistencies
and the signiﬁcation of my organs. That
is the real perpetrator of the massacre
of the body.”
As we see the only true horror in Mayer’s
film is the actual death of the non-human
sheep, the innocent life that traditional
singular human subjectivity demands
replace it in the incapacity for the logic
of human subjectivity’s own death. This
repulsive murder substitutes lives bound
into hierarchies. When the multiple,
fractal, multi-textured selves of Mayer’s
films are welcomed there is no more need
for real violence, the actual and symbolic
slaughter of entities being defined by
their otherness – their ambiguity, their
non-dominance, their antagonism
to majoritarian ideologies become the
central premise for art. As Gonda states,
“Madness love affirmation loss of self
to the point of death”. This is, as Medea
tells us, “where identity destroys when
it defines, but multiplicity is self as
rhizomatic creativity, and the we that is
me is the becoming of the actor to priest,
action to ritual without referent, natural
cave to sacred temple, the becoming of
you, with the me that is we, to an act
of gracious ﬂaming thought.”
There is an ethical imperative to Mayer’s
work, which is the grace of opening out
thought toward cinema’s infinity. Grace
is found in the spectator’s capacity to lose
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their power associated with reading,
meaning, understanding and thus
slaughtering. It is as if the physics of
fluidity has replaced the mechanics of
comprehension of the image. As spectators
we are under cinema in a new, mucosal,
viscous relationship which reﬂects the
palimpsest of ash, ﬂesh, rock and ﬁbres
in the ﬁlms. A relation which is like
Irigaray’s feminist sexuate mechanics
of ﬂuids as “continuous, compressible,
dilatable, viscous, conductible,
diffusible… that it enjoys and suffers
from a greater sensitivity to pressures;
that it changes – in volume or in force…
that it is, in its physical reality, determined
by friction between two infinitely
neighboring entities – dynamics of the
near and not of the proper, movements
coming from the quasi-contact between
two unities hardly definable as such […]
that it allows itself to be easily traversed
by ﬂow by virtue of its conductivity
to currents coming from other fluids or
exerting pressure through the walls of
a solid […] and furthermore that it is
already diffuse ‘in itself’ which disconcerts
any attempt at static identification.”5
It is not the content of the image, but the
relation between spectator and Mayer’s
cinema which is the moment of art, of
grace, of ethics. Rancière tells us cinema
must represent the unrepresentable:
“two heterogeneous logics [which] overlap:
An intrinsic logic of the possibilities
of the possibilities and impossibilities
specific to a regime of art and an ethical
denunciation of the very phenomenon
of representation.”6 The definition of
ethical art is the obligation to present
the unrepresentable, to catalyze thought

impossible for the human subject to
recognize, make sense of, and master.
The onus is neither on the artwork
nor the mythologized intent of the artist,
but the spectator’s/witness’s coming
toward, or path taken.
Mayer remains an artist because she
recedes. Like the fashion template
photospace and ﬂashing-lit caves
of Gonda and the primordial vascular
system of the earth’s ﬂesh through
which Samson trails in Medea, the act
of spectatorship in these films opens to
the gracious spectator what Foucault

terms the Outside: “placeless places,
beckoning thresholds, closed forbidden
spaces that are nevertheless open to
the wind, hallways fanned by doors that
open rooms for unbearable encounters
and create gulfs between them across
which voices cannot carry and that
even muffle cries; corridors leading to
more corridors where the night resounds,
beyond sleep, with the smothered voices
of those who speak… with the suspended
breath of those who ceaselessly cease
living… approach and distance – …the
distance of the wait – draw near to one
another and constantly move apart.”7
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5

6
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As is generally known, cinema is
committed to movement from its
etymology, in some languages therefore
to life too, to vitality. In Swedish ‘bio’
means ﬁlm, an early projector model
being known as a bioscope: that which
sees life; that which is faithful to life
in the medium of its movement. Yet a
tradition of statuary pictures is almost
as strong in cinema as its conventional
link to external movement. This tradition
naturally reads cinema not as the
medium of standing and of the statue,
but recognizes a potential in cinema
to design ideally the withdrawal from
potential movement, as found in rituals
of the celebratory, of threat, seduction
and subjugation. Ursula Mayer draws
on this tradition, but not to the other old
cinema motif, according to which only
an unmoved body can represent the wellknown, notorious inner movement.
This inner movement, which one learns
to represent in drama school and by
watching Ingrid Bergmann ﬁlms,
concerns Mayer less. Her mostly female
figures – though often acting beyond any
gender distinction – do not keep quiet
because we are meant to read something
inner from them; they produce connections
to their environments: to their costumes,
to artistic or design objects with
which they share the picture frames,
to architecture in which they find
themselves, to other people with whom
they form group constellations – but
also often to other pictures which follow
their well-composed images. I shall return
to the rules and legitimacy of these other
pictures at the end of this essay.

First, however, more on the metonymical
narrative technique employed by Ursula
Mayer. Her films consist of images that
act like attributes to the often classically
arranged group of configured main figures,
which are mostly situated in the center
of the picture. The figures are introduced
as ‘attributable’, as able to take the load
of extra qualities, which they acquire
not, however, through actions as classical
heroes do, but which are rather bestowed
upon them metonymically by means of
an enumerative ‘and’: through flashbacks,
parallelization, through shared screens
or cross-fading. Important here is that
they are by no means without qualities
beforehand, too. On the contrary, they
are already excessively equipped and
decorated. They show themselves
certainly not as newcomers in the world
of this non-linear accumulation of values
and assertions. They are just as capable
of the ornamentation of qualities, of
attributions, as heroes are of deeds.
Their gesture is that of triumph, their
characteristics often those of supremacy.
Occasionally Mayer’s figures can also
be read differently: as prisoners of their
beauty, of their shape, of their jewelry,
of their statuary character, their
ambivalence. Victims of an objectification
of complete, unintended attributes, victims
of the traditionally female connoted
destiny of beautiful incarceration. Such
rather trapped figures as the abducted
Medea or her performer, Maria Callas,
who like shining trophies of a story
which has continued elsewhere, preserved
in lavish pictures and rooms, appear
in Mayer’s work (Watcher & Participant,
2013) next to proper heroines of self-
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empowerment, such as allusions to punk
(Acoustic Mirror, 2004) or to the strange
ideologue of neoliberalism, Ayn Rand,
for whom she creates an ambivalent
memorial in the film Gonda (2013).
Mayer quotes Rand with a sentence, the
anthropology of which culminates in the
celebration of potential, thus in a figure
of thought who normally recalls thinkers
linked to quite different political
schools, such as Gilles Deleuze or Giorgio
Agamben: a highly productive confusion
sets in here, which can be described as
dialectic, between pictures of empowerment and incarceration, of hesitation on
the one hand, which always symbolizes
immediately commencing action; and
pictures of waiting and tolerating on the
other, which ranges from the readiness
to receive attributes and ornamentation
to the readiness to make a sacrifice.
In other words, Ursula Mayer collects
concepts of letting-oneself-be-observed,
of keeping-silent-for-a-while, which
can equally be understood as allegories
of ambiguous political positions and
perspectives, and as basic discussions
of the depiction of human actors in still
and moving pictures. In her case human
actors, both the models and / or performers
as well as the roles and fictions to which
they lend their bodies, are always named,
and employed in such a way that the
resonance of their names also plays a role
beyond the images designed and produced
by them. That applies not only to the
historical ﬁgures who are depicted or
whose fictive characters are used (Mary
Wigman, Ayn Rand and her figure of Kay
Gonda, Dora Maar, Meret Oppenheim,
Josephine Baker), but also to the stories

