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How do you say it?

/’nāk  r/ sounds like

Baker,
Maker, 
a lake
 or an acre, 
 (which is when someone cuts up a land).
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Valzhyna Mort

NocturNe for a MoviNg traiN

The trees I’ve glimpsed from the window
of a night train were 
the saddest trees.  

They seemed about to speak,
then – 
  vanished like soldiers. 

The hostesses handed out starched linens for sleep.
Passengers bent over small icons 
of sandwiches.  
 
In a tall glass, a spoon mixed sugar into coffee 
banging its silver face against the facets. 
 
The window reflected back a figure
struggling with white sheets.
 
The posts with names of towns promised 
a possibility of words 
for what flew by.
 
In lit-up windows people seemed to move
as if performing surgery on tables. 

Chestnut parks sighed the sighs of creatures
capable of speech. 

Radiation, an etymology of soil 

directed into the future, prepared 
a thesis on the new origins of old 
roots,
on secret, disfiguring missions of 
misspellings,
on the shocking betrayal of apples,
on the uncompromised loyalty of 
cesium. 

My childish voice, my hands, my feet 
– all my things that live 
on the edges of me –
shhh now, the chestnut parks are 
about to speak.

A Question of Translation
By H.A. Halpert
 

Two years ago they revamped the playground behind the school near my house with fresh basketball hoops and a red, oval track one twelfth of a mile 
round. In order to be more wonderful I determined to run there every day, but usually found myself just walking absently in a circle. After a few months 
I began to imagine the track as it’s own world with its own laws to when I am subject when I am there. The physics of the playground bends a little at 
the verge, like those mystery spots where your car will roll uphill if you don’t put the handbrake on. The climate is slightly different, I am slightly differ-
ent as I walk in the red loop. I am always treading in someone else’s steps, over my own steps. Three dimensional things take shape in the not quite two 
dimensional space of my mind, but they are rubbery, elastic; they won’t hold, so I dictate into my phone, trying to name them before they disassemble 
themselves. 

The speech to text function of my phone doesn’t always believe what I say in English (although it conscientiously changes nouns like adobe and apple to 
their capitalized corporate counterparts). In Spanish it records all my hesitant errors with blank precision. I can name anything, although it’s probably the 
wrong name.
 
A friend told me recently  that my spoken Spanish is much more reasonable than my error filled writing, but I think that’s more a testament to his indul-
gent good nature than the correctness of my speech. I have no doubt he subconsciously corrects my grammar, hears the absent objects and inserts the sub-
junctive where I certainly mean to put it but don’t. Not everyone is so kind. One now former friend grew progressively more irritable with me for reasons 
he must have felt too complicated to explain; the last few texts we exchanged consisted of me trying to make a joke in translation and him correcting my 
grammar. At that point I gave up, although I still imagine how he might tell the story. “She (I) refused to take anything seriously. She (I) was impossible 
to talk to.”
 
It’s true of course. I am told that the etymology of infant involves the incapacity for speech. I looked it up, and that’s true too.
 My Spanish tutor says all his students want to be fluent, even those who are not fluent in their native language. Since my English conversation is mostly 
composed of potholes and reversals, what business do I have aspiring to fluency elsewhere? Some people want to be born over again into a new language, 
to be someone other, better, and I can’t tell if it’s stupid or hopeful. Cavafy, in The City, says stupid.

You’ll walk the same streets, grow old
in the same neighborhoods, turn gray in these same houses.
 
But he says so in Keely’s translation.

I read an article somewhere in which a translator of Spanish to English living in Buenos Aires claimed that no one could render a proper translation 
without spending years in the location and culture within which the work was written. Maybe he’s right. I don’t know. His writing in English is…cor-
rect. A little flat. Ordinary. I admit I have no business translating anything from Spanish, no authority at all in Spanish or Buenos Aires, but I do have an 
almost invisible slice of certainty right at the edge of English. I can say things like undone by misfortune and mean it. I can tell when someone else does. 
Translation is writing after all. In the end, the writing in the destination language has to be good. And good is stratospherically better than correct, even 
when it’s wrong. 