and fates of performers such as Valentijn
de Hingh and JD Samson. De Hingh is
a transgender model who is very wellknown in the Netherlands, and JD Samson
is a punk musician who, among other
things, is well known for her participation in such feminist punk projects as
Le Tigre and MEN, and for lesbian and
queer activism in the USA. Both equally
carry components of their real significance
into the fictive (as pop musicians always
do), like the dead historical characters
chosen by Mayer as models and themes
become figures to be identified with by
present-day fans.
A major theme of classical aestheticism
is invoked through these co-existing
befores, afters and elsewheres in Mayer’s
works. For the concern here is also with
questions of the monument and portrait
after life, albeit of a completely new kind.
It is thus significant that the first relevant
discussion of the distinction between
so-called temporal art and spatial art,
Lessing’s Laokoon, makes the justification
of statuary depiction dependent upon
both the fact that, and the way in
which, it includes a ‘beforehand’ and
an ‘afterwards’ in the depiction of the
moment. That is to say, if one looked in
the eyes of Laokoon at this very second
when absorbed by the moment (of pain),
he would be robbed of human dignity:
He would no longer be himself, merely a
body. But he not only retains his dignity,
but gains in human stature moreover,
because the deforming pain is seen in
relation to his superior subjectivity; as
a development to both sides of which
the moment is open. This opening to the
beforehand and the afterwards is created
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by Mayer not only by filmic movements,
which do, however, occur in her work
occasionally, but rather by her staging
that which is arranged as a moment
between acting and suffering, between
wearing jewelry and being hung. To
which she, admittedly, adds that which
Lessing could not foresee: the third
location of projection, of the staging
of the fan, of identification, which
relocates the withdrawn movement and
the withdrawn action in an interest of
the viewer, which, however, those present
in the staging often demonstrate, both
in dealing with those surrounding them,
but also occasionally in a narcissistic
sense, with oneself.
This moment between acting and suffering
can be easily transferred to issues of
gender politics for the time being; yet
an assertion of equivalence between the
dualism of gender found conventionally,
and that in verb forms, will not do justice
to Ursula Mayer’s cautious constructions
if one emphasizes in her works that
they do of course concern above all the
moment between these options: that
middle which Craig Owens connects
with the third verb form found in ancient
Greek, the ‘middle’ voice. In modern
Queer Theory, one more frequently hears a
critique of the binary nature of the gender
construction, which in contrast wants
to open up a sort of endless in-between.
This in-between space is, however, still
linked to the old binary nature by virtue
of the border between them. The oftcriticized dialectic may possibly achieve
more in terms of “multiplicity”, as it
is also explicitly called in Mayer’s latest
work Medea (2013).

For certainly it is striking that exactly
the standing and the seldom mobile,
the act of endurance, is in Lessing’s
study the attribute of a certain antique
‘masculinity’ – and this aspect
Mayer has often staged. Precisely this
‘masculinity’ of the monuments, which
does allow itself to be unsettled, is,
however, the central competency in the
mostly ‘feminine’ connoted occupation
of the model. As a model, she or he who
does not act becomes a heroine or hero
not of the act, but of forbearance, of
duration: becoming the triumphant figure
from spatially located arts in the midst
of the temporally located medium of
work. Where the monument still needs
marble, stone, and iron, however, the
model makes do with her or his love
(of herself or her role). Thus passion is
made masculine (as an idea) and only
then registered as a female competency.
The subversion of the gender order does
not occur via a fantastical in-between
realm, but rather through a narrow
dialectic barrage of ambiguities made
miniscule, which continuously refute
themselves from their own material.
For that, however, it needs time: the
never-coming-to-a-conclusion of queer
chronological politics, as demonstrated
time and again by Jack Smith, is the
prerequisite for the unfolding of just
such a psychedelic proliferation of
meanings that powerfully disempower
one another.
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In Ursula Mayer’s ﬁlmic work, what
ultimately corresponds to this is a specific
treatment of the contrast between composition and montage. In the first moment
one imagines that these films are made
primarily on a set, and in the construction
of the pre-filmic – and whether and when
some bodies then slip into costumes and
the architectural setting is of secondary
interest. Yet in fact, alongside the level
of composition, there is also a noticeable
tendency to juxtapositions in the nonfilmic genres and forms of presentation,
which look like (filmic) montages, without
working with their central material, that
is to say the image’s meaning that is soon
discerned (which indeed is the condition
for the generation of sequential meaning
in the montage). Mayer juxtaposes things
without these acting as distinct semantic
units: although assembled, they insist
on being looked at singly. In split screens,
for example in Last Hours of Ancient
Sunlight (2009), this principle finds a way
back to itself, by transferring the method
of letting images follow one another onto
images which juxtapose one another;
an antique relief and a picture composed
by Mayer, for instance. The principle of
composition assumes that of the montage
to some extent, the compositional
strategy flows as it were from the frame
and takes hold of the next one. The next
picture is neither an extension nor a
contradiction, rather a frame that has
won expansion in time, a door opened.
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Medea
2013
35 mm HD Transfer
Color, sound
13.44 min.
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Who is this we that is not me?
This son’s daughter of incandescent Helius Golden Echoes
Who, sorceress, makes all incandesce
With interstitial life
Between all thresholds and still only one
Who, sorceress, makes all incandesce
With deliquescent, seething, foaming destruction,
So that all collapses, melting fabric, melting flesh,
Melding identities swirling inextricable.
Mother, princess, sorceress, sister
		

And made with the structures and scaffolds of my flesh

		
Ancient King, Modern Prince, boy children, Brother.
Between us all there is threshold. Here I/she/we stand, one body
in many places, many bodies in one corporeal expression. This place
too is part of these bodies. One plane which unravels outward to
subsume you, watcher, listener, witness, participant. The caves
of the ritual, fleece of metal, the theatre of the flesh. Theatre
without simulation. Immediacy, of material immanence. Stone, arch,
wood, bone, aqueous humours, cavernous tissues, encephalon, ocean.
The pre-signifying Khôra is the space of this theatre. You,
spectator, are that chorus. Will you signify me? Will you scaffold
this body without name? Wife? Witch? With moral evaluation?
Vengeful? Infanticidal? Become with us, of the legion that is me,
with despotic liberty of a subject disorganised, a body dishevelled
like the environs wild.
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I have travelled from the ancient to the modern,
from the archaos to the polis. Travels, like dissolving selves,
multiple, all these places are at once, and I directress toward
the passage, and the passage itself. There is no extricable message
though, which I bring. I am the message which is voluminous and
cacophonous in its silence.
		