When the writing in English is good, the work takes on a doubleness I apparently crave, although I don’t know how to qualify it. Someone once asked 
me about my favorite authors and when I named them, said I obviously like translators better than authors. It was supposed to be a sneer, but it’s half 
true. My great delight at the moment is a copy of Orlando translated by Borges, which I found in a used bookstore in Mexico. I can’t get over Borges and 
Woolf in the same volume—in the same text.
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But now they’ve vanished.  

I was extracted from my apartment 
block, 
chained to the earth with iron play-
grounds, 
where iron swings rose like oil wells, 

I was extracted before I could dig a 
language 
out of air
with my childish feet.

I was extracted by beaks – storks, 
cranes. 

See, the conductor punching out eyes
of sleeping passengers. 
What is it about my face
that turns it into a document,
into a ticket stretched out by a neck?

Why does unfolding these starched bed-
ding 
feel like 
  skinning someone invisible?
Why can’t the spoons, head-down in glass-
es, stop screaming? 

Shhh…

The chestnuts are about to speak. 
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How do you describe a point of view that’s diffuse, that overlaps with other perspectives, that’s a vicinity instead of a point? What if a perspective or po-
sition were a circle on the ground just big enough for one person to stand inside but a second person steps in anyway. They have to embrace, crane their 
necks, and stand on one another’s feet to look from inside the same perspective at the same thing; the line of sight doesn’t terminate at a single point 
within a single mind but somewhere between the two of them, who in concentrating on the same vision with such fixity and in such physical proximity 
probably begin to breathe together, their pulses approaching one another’s. The circle is the translation, the hazy territory between two infinitely sharp 
points.
 
Kate Briggs in her lovely book, This Little Art, says that the choice to translate is the choice to go out into the world, to unfamiliar places. And maybe 
that’s still true when you turn it inside out—if your home place ejects you and you find yourself in unfamiliar places, you have no choice but to trans-
late. She writes about going to aerobics class in her turquoise running shoes,
 
When the gym is so full of bodies I can’t see the instructor, I copy the woman in front of me, and the woman behind me copies me in turn…Someone 
else’s moves, only this time made with my own body, with the music…
 
Not quite a loop, but a spiral. Someone to follow, someone to stay close to.
 
In Mexico City, F asks me if I can understand the radio or the conversations of the people around me. The answer is yes, but only if I concentrate. This 
gives me an odd sense of protection. In English there is no boundary around me, no inside or outside of comprehensibility. I am made entirely of En-
glish; when people speak English I resonate, I have no choice but to hear and respond to them—all of them, all at once. Inside Spanish only one voice 
reaches me at a time. Outside everything is undifferentiated. 

In a César Aira Story called “The Brick Wall,” the narrator translates and describes Ernest Schachtel’s theory of language acquisition, a piece of which I 
in turn translate, talking into my phone as I walk, correcting afterward.
 
…An adult sees a bird flying, and his mind says bird. A young child on the other hand sees something that not only has no name but isn’t even a thing 
without a name: it is (and even this verb has to be used with caution) a continuum without limits that participates in the air, the trees, the time of day, 
movement, the temperature, the voice of his mother, the color of the sky, in nearly everything. And it’s the same with almost all things and facts, that 
is to say, with what we call things and facts. It’s almost an artistic program or something like the model or matrix for all artistic programs. More still: 
thought, when it exerts itself to investigate its own origins, can be attempting, unawares, to return to its own inexistence, or at least trying to disassem-
ble the pieces of which it is composed in order to see the riches behind…
 
In June, in Michigan for a funeral, I went running (no, mostly walking) on the track behind my mother’s house, which a hundred years ago was a rail-
road track. It continues in a straight line to the horizon in either direction, a diagram of one point perspective. I walked north for a couple of miles and 
then, irritated, returned the way I’d come. The straight line conjured nothing. The U-turn infuriated me. 

In English, the usual personification of death, The Grim Reaper, is made of a series of associations with cyclical agricultural time—Cronos, then Saturn, 
known for reaping and causing a chaos that somehow turns out to be generative. Saturn is Sterculious, the god of shit, manure, fertilizer. In Spanish, 
death is feminine, more closely associated with the eldest of the Three Fates, Atropos The Inevitable, the one who snips the thread of life with her dread 
shears. The thread, the straight line. In Latin, she is Morta, from which, muerte.
 
I sat down and tried to write a story about a hypertensive, workaholic Spanish speaking personification of Death who refuses to speak English to his 
hopelessly anglophone girlfriend. He is a collector of dead leaves and memento mori who takes so seriously his job of popping bubbles and cutting 
threads, that he sometimes can’t resist stretching threads that aren’t quite taut enough on their own just so he can get on with his work. But he’s not 
actually Atropos—he wears flowing robes and carries a scythe, with which he obviously ends up accidentally chopping off his girlfriend’s head whilst 
rushing around the house in an effort to get out the door on time. So much for them.
 
Back home I went walking on the track again. I was listening to a playlist of waltzes on repeat when I had this vision of falling forward into a black 
nothingness with great determination. When I got home, I picked up a book I had been reading earlier in the day, Concrete Comedy, and opened to 
the page where the author, David Robbins, says something to the effect that the middle class Protestant work ethic, when combined with a disciplined 
application to the useless and the absurd, is inherently hilarious. It certainly is. Just not on purpose in my case. But since I’d forgotten that I’ve sworn off 
reading anything in English for a while, I can’t tell you how it turns out. Instead I switched to César Aira again, this time the novela/short story/essay/
whatever-you-like, Hepatitis Diary, in which the author declares his intention never to write again. Not another word, he writes. He goes on to account 
for nearly every other thing worth writing about, my favorite of which is the idea of an art that never resolves itself into success or failure, but remains 
instead in a state of endless rehearsal. I read the story and then I read it a few more times and decided that I’d like to be involved. So I translated it 
(probably wrong). As I was working on it, I listened to a number of interviews with Aira, to try to understand him and also Spanish. On more than one 
occasion he talks about the idea of “fleeing forward” which makes me think of Virginia Woolf ’s “The Mark on the Wall,”
 
…Why, if one wants to compare life to anything, one must liken it to being blown through the Tube at fifty miles an hour–landing at the other end 
without a single hairpin in one's hair! Shot out at the feet of God entirely naked! Tumbling head over heels in the asphodel meadows like brown paper 
parcels pitched down a shoot in the post office! With one's hair flying back like the tail of a race-horse…
 
My hair is always a mess. 8
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the pearl is plastic



Whitney Mallett 

SEMIOTICS AT WORK
Google hangout. 10:15 AM NYC/ 4:15 PM Berlin time.

Nacre Journal: I know of you as the person who made 
the video called Minicom on the topic of Basic Income, 
shown on DIS, and I wanted to talk about the topic of 
the video and also about the video itself. First I’d like 
to ask: how would you describe yourself as a cultural 
worker? 

Whitney Mallett: I primarily identify as a journalist. 
Sometimes I say writer, or filmmaker. I have trouble 
defining it because I like to do a lot of different things 
and I struggle with how to classify that. But I definite-
ly come to the artworld first as a journalist. Having 
worked in broadcast news I realized that the way I 
want to tell stories, with a kind of nuanced approach, 
it would be best suited to art sphere. I realized that 
maybe news segment broadcast, this was not the 
place for me. But I still come from that journalism 
background, still work for magazines a lot, so I think I 
still feel like I’m a journalist to some degree. But I’d like 
to explore other things, like write science-fiction, or 
poetry, or performance.

N: What kind of broadcasting were you working on?

W: I worked on really low level at big networks like 
CNN, and Bloomberg TV, and then I freelanced doing 
stories in America for French channel Arté and Radio 
Television Swiss (RTS). I did that for like a year. I was 
working with another producer who has been on staff 
at Arté for 10 years, so he had the connections to be 
able to do that freelance. We worked on a lot of 3-5 
minute videos that would be on the evening news 
segment, with subjects on various social issues. And 
as a print journalist, which is what I do mostly now, I 
interview artists and also do social journalism for mag-
azines and online publications. 

N: How did you link to the art sphere from journalism?