Listen... what is the language of the khôra? Here we do
not recognise. Language is rhythm, angle, shadow, gesture, music,
metamorphosis. Liquefied shimmering state of dark and light.
Of cinema’s Cerberus chiaroscuro and sacred sand golden gristle
cave. Like this place, I am texture over form, vibration frequency
over name. Look... what is the image that speaks with many voices
in inaudible but nonetheless enveloping images?
		
I have sacrificed to be this proliferative self. I chose
this over the structures of god-men who imposed upon me my how
and who, the organisation of my consistencies and the signification
of my organs. That is the real perpetrator of the massacre of
the body. Through the offering of material true contact in its
most visceral unbound creativity, the vertiginous self of you
who unravels with me. Come with me in this theatre of ideational
experiment, where knowing means emptiness and the unthinkable
opens out the world, where identity destroys when it defines,
but multiplicity is self as rhizomatic creativity, and the we
that is me is the becoming of the actor to priest, action to ritual
without referent, natural cave to sacred temple, the becoming of
you, with the me that is we, to an act of gracious flaming thought.
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Gonda
2012
16 mm HD Transfer
Color, sound
28.05 min.
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I will not yet specify the
exact nature of this amercement.
Be assured, your indolence will
find its twin in torture.

I have often been disappointed
in that which I was not offered.
This is nothing however, compared
to the disappointment in that
which I have been offered.

I have no need of your education.
You have taught me less than I knew
already, before I was born even.
For this you will in future times
be punished.

Oh, and a box of matches.
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I know it needs to be done — it’s just
that I don’t like anyone touching me.
Yes, it’s broken down again. Third
time in as many months. And not much
more than a year old. But it clearly
says on the window you close at
5.00 pm. What, earlier on Thursdays?

This is addressed to me, I am
writing to myself. I am writing and
thinking that I am speaking to a
woman who is the only justification
for the existence of this earth,
and who has the courage to want
to be. A woman who does not assume
the glory of greatness for just a
few hours. A woman who seeks that
glory in every minute and every
step. A woman in whom life is not
a curse, nor a bargain, but a hymn.

comma
full stop

comma
full stop
full stop
full stop
comma
comma

full stop

full stop
comma
full stop

comma
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Loss
Can’t
Get
In
I have no need of your education.
You have taught me less than I knew
already, before I was born even.

I want nothing except to know
that such a woman as I exists.
So I have written this, even though
I may not bother to even read it,
or in reading, may not understand.
I do not know what I am. I am
writing to what I might become.

full stop
comma
comma
comma
full stop
full stop
full stop

I am unknown. But I realise to
what heights I shall rise, for I
carry a banner which cannot fail  
—  
a banner which is myself. I have
been nothing that was not myself.
I stand firm on everything I’ve done.
I have never seen myself. I do not
need to. My eyes remain closed.

full stop
comma
em dash
full stop
full stop
full stop
full stop
full stop

full stop

full stop
full stop
full stop
My face is but a mirror. Someday
I shall hear them speak of me. Until
then, this is but a first tribute —

I have had everything women can
ask of life. I have seen it all,
and feel as if I were leaving a
third-rate show on a disreputable
side street. If I do not bother
to die, it is only because my life
has all the emptiness of the grave
and my death would have no change
to offer me.
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full stop
full stop
comma

em dash

full stop

comma

hyphen
full stop
comma

full stop
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The determinism of duty had
conditioned me to pursue the relief
of my fellow woman’s suffering.
I see daily before me the wrecks
and victims of an outrageous social
system. But I gain courage for my
cause when I look to myself and
realise of what greatness the human
race is capable.

It may happen, any day now, and
nobody —  
not even the one who
writes these lines —  
will know the
difference. But before it happens,
I want to raise what is left of
myself in a last salute. I who
am that which the world could
have been.
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comma
comma
em dash
em dash
full stop
comma
full stop
full stop
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full stop

full stop

full stop

I am the symbol of the hidden
potentiality I see in my derelict
sisters. I did not choose to be
what I am. I did not choose the
bleak, hopeless life I am forced
to lead. But in my ability to
recognise myself, and to seem
myself, lies all future hope.

full stop
full stop
comma
full stop
comma
comma		

Only
The
Original
Means
For this you will in future times
be punished.
full stop

Arterial
Venereal
Immaterial
Ethereal
Sidereal
Funereal
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Last night I dreamt I was dead.
Finished as me. Unmade from the
world. No. Not right. I have been
dead for thirty years. I can see
clearly what state I am in. I have
left your today, and yet, I am
still aware. No. Still not right.

I make to scream, to issue, to
swallow space with my voice.
Inhaling, my chest captures the
tawny air surrounding me. Gulping
whole now.

Tepid, spent and acrid. As the
passing of a firework. Better.
My shriek begins with great
force. A well-made squib fired
true. Outwards... Towards...
But immediately, maybe before
I have even begun, the cry fizzles,
tapering to a wheeze. Yes.
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Voice
Slaughter
I will not yet specify the exact
nature of this amercement.
Relentless wasn’t it?

101

102

103

A collective subjectivity?
A fractured narrative would be
more precise.
Where’s the inside meaning of it?
Amidst those words was the blink
of possibility, encased in overt
description. An existence that
could perhaps escape her own
economy. A refinement. Liquification
without grammar.

A slip?
As disquieting as this may seem,
she was bound to come crashing
down on waves of fantasy that she’d
banished from the clarity of reason;
bound to trample unregulated over
the common people she asserted
itself above; bound to fictionalise;
bound to degrade the ending.
Yes on and on, rather like
reading a treatise of impossible
proportions. It’s clear the
original was handwritten, so it
seemed courteous to follow suit.
A peculiar way to do it in these
times no doubt. For someone,
you know like her, who wants to
lead the whole time, to devise
and enforce rules which must
be followed unerringly, to emit
such a personal appeal, written
by hand indeed, could be
characterised as unethical.
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In that way her handwriting was
future-producing?
Bound to suffer both physically and
spiritually in an effort to achieve
purity and virtue?
No. A human is defined by potential,
not by obedience to template.

Yes. A human cannot alone carry the
burden of revolution, it would excise
their subjectivity, and place it
in the service of fears andanxieties
they had not themselves created.
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She was tremulous before our
questions?

We questioned only her surface,
humming with the unique intensities
emitted from her image.

In time...

In spite of being inorganic, that
image became her curse through
the ways in which we related to
it, faced it and expressed through
it our own pleasures. Such pleasures
cannot be adequately described
here. Know they are disrespectful
of her, of her inherent
susceptibility. Remember, our
relation with her image makes
other images too become inorganic.

I wonder, where is the logic
of sentiment?
Why, in the event of love of course:
the negotiation of intimacy and
distance.

And our search for this?
The search creates a feeling of
complicity in despair. Madness,
love, supplication, dishevelled
joy of communication, madness, love,
not a point in empty space, madness,
love and even more laughter,
dizziness, vertigo, nausea, madness,
love, loss of self to the point
of death, affirmation, madness,
love, reflection and affection for
that which escapes, madness, love.
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And the slip of her hand,
a justified escape?
Justified. Yes, justified.
I’ll privilege abstraction here
because it is intensely material,
whereas transcription robs us
of materiality. Abstraction  —  
it’s real, an operation, a way
of thinking.

They slaughtered her voice?

They populated her sparseness.

But, what if she simply made
a mistake?
No matter. Her fans hid behind their
pens, indulging in fantasies and
desires, wanting only the imaginary.
If their desires had been met,
obsession would vanish at once,
and the fans’ reactions would be
brutal, especially towards the
object of their dream. Fanaticism
may only be sustained through the
nonexistence of what dominates the
fans’ imaginations and thoughts.
This is no accident.
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There is something about me I can’t
give a name to, something I had and
lost, yet feel as if I’m keeping
for myself, for all of us. I had
it long ago, when I was very young.
I remember how it was: when I was
young, there was something ahead of
me, so big that I was afraid of it,
but I waited for it and was so
happy waiting.
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comma		 full stop
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Then the years passed and it
never came. And then I found, one
day, I wasn’t waiting any longer.
It seems foolish, because I didn’t
even know what it was I was
waiting for. I look at myself now
and I don’t know. But when I look
again  —  
I do. You see, I’m still
a human being.

full stop
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full stop
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full stop
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comma
full stop
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Sweet
Are
The
Uses
Of
Adversity

comma
comma
colon
comma
Be assured, your indolence will find
its twin in torture.

full stop
full stop

full stop
comma			comma
full stop		 comma
full stop		 full stop
em dash 			 full stop
full stop

Oh, and a box of matches.
comma
I know it needs to be done  —  
it’s just that I don’t like anyone
touching me.

Be assured, your indolence will
find its twin in torture.

Yes, it’s broken down again. Third
time in as many months. And not much
more than a year old.

But it clearly says on the window
you close at 5.00 pm. What, earlier
on Thursdays? I don’t understand
how it ended up in my basket.

Sorry, this isn’t flushing properly.
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I can’t see at all well from here,
plus those two in front keep
jiggling around in their seats.
Let’s move now before it gets
too busy. No, I don’t want to
swap with you —  
I’d prefer to move.

I didn’t say I know everything,
but I am usually right about things
like this.
This is almost cold. How’s yours?

I slept so badly last night.
The traffic noise from outside.
Non-stop. Sirens. Music so loud  —  
booming   —  I could even hear the
chassis vibrating. Sirens. Cars
going far too fast, then hitting
a red light, screeching to stop
in time. Lorries delivering who
knows what. Sirens. Police.
Ambulances. Fire engines. Sirens.
Where are they all going?
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It’s the big tooth at the back on
the left-hand side. Yes, it’s been
sore for a month or so now, I was
waiting for it to go away, sort
of like a metallic twanging pain...
When I chew on something hard... No,
not that sensitive to heat or cold.
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Cinesexual
2013
16  mm
Double projection
Color, sound
3.44 min.
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The Unbegotten
2013
Series of color
photographs, framed.
6 parts, 150 x 100 cm each
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Film
Lexica
2003 – 2013
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Medea
2013

Gonda
2012

35 mm HD Transfer
Color, sound
13.44 min.