W: I had exposure to experimental filmmaking from 
school, like Haroun Faroki, who I feel largely makes 
non-fiction documentary work, but he’s more in the 
art world context, because art world lets him be more 
experimental. And then when I moved to New York I 
started being more in the art world just socially, like it 
was just where my friends were going, and there was 
free wine and things like that.

N: (laughing) That’s quickly fading, free wine no more. 
So then, this video, how do you see it: a reportage on an 
economic issue, a research piece, or is it video art? 

W: I see it as a video essay because it is very voice-over 
driven even though there are interviews. I really like 
the video essay format. That’s what I usually see in 
galleries or at a museums: video essays. Adam Curtis is 
probably the most mainstream reference for my work 
I can think of… But yeah, I just felt like you don’t have 
to dumb yourself down for the viewer as much in the 
artworld. I also really like Hito Steyerl’s early work, like 
the straight-up documentaries she did.

N: I think not dumbing yourself down depends on which 
of the artworlds one is engaged with. I wanted to talk 
to you about your work MINICOM right now, because 
the Canadian pilot of basic income had been cancelled 
in Ontario by Ford administration and also because the 
US elections are coming up as we speak, and Andy Yang 
is still one of the candidates, who is running on a basic 
income platform. 

NY Times recently published an article with the head-
line: “Andrew Yang’s Debate Pledge: He’ll Give 10 People 
$1,000 a Month. Is That Legal?”. His is basically an 
idea that instead of politics, the money raised from his 
campaign goes to the public, but any personal use of 
candidate’s campaign funds by any person is prohibited, 
including people he wants to give it to in form of basic 
income payments, so that’s an issue. Have you been 
following his trajectory and these discussions?

W: Yes I have been following his campaign pretty close-
ly, but the thing you are talking about I don’t know 
about, or about the Super PACs raising money, I am not 
that well-versed in what they can and can’t do with 
the money. But in general I have been impressed with 
him as a candidate. What he said early on was that he 
even hoped that people will poach his idea and that 
would be a good thing. Even if he doesn’t get to be the 
president, even if all he does is gets this idea to a more 
mainstream level, and someone else steals it for their 
campaign, he’d be ok with that outcome.

I think the thing with basic income is it depends on 
where you are getting the money from. Sometimes 
people who support this model are people who actual-
ly want to give less money to the needy. There are basic 
income supporters who want to get rid of disability 
support and welfare, and then there are other people 
who want to give out more money across the board. So 
it depends on where the money’s coming from into the 
welfare system or wealth redistribution. Yang’s idea 
is for it to primarily come out of tax applied to people 
and tech companies that are benefiting from automa-
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tion, which makes sense to me. His platform offers a 
choice, whichever social service you prefer: if you want, 
you could to stay on welfare or switch to minimum 
income. I heard arguments against that part of it, but 
I think it is better than replacing it, saying there’s no 
such thing as welfare anymore. As a candidate, I think I 
like that in one of the debates, when they were talking 
about global warming, he said — well, we’re kind of too 
late, you just move to the higher ground. I like his other 
parts of campaign and his personality, I like that he’s 
like the voice of realism in this professional politician 
thing.

N: By “moving to higher ground”, what do you think he 
means?

W: It was the moment in the Democratic candidates 
debate when they were all doing their spiel about car-
bon emission tax and he was just like: we are ten years 
too late for this kind of solutions, it’s irreversible at 
this point. Like, you know, take your thousand… I mean 
it was like a marketing ploy for his platform. If you 
have this thousand dollars you can move to the higher 
ground. Like physically move to a better place. It was 
very in style of doomer generation candidate. 4-chan-
type guys support him. So there’s definitely nihilism, 
a segment of people who support him don’t believe in 
anything but would like a thousand dollars a month.

N: What resonates with you in that? 

W: Well I think on a strategic level if the nihilist 4 chan 
boys who are behind Trump with the Pepe frog memes, 
who were kind of ironically supporting Trump, then 
these kind of swing demographics are going to vote 
for Yang and therefore vote democrat. That seemed to 
have been an important part of the last election — this 
kind of swing demographics giving Trump the momen-
tum. What is interesting about minimal income and in 
this case in Andrew Yang’s position is that part of it, is 
a branding thing…

N: … you mean for him?