16 mm HD Transfer
Color, sound
28.05 min.
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Cinematic Image Crystals
One day I’ll grow up, I’ll be a beautiful woman.
One day I’ll grow up, I’ll be a beautiful girl.
But for today I am a child, for today I am a boy.
— ‘ For Today I am a Boy’, Antony and the Johnsons
To discuss Ursula Mayer’s ﬁlms is a special endeavor –
to make comprehensible the complex, atmospheric
stagings which characterize Mayer’s unique style. Both
visualized spaces and staged characters play a central
role in the creation of this mood. The interaction between
the two creates a unique, poetic atmosphere. In her new
works Medea and Gonda, Mayer has again composed a
special, even surreal atmosphere that confronts us time
and again with something mysterious, beyond the rational.
At the center of these two films is a figure who leads us
into these mysterious realms by means of the filmic staging
alone. In Gonda this is performed by Valentijn de Hingh,
in Medea by JD Samson. Oscillating between the strategies
of female and male self-staging, both lead us into
an androgynous space in which the typical stereotyped
categorization of gender roles and strategies of attribution
lead nowhere. The result of this kind of staging is a
peculiar limbo in which the viewer has to try and approach
the protagonists time and again, without being able to
transfer this momentum into defined categories.
This indecisiveness, where one is stuck in an intermediate
state, has been recognized by Tzvetan Todorov as one of
the key moments of the fantastic – albeit in a different
context – stating that this term defines itself by “its relation
to the terms of the real and the imaginary”. In her
films Mayer takes this aspect of a state of indecisiveness
and turns it into a primary element of reflection on
potentials and new ways of current self-definition.1
Mayer’s analysis in her film Gonda is very interesting,
as it contrasts radically to the philosophy that she used
as the starting point of her film, Ayn Rand’s objectivism.
Foremost in her play Ideal (1934), Rand let her main
protagonist Kay Gonda repeatedly discuss freedom and
radical individuality, whereby the absolute emphasis on
causality and logic turned into key parameters of her
philosophy that often descended into black-and white
philosophizing. Mayer’s ﬁlm in contrast, is a radical
response. In the poetic twists and turns of her film she
allows Rand’s hermetic ideas – which often drive the
social space and the characters into linear models of
development – to founder; and likewise the controlling
thoughts that are fundamental to Rand’s philosophy.
In this way Mayer reveals new modes of thinking. The
theoretical development that is thus created – in which
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the characters have other possible identities, resembles
a process of a situational straying more than a path that
is directly focused on a goal. If one takes the idea of
straying a bit further, one cannot help but notice that
corresponding with the straying thoughts one can also
perceive the landscapes through which the protagonists
move. They are unconventional, original landscapes, piles
of detritus and desert-like landscapes in Gonda, and stone
formations with cave-like structures in Medea that serve
as the film’s locations. Within those settings, actions are
carried out in the course of these two works that remind
us of the old legends and myths that are deeply rooted in
our society and collective memory (Medea), of ancient
rituals (slaughtering), but also of theatrical self-staging.
However much these actions are deeply rooted within us,
creating a familiar resonance, the processes seem incredibly
alien. As the intertwining of the scenes intensifies, the films
develop an erratic form that no longer convincingly adds
up to a concise narration. Quite the opposite: poetic image
sequences arise that are barely decipherable. If we as
viewers simply accept this form while resisting any urge
to decode it, interestingly, the images directly emit quite
different forces. With their sensitive rhythmic sequence
these forces make us remain inside the image, giving us
time and luring us into a state where we lose ourselves in
the images. Becoming more condensed, they finally create
some sort of re-sensitizing process that sharpens not only
our eyes but all our senses, again permitting the images
to develop a quite different power and depth.
They become a kind of constantly evolving crystal, in
which a game involving viewer and ﬁlm continuously
expands. This game corresponds with the dynamic of filmic
form as a crystal image, as developed by Gilles Deleuze
in his books about cinema. In this connection Deleuze
afﬁrms as the key point of this ﬁlmic form: Ever vaster
circuits will be able to develop, corresponding to deeper
and deeper layers of reality and higher and higher levels
of memory or thought.2 In the process the real and the
imaginary, the present and the past, as well as the actual
and the virtual reveal themselves as increasingly
indistinguishable, a fundamental aspect of Mayer’s films,
too. Consequently her images do not evoke a standardized
utopia but rather uncontrolled potentials. In this sense,
and not least in the interaction of her two filmic crystal
images Gonda and Medea, Mayer’s work provokes a
different form of filmic thinking.
Marc Glöde

1

2

Tzvetan Todorov, Einführung in die fantastische Literatur,
Frankfurt am Main 1972, p. 26.
Gilles Deleuze, Cinema 2, London 2005, p. 67
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Last Hours of Ancient Sunlight
2009
16 mm
Double projection
Color / B&W, sound
8.00 min.

Last Hours of Ancient Sunlight
In Ursula Mayer’s work Last Hours of Ancient Sunlight,
everything runs along parallel tracks. In her previous
work, figures from different historical periods co-existed
without ever quite seeming to intersect. They circled
around one another, and seemingly around themselves
too, as if uncertain whether they were the dreamer or
the dream; in their speech phrases were repeated with
a musical insistence, more incantations than aphorisms,
as if the characters were trying to summon up
themselves. Like these previous ﬁlms Last Hours of
Ancient Sunlight is cyclical, but now the cycles seem
increasingly independent of one another: separate
orbits around an enigmatic centre. Most obviously,
and literally, there are two film loops side by side playing
simultaneously, suggesting a synchronicity which,
however, remains fugitive.
Ancient Sunlight is a work about coincidence, in the
strict sense. It asks to what degree an artwork functions
through certain terms coinciding to form a unity –
of form and content, subject matter and meaning, image
and sound, performer and character, etc. This is formulated
as a recurrent question of translation, whether it be how
a Roman frieze of the story of Medea can be recreated
through dance, or how colour and speech can become
music (the soundtrack is composed by a kind of
synaesthesia, transforming colour values and letters into
sounds). Mayer insists on the impossibility, in any case,
of completely faithful recreation; even inherited rituals
require imagination – as one voice puts it, “I haven’t
seen the act... someone only described it to me.”
Emphasising the process of translation itself means
maintaining a kind of suspension, whether that means
the indeterminacy between the performers and their roles,
or between narrative and the medium in which it is
realised. The whole work operates by a kind of logic of
superimposition, not at the level of individual images
as we might expect in a film, but rather as a whole: the
different elements overlap but retain their identity, never

164

165

entirely coinciding or resolving. One thing may have
the potential to become surrogate for another (wine for
blood, a ﬁlm for a frieze), but there is never complete
substitution. The characters themselves list some
possible names for this process: “Call it an intersection...
a kind of conversation... a formula... a ritual game...”
At the same time, the work acknowledges that total
suspension is not possible: the terms are always
threatening to collapse into one another. Just as the
characters start to doubt if things are actually their
opposite – “We watch the sunrise... or is it getting darker?” –
we start to question our own perceptions. As the righthand image alternates between colour and black-andwhite, we start to wonder if the colourless images of the
frieze on the other screen reflect the properties of the
object itself or the film stock. The film begins to suggest
a contemporary reading of the Medea story – the title,
for example, refers to a book about environmental
catastrophe – but never allows this to crystallise, trusting
instead the logic of its own compulsions: “it might be
meaningless, but there is an urge to perform a ritual.”
Similarly the cyclical nature of Mayer’s work has never
seemed so ambiguous, at once promising intelligibility
(“we will give a private performance and explain the
piece in detail”) and suggesting catastrophe (the ritual
actions which seem to hint at sacrifice).
As moving images become a more familiar part of the
visual arts, Last Days of Ancient Sunlight gives us pause.
It is a ﬁlm, a moving image, to be sure, but it seems
to ask fundamentally how any image moves – whether
it is superﬁcially static, as in the ancient frieze, or
ambiguously moving, like the performers who alternate
between immobility and repetition. This exploration begs
as many questions of what were once the “fine arts” as
it does of ﬁlm. Mayer’s work continues to explore our
relationship to the art of the past in such a way that the
existence of the “contemporary” becomes more and more
apparent as a fiction.
Mike Sperlinger

The Lunch in Fur /
Le Déjeuner en Fourrure
2008
16 mm   
Color / B&W, sound
7.30 min.

Memories of Mirrors 1
Ursula Mayer’s 16 mm film Memories of Mirrors /
Dramatic Personalities after Mary Wigman and Madame
d’Ora (2007/2008) opens as a dark stage space. Three
dancers in shimmering costumes perform concentrated
body movements which produce an abstract structure
in space. The movements refer to choreographies by
Mary Wigman, the leading figure in modern expressive
dance in the 1920s. In alternating black-and-white and
color images, the theatrical gestures stage a space of
memory in which the event is poised somewhere between
the past and present. As the images unfold, a mirror
carried by one of the ﬁgures reflects the light falling
onto the stage and, for a fraction of a second, dazzles
the camera lens. This way of making contact, which
functions like a blink or an irritation of the visual
process, breaks up the choreography of the film images
as the light ray provocatively confronts that of the film
projector. This mirroring of the image-generating light
ray that emanates from the filmic space hits the viewer,
and so addresses him directly.
Mayer’s films are conceived as cyclical pictorial structures
which focus on the fictional character of architecture.
Often women step through historical interiors and touch
objects and architectural elements. The subject-object
relationships in Mayer’s films can be described as
‘pleasure in looking’ and as ‘pleasure in being looked at’. 2
Through their movements, the figures engage in a process

of seeking their own identity and that of the rooms.
Yet the bodies and objects do not become the focus of a
voyeuristic fantasy. Instead the deliberately theatrical
stagings eschew any clear narrative and our own
unconscious lines of vision are questioned by the visual
breaks caused by the rhythmic editing.
In a film made subsequently, Lunch in Fur / Le Déjeuner
en Fourrure (2008), Mayer presents a fictional meeting
in a late modernist 1960s glass building 3 between three
historical personalities in their later years: the artist
Meret Oppenheim, the singer Josephine Baker and
the photographer Dora Maar. Sunk in melancholy
contemplation, these women recall different events in
their lives. Analogous to the ﬁlmic images, the spoken
text also follows a woven, ritualized movement, which
in turn broaches the question of the psychological
constitution of memories. Here, touching objects such
as the chess figures, the curtains and the tape recorder,
is a seminal moment enabling the protagonists to begin
remembering. In Lunch in Fur / Le Déjeuner en Fourrure,
Mayer clearly delights in reprising the depictions
found in surrealist films of space and objects that move
between states of reality and dream, as for example the
experimental short film Meshes of the Afternoon (1943)
by Maya Deren and Alexander Hammid. Making allusions
to the history of art and film, the artist thus drafts multiple
images of memory through space and touched objects.
Simone Neuenschwander

1

2
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Originally published in: Simone Neuenschwander, ‘Rooms
Look Back’, in: Kunsthalle Basel (ed.), Rooms Look Back,
exh. cat. Kunsthalle Basel, Basle 2009, pp. 10 – 11.
See: Laura Mulvey, ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’
(1975), in: Laura Mulvey, Visual and Other Pleasures,
Bloomington and Indianapolis, 1989, p. 16f.
Designed and built by the architect Michael Manser in 1964.

The Crystal Gaze
2007
Super 16 mm
Color / B&W, sound
8.00 min.

The Crystals of Time
In the exhibition Zeitkristalle / The Crystals of Time
Ursula Mayer showed the Trilogy, consisting of the
films Portland Place 33, Keeling House and Villa Mairea,
which run in a loop of three minutes each, as well as
her most recent film The Crystal Gaze (2007).
With this exhibition the artist shows her exploration
of performative staging and perception patterns in
photography and film in her film works. In these works
she draws a wide-ranging arc of references to popular
music, avant-garde and Hollywood films, and architecture.
In the three short works of the Trilogy, Ursula Mayer
exhibits the basic elements of the filmic: the setting, the
protagonist, the camera movement. The selected locations
are charged with historical, social and ideological facts
and references: a Victorian townhouse, a residential tower
in London from the 1950s, a modernist private villa
in Finland. Complex interactions evolve here between
a woman, the spaces and the camera. No stringent
narrative results from the fragmented actions, yet the
viewers are drawn into a fascinating network of looks,
gestures, forms and the suggestive soundtrack in an
ellipsis of time.
The cinematographic moment that Mayer uses in her
films also shows that the body is capable of developing
time itself, not just an action. The space becomes the
carrier of the plot, the set becomes a fictional character,
whereby the subject of the exploration is not simply of
an architectural nature, but rather an inner psychological
space. This also represents the plot, for which neither

the beginning nor the end is important. The performers –
Mayer usually chooses actresses, singers or dancers –
move slowly through the spaces, thus conducting a
dialogue with their static surroundings. The performers’
gestures and facial expressions are minimalized,
and Mayer generates the ‘play’ with the camera herself
with the editing, suggesting rapid movements.
Taking up the cinematic language of Michelangelo
Antonioni serves here as both a stylistic device and
a method concept.
The factor of time also plays a role in Mayer’s most recent
film The Crystal Gaze, which celebrated its premiere in
Lentos, for which Mayer chose the Art Deco rooms of the
Eltham Palace in London as the location. Narrative and
visual parallels are drawn to the tradition of the classical
Hollywood film, whereby the relationship to the fascination
of Hollywood is investigated with the Art Deco style
and the construction of actress icons. Mayer uses a
script here for the first time, yet without classical linear
causality, but rather with single independent statements,
thoughts or even quotations from songs. A cinematic
role play of power relations among the actresses is created
and mirrored in the opulent elegance of the historical
setting. Special camera shorts, for example with mirrors,
make the actions of the figures in the space multifaceted.
Once again, the inner state of the protagonists merges
with the physicality of the architectural surroundings.
As in the Trilogy, the space is left open for different
narrative strands.
Ian White

The Crystals of Time was written for the solo exhibition
Crystals of Time, Lentos Museum, Linz 2007
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Interiors
2006
Super 16 mm
Color / B&W, sound
3.10 min.