W: In general, the terminology or what you call some-
thing. The people in Minicom experiment in Winnipeg, 
Canada, felt a stigma around accepting welfare, and 
Basic Income was something different, that was not 
welfare. I mean whether it is or it isn’t, there was just 
a feeling that it was different, because it was called 
something different and it was new. When you read 
some of the testimonials, it was something like: it’s 
not welfare so I’m happy to take it! It’s not a hand-out. 
Andrew Yang calls Basic Income a “freedom dividend”. 
So these semantic issues appeal to people who are 
maybe not democrats and who are not into handouts, 
and are into patriotism. I think what is interesting 

about basic income is that it’s ultimately just welfare 
distribution. What you call something, there are differ-
ent social, um…

N: …reads, yeah…

W:.. yeah, like people react to these things even though 
they are superficial but they’re not, ultimately.

N: Yeah they’re not, because they come with a spe-
cific history of class positioning. I remember being at 

a conference on Image Employment at the Goethe 
Institute in New York, and New Republic’s contributing 
editor, Evheny Morozov, this was about 5 years ago, and 
he was saying that Silicon Valley can potentially take 
over social services, just because they have more, and 
more quickly accessible, capital and access to marketing 
data, to quickly adapt to the public demand.Which isn’t 
necessarily a good thing, it ruins the relationship of the 
government to its people and to the corporations.

W: It kind of guts it, like the charter school system, 

where it might offer something beneficial short term, 
like you want a better school in your neighborhood to 
send your kids to, but you are gutting the public school 
system. Same as Silicon Valley offering a bus alterna-
tive to their workers, some Silicon Valley companies 
have done trials of minicom, but it’s a slippery slope 
of having public services outsourced to companies. It’s 
like the cliché of neoliberal do-good philosophy. 

There are seemingly positive examples of it. Like 
Columbus Indiana has a diesel engine company, and 

the money from the company goes to design schools, 
libraries, a church, a post office, and it’s hard to find 
fault with that. It looks good, but it’s a dangerous 
precedent, like Google if it were to take over the public 
bus system. Where does it end? If you give these com-
panies all this power what will happen? They are not as 
accountable to the people as the government is.

N: This connects back to the wealth distribution, to peo-
ple with, let’s call it, disposable income, who prioritize 
certain projects and ideas, and who can throw a bunch 

of money at Notre Dame when it burns down, or build an 
“elevator to the moon”, so that wealthy people can travel 
to space. Because here is where wealth distribution again 
meets global warming, the priorities of Silicon Valley 
always have to do with this Western, or post-industrial 
idea of progress, which has to do with development and 
personal wealth. And, you know, I feel like at large, we 
have abandoned philosophical reflection on that very 
process when it comes to policies.

W: Right, so Silicon Valley is this Enlightenment Hang-
over of unlimited progress and it of course connects 
to global warming. We have this idea of unlimited 
progress but we have limited resources, and we can’t 
reconcile the two. We can’t hold on to the idea that we 
can have everyone in the world have the same quality 
of life like we do in the US, because it’s unsustainable 
with our resources. It’s also interesting how we had to 
learn this idea of limitlessness, there was cultural work 
done, to teach people about infinity. It’s not inherent 
to us, we had to learn it, and by now it has infused our 
cultural ideology. It is taught to us in many different 
ways and we need to unlearn it, it’s not real or true, 
this idea of limitlessness.

N: For our quality of life: it is not universal, the desire 
for it. There are people who have not asked for it, but 
were made to follow the idea of progress or covertly sold 
the idea, I am here thinking of post-soviet block, as one 
region that I am familiar with. I also just read Stephan F. 
Eisenmann 90’s book “Gaugin’s Skirt”, that was both in-
formative and at times pedantic. It talks about Gaugin’s 
enmeshment with both colonialism and indigenous 
revolt. There is a passage in the book on persecution of 
indigenous protest against establishment of “habits 
of industry among the natives”, where the pursuit of 
pleasure described as traditional to the territory such as 
dance, ritual, collective family structure, or even group 
orgies, was all labeled as morally wrong and as lazy, and 
“had to be replaced by a new desire to work (“gout de 
travail”)”. 