Architectures / Fictions / Re-enactments
To think about architecture is to think about space.
An articulation of spaces, a spatial structure, a constructed
space: a building.
In her book Privacy and Publicity, an eloquent account
of two major ﬁgures of the modern movement, Adolf
Loos and Le Corbusier, Beatriz Colomina argues
that architecture is more than a building that we can
experience ﬁrsthand, it also exists as representation
through drawings, writings, photographs, ﬁlms or
advertising. In this light buildings such as for example
Villa Savoye and Moller House can be considered, aside
from their architectural and physical characteristics,
as cultural artefacts that have become icons of modernism
within and by the influence (and effect) of mass media.
In looking at the writings, photographs and ﬁlms produced
by Adolf Loos and Le Corbusier, Colomina further suggests
that “the building is a mechanism of representation
in its own right … It is, after all, a ‘construction’ in all
senses of the word.” 1
Columina’s argument provides a possible entry point
to look at Ursula Mayer’s body of work focused on the
relationship between architecture and cinema: the
trilogy 33 Portland Place, Keeling House, Villa Mairea
and the film Interiors.
In these video works Mayer clearly highlights how
the interplay between modern architecture and cinema
(or its cinematic representation), situates a time-space
configuration in which a building can exist both as
a literal site (the film location) and (as the artist states
in referring to Michelangelo Antonioni’s films) “as a
fictional character in itself.” 2
This duality of architecture as both as “a space” and as
an “image of a space” is a key concern of Mayer’s Trilogy.
In 33 Portland Place, Keeling House, Villa Mairea, the
interiors of three different types of domestic architecture
(a house, a cluster building, a villa) constitute the
performative settings for openended narrations that
features almost the same fleeting female protagonist.
As a kind of prelude to the film Interiors, the trilogy
unravels various trajectories of a double system of
representation in which camera movements, specific
architectural environments and choreographed bodily
gestures are entwined.
In 33 Portland Place (2005), the camera pans through the
rooms of a Victorian house following the movements of a
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dancer. The interior provides a stage for a choreography
that neither begins nor ends. Yet what the camera
movement has choreographed are stairs, ornamental
plasterwork, fireplaces, doors, chairs, carpets and curtains.
Tactile surfaces and resonating pieces of furniture
that, to use the words of Gaston Bachelard, characterise
the “poetics of space”. An emotive, highly interiorised,
private space charged with memory and desire.
A different scenario is given by Keeling House and
Villa Mairea (both 2006), namely a modern cluster
building and a house designed by Alvar Aalto for Mairea
Gullichen. Here the enigmatic interplay of movement
between camera and characters (being the dancer or the
architecture in itself) turns the sharp, geometric lines
of the Keeling building into almost abstract forms while
in Villa Maireia, it underlines the topography of both
inside and outside (the interiors and the garden).
The camera follows characters but also defines the spaces
in which they move.
While the black and white sequences of Keeling House
focuses obsessively on the metallic reflective surfaces
of the building and seems to echo early abstract avantgarde films, the vivid colours of Villa Maireia and its
interiors seem to embody a more inner psychological
space characterised by the house’s setting and its
relationship with the surrounding natural landscape.
According to traditional interpretations of the domestic
sphere (and the consequent public / private dichotomies)
home is commonly seen as the stereotypically feminine
space in opposition to male connotations of public space.
As Colomina notes in Le Corbusier’s photographs of
Immeuble Clarté and his film of Villa Savoye 3, the female
subjects are always framed by the features of the house,
but different from the male subjects, they never look
outside the house, nor into the camera. Home functions
in other words as a paradigm of gender representations
of space that encapsulates that “divided topography
of inside and outside”, that active / passive, male / female
‘history’ of looking consolidated to some extent by modern
architecture, and which has been critically addressed
by many feminist and psycho-analytical studies
such as for example Pandora: Topography of the Mask
and Curiosity by Laura Mulvey.
Apart from these possible readings, Mayer’s trilogy unfolds
a fluid manifold space in which the characters (female
actresses or domestic buildings) can be seen as spatial
vectors and “developers of time” rather than pre-figured
representations of the female body. They are, in the words
of Michel de Certeau, protagonists of “spatial stories”.
De Certeau writes:

Stories … traverse and organise places: they select
and link them together; they make sentences and
itineraries out of them. They are spatial trajectories. 5
But which stories are being narrated here?
In his book Sculpting in Time, the Russian ﬁlmmaker
Andrey Tarkovsky observes that “As sound in music,
colour in painting, character in drama”, “time becomes
the very foundation of cinema”. And … “it is above all
through sense of time, through rhythm, that the director
reveals his individuality.” 6
In Mayer’s trilogy the “divided” inside / outside topography
is highlighted by the dynamic of watching and waiting
that dominates much of Antonioni’s trilogy: L’Avventura,
La Notte, L’Eclisse.
In a similar manner the open-ended narrative of
Interiors (2006) is constructed as a spatial narration
through the ellipses of time.
If L’Avventura features the absence of the body, Interiors
features the absence of an object: Barbara Hepworth’s
notorious sculpture Orpheus (1956) re-imagined and
re-staged in this film as part of the real collection
of 2 Willow Road, the house designed by architect Erno
Goldfinger. To enter this building is to enter a significant
moment in the history of English modern art and
architecture but also a family house with its original
furniture and its objects. Willow Road is in effect a sort
of ready-made.

In Interiors, a dialogical narration unravels the gestures
and the movements of two women of different age but
with similar features. Their gaze is transfixed by the
art object, the uncanny beauty of the Orpheus’ sculpture.
An object that is both an artifact and artifice around
which the story seems to revolve.
In the Oeuvre Complète Le Corbusier describes the
“architectural spectacle” as a result of “historic
architectural events: pilotis, the horizontal window, the
roof garden, the glass facade”. As Colomina comments:
“To enter is to see. But not to see a static object, a
building, a ﬁxed place. Rather, architecture taking
place in history, the events of architecture, architecture
as an event”. 7
The “architectural spectacle” of 2 Willow Road resonates
through its objects and rooms the life of its inhabitants
and their passion for art. In this charged environment
Mayer re-imagines a moment of life which is neither
past nor present. In the continuous shifting from black
and white to colour, movement and stasis, action and
non-action, Interiors merges fact and ﬁction to explore
once again the “aesthetics of curiosity” (Mulvey).
The building becomes an event in itself, a ready-made
that houses a re-locatable and repeatable object. It is
an event-field around and within which a re-enactment
of a new kind takes place.
Lucia Farinati
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Acoustic Mirror
2004
DVD CAM
Color, sound
9.00 min.
Mirrored room 4 x 4 m