Your video MINICOM begins with a sequence that tells us 
the safety net is broken. Throughout the video we toggle 
between US and Canada. What safety net are we talking 
about — American, Canadian or Global, or is it broadly 
philosophical? The two countries have drastically differ-
ent realities — political, structural and economical.

W: I’ve only lived in Canada and the States, and when 
you move to the States from Canada, you do realize 
how much Canada provides for its citizens. And even 
non-citizens. But, I still think broadly the social safety 
net is set up for an idea of full-time 40 hour week 
employment, that’s what they try to help you find 
through social services. I just think that the welfare of-
fice objective in both countries is still in trying to patch 
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up people towards having a full-time employment, 
which is not how labor force functions anymore. It’s 
just anachronistic. 

N: If you are on welfare in Canada you are personally 
supervised, but the approach isn’t personal. You are sent 
listings and links, and sent to meetings, but it’s not any 
kind of real structured support or time spend under-
standing individual interests of the person in question.

W: Yes and this case manager situation that exists is 
something that universal income advocates say is not 
really benefiting a lot of people. That’s like a bureau-
crat getting paid. That money could ultimately could 
just go to the unemployed. I like David Graeber a lot, 
and his book “Bullshit Jobs”. It’s revealing how the 
system got so absurd and so out of control, that it’s al-
most like you have to perform looking busy. Or even, if 
a person doesn’t have a job, let’s hire this other person 
to help them find a job. But why, for the sake of shelter 
and food do people have to go into these jobs where 
they have to pretend they are busy? 

N: We can still see that a lot in service jobs, folding and 
refolding napkins, or in retail, folding sweaters, moving 
things around, on video sets, rolling and messing up and 
rolling again the cables to look like the efficient guy. A 
few years ago I did a video/performance workshop on 
this in NY, which was a hardsell in the city that has so 
historically fetishized the rat race.

W: Yeah, so it’s a performance as a job. 

N: A reluctant or forced performance. In MINICOM you 
mention the biggest fear of the experiment was that 
specifically young men were more likely to stop working 
under the Basic Income pilot experiment? What was this 
concern based on?

W: Young men and new mothers did work less, but it 
was to get an education or stay with their children, so 
in a larger scope you could say it was beneficial for the 
society. Highschool age boys decided to finish high-
school, and didn’t have to drop out to support their 
families. And new mothers were able to stay with their 
children longer, so people could have a primary care-
giver, or to have a mother contact for a longer period.

N: I am trying to understand where this idea, of young 
men being most likely to not work comes from. Like so 
many other ideas or fears, what is that about?

W: I don’t know. This is really generalized: sometimes 
young boys need to be motivated. Or maybe these are 
stereotypes. I just think of my brothers. When I was 
growing up, I was like – I’ll get a job! And they had to 
be pushed by my mom to do things, but that’s not a 

fair assessment of all society. But it feels like everyone 
is always worried about young men: oh, they are play-
ing too many video games, or losing out to feminism.

N: I think I need to think about that one some more. 
There’s obviously the evidence to support the concern, 
but I wonder how much of it is a learned idea, just like 
unlimited progress is. Not just like us looking at them, 
but also by them. You know what I mean, by boys. A 
learned behavior as a side effect of an idea projected 
onto them.

W: Yeah I guess it has to do with the privilege, of this 
idea of a man-child, where they get to be infantilized, 
so they act that way.

N: Possible. Moving on, the question I get most common-
ly asked in my blind support of the basic income is: how 
does it work, who and how, pays for it? I can’t answer it. 
My support is blind because I don’t have the economic 
understanding to articulate my support, but philosoph-
ical and experiential. I think from gathered evidence on 

global debt, gold reserve, and resource use, money is 
fiction, so why not Basic Income. During your research, 
were you able to understand for yourself the economic 
model of it, large scale, beyond the small pocket experi-
ments – is there an accessible way to summarize it here?