Acoustic Mirror
Driving around Europe. Gazing at female artists’
programs. Reconsidering the potential of punk
performance. Experimenting. So as to represent thoughts
in a seductive and confrontational way, to articulate
complexes, impulses. Enquiring of oneself and others
as to what art could still do, e.g. representing a pure
expression of seemingly impossible change. To intensify
the tense relationship between seen, invented and
designed reality, to let it flow towards a point. Transformative processes of this kind are splendid. Especially in
the heat. In the cold. In the extreme. There were many
thoughts on this. Knowledge of form learns to think
in processes. It was very hot in Vienna that summer
I entered the “Acoustic Mirror”.
So I climbed in, into the mirror cabinet, into the House
of Horror, the movable walls of exhibition architecture.
They didn’t shy away from exaggeration here. I liked
the fact that irritation, slight distraction and laughter
start up when you enter a room like that, caused by the
physical disorientation of being surrounded on all sides
by mirrors, an effect that increases when a video showing
in the room, in turn shows this room. So it is that the
mirror room itself is the star. In which human / female
media bodies romp about. In the video, the projected
singing women, and the real bodies of the viewers.
A room in which one can also disappear, but not in the
least be not picked up. Except perhaps for a feeling of
giddiness. The mirror room is the star, which then always
reformulates itself as such when another person enters
it. It creates its own self-techniques from within itself.
Site of endless distortions – site of disappearances –
site of negative spectacle – site of dislocation. Yes, the
mirror room is the star, and whoever finds herself in
it is witness and actor in reproductions, disturbance,
between action and annulment.
So what does one want? And how to live? And how to
say it? And why? The acoustic mirror one looks into is
brutal, but once again offers no answer at all. And that’s
fine, too. A star doesn’t talk: it produces something: desire.
A demonstration of subjectivity, which is an extremely
constructed one, a performance bordering almost on the
threshold of pain, and that is exactly what “the piece”
is about, too. In the cabinet, one is not oneself at all and
yet is completely exposed. One wants to be one thing and
is quite a few. Fever and desire. False fever, false desire.
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An act of female expressiveness in the mirrors. There’s
Alice. There’s the Lady from Shanghai. There’s Monroe.
There’s the Tunnel of Horror. Body contours accentuated
by the unified form of the tight-fitting jumpsuits and
trainers, a stage outfit. There’s the band, the wrong band.
Consisting of: Pantskirt / Ginger / Birgit Michelmayr /
Chillo Eribene / Ina Freudenschuss / Bernadette Moser.
The female singers who interpret the song Come Again
by The Au Pairs, a song about faked orgasms. It is an
insisting under conditions of brokenness and karaoke
comedy. Style of negation. Constant disappointment
of expectations through repetition, accumulation of
urgencies: meaningless complexity, fluid intelligence,
mirror softening. Affirming the cathartic side, disintegration of aura, fragmentation, dispersal of all inwardness.
In the mirror room there are no dialogs with the I, it is
not the one mirror, it is an assault of mirrors. The artistic
techniques arise from the social, only, the author does not
reveal herself, she hands the room and us over to ourselves.
Yes, the mirror room is “born to be a star”. And then?
It’s over, they can now speak with her! Find the now of
recognition via the construction of another perspective.
Seeing oneself in the bodies in the mirrors until the
mirror room becomes a voice room. Non-sites. Smithson’s
legacy, Morris, Joan Jonas‘ practices. Now released from
place and time, ultimately, and yet the space / star is a
vehicle for a procedural art form, which had developed
a tradition. Art – a transaction. Art – a form of knowledge
full of ambiguities and inconsistencies, full of feelings
of freedom, turbulences.
This here: an intellectual montage of attraction.
What now follows is almost all true:
reach into the acoustic mirror:
chaos magic seeking:
the possibilities of the ultra-progressive within
the postmodern.
performance: affirmative and dialectical nihilism
colliding, crashing into each other.
joy is the core of horror.
disobedience. exit
anonymous universality.
craving for knowledge (by means of the
senses for release with no orgasm).
forward desire: mirrors in darkness. exit.
Jutta Koether

Fallen Imperial
2003
DV CAM
Color, sound
12.00 min.
Three channel video installation

Fallen Imperial / Golden Flames
She: “I can’t tell you how happy I am that you are
alive after all. I knew this moment would come.”
He: “Yes, but wait until I tell you what I’ve found.”
She: “Something interesting? ” – “Are you afraid
of what might be hidden inside?”
He: “I’m not sure, sometimes it’s hard to tell the
difference between reality…” (…)
She: “Whether this is real or a bad dream, I’ll keep
on watching it until it’s over…”
These statements – whether part of a dialogue or of a
series of monologues is not clear – open Fallen Imperial.
The voices that enunciate them have a pronounced
computerized modulation. They are disembodied, closer
to an electric persona, to a fabricated version of a woman
and a man. Uttered onto the background of suspenselike tunes, they sound like fragments of Hollywood action
film trailers.
The voices are framed by the outlandish vision of a
person standing on a swing, moving at a regular pendular
rhythm at the end of a long, narrow, dim corridor. The
ﬁgure’s gender is indeﬁnable: entirely dressed in black
shinny leather, its features are not betrayed by the
material clinging to the body’s contours, and it offers
as much a vague an idea of a flesh and bone person as
the dehumanized utterances.
This image spreads through three screens on a row. The
central one presents the core of the scene, and the lateral
ones show two parallel, mirroring reflections of it with
a slight disjunction of time, showing quasi-simultaneous
moments of the same action.
Temporality is suspended; there is no sense of beginning
or end, no before nor after: these desynchronized images
are stuck in a continuous, ongoing present.
Then there is a gradual transformation of the soundscape,
as the robotic sounds give way to a post-punk melody
that calls for very different images.
An immense urban scenario, seen far above from a
concrete flak tower, replaces the claustrophobic gallery.
On the edge of this ediﬁce, a ﬁre-eater seraphic being
spits Golden Flames towards the twilight. Wearing a
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profusely decorated, glam-rock attire, this androgynous
figure looks halfway between a religious sculpture,
a manga character and a futuristic juggler, and such
a dreamlike vision is enhanced by the offbeat
kaleidoscopic editing divided onto the three screens.
Slowly the sound begins to change again, while the
action retracts to the previous scenario. This intermezzo
creates a counterpoint, and offers an aerial version of
the telluric persona that reappears on its swing.
Then yet another sonority change opens way for a
winding succession of long corridors in an elegant hotel,
which are shot in a way that evokes the classical linear
perspective, the vanishing point lying at the far-most
central axis. Such vision recalls the imagery of
videogames, which recycles some of the traditional
representative formulas that were challenged by 20th
century artistic practices, using them to add realism
to virtual spaces.
This scene anticipates much of the current post-Internet
aesthetics, with its saturated interior environments,
in which the real and the possible merge and become
one single, timeless entity. Golden Flames /Fallen
Imperial is set in a present that lacks any past of
future temporalities: the action is in a continuous
now, because the concept of space dominates over that
of time, a conception that the artist shares with the
Weltanschauung of our Anthropocene, which is dominated
by the spatialization of relations, presences and
sociocultural manifestations.
It is striking to observe that the use of architecture
and sound to shape relations and to trigger complex
performative mechanisms – a determining feature
of Ursula Mayer’s practice – is already so consciously
developed in a work from 2003.
It is exactly due to the presence of such characteristics
that the video works Golden Flames /Fallen Imperial
produce an immersive, delirious vision of two strongly
connoted architectonic landmarks of Vienna (the Imperial
Hotel and the Esterhazy tower), one which cancels
their temporalities, presenting them as sets for
a perennial phantasmagoria.
Filipa Ramos
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