W: One, is the idea of improving the efficiency of the 
existing economic and welfare system, getting rid of 
the bureaucrats. That’s one place where the money can 
come from. But then those people are out of jobs so 
they need to be supported too. But I do think there are 

many inefficiencies in the system that can be stream-
lined, and you can tax corporations, value added tax, 
whatever you want to call it, it’s gotta come from 
somewhere. And when you look at this US election 
right now, people have different plans, whether you 
have your healthcare paid for, or you’re getting a check, 
right now I pay a penalty, a few hundred dollars on 
my taxes for not having insurance. It’s almost like the 
candidates are squabbling over a small amount of 
thousand of dollars, but it’s not magic, it has to come 
from somewhere, it’s just a matter of establishing pro-

cess and what it looks like for the working class person 
receiving it.Most important to me, is that I hope that 
people supporting it are planning to give people more 
money, not less. What has to be fundamentally differ-
ent is the adjustment to the idea that we all deserve a 
good quality of life without having to perform labor, 
just by being members of the society, being born into 
it. I think that’s what’s different about basic income 
as opposed to welfare or other proposals, almost like, 
psychologically. It’s getting over the idea that you have 
to do something to deserve it.

Also from David Graeber book, he says: there were 
all these technologies in the 70’s that meant it would 
be easy to get a 4 hour work day, and it seemed like it 
was where society was moving towards, innovation, 
progress, hoping to live more comfortable lives, but 
then for some reason it shifted. Only some people 
were able to get the benefit from this automation and 
change, like 12%, and everyone else is now left without 
a job to do, and still society has an idea of doing this 
many hours to deserve — life. That’s the broken part, 
the mentality of that.

N: …as the result of distribution of resources through 
unregulated financial speculation. But also it has to do 
with the idea of individualism, and economic growth 
for individuals. Berrardi, in his book Poetry and Finance, 
talks about how it has been long the case where, techni-
cally, we shouldn’t have to work as much as we used to. 
There is a generational change though, our generation, 
it has a different approach to work, we don’t see it as a 
noble pursuit of working more…

W: …I think the opposite, right now, in America, 
there’s a lot of hustler mentality. I still struggle with it 
personally, like: I’m working so hard! 

N: …and then leisure is monetized and documented too, 
and that whole thing also becomes a job: to perform 
success and luxuriating repose. What I was referring to 
as change to work culture is the freelance lifestyle.

W: With the gig economy culture there are these apps, 
I forget what this one is called, but you can find little 
graphic design jobs on it, kind of like TaskRabbit for 
vaguely cultural workers. In it, all the ads are: you are a 
hustler, you never sleep!

N: And then it’s an endless cycle, because on top of it all, 
you also have to self-represent as an opulent persona. 
It’s not sexy to be middle-class.

W: Like people who pay to take photos on private jets.

N: It’s not my habit of looking at this type of accounts 
on social media, but someone I follow linked to one of 
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the Kardashians and I went down that rabbit hole and, 
it may not be my interest, but I can’t live like it isn’t 
happening.

W: It’s part of the culture and it trickles down.

N: The verbose and de-intellectualized “content” fills so 
much of our life and gives rise to philistine surface rhet-
oric that’s then reflected in how permissively inarticulate 
various figures in positions of power or positions of high 
visibility can be. Political figures are an obvious examples, 
but it also affects culture and art spheres, the range of 
participants and the type of work that is propped up by 
the systematic support.

W: It’s interesting to think about which jobs have mor-
al integrity attached to them, that’s something David 
Graeber talks about too: the idea of different working 
classes. Like upper class is working in arts or philan-
thropy, and middle class is like a nurse or a teacher, 
and then for a lot of working class people the job that 
has any kind of social value and moral integrity is then 
— being in the army.

N: Going back to the quote from Gauguin in a Skirt, I’d 
like to talk about the myth of a lazy individual that you 
touch on in your video essay, where the spoiler alert is 
“and no one stopped working”.

W: Yes, it’s also important to note that the trial for 
basic income was done in this small, run on primarily 
agricultural labor, town. So as automation and out-
sourcing happened, they experienced early precarity 
of what we now experience in many other sectors. But 
their way of life was always centered around crops and 
tending to animals, and has been in place for a long 
time. So they were not going to stop doing it if they 
were given a little bit of money as a base. Everyone’s 
worried about someone becoming a couch potato, 
but I think there are so many positive things people 
could do with their spare time. I don’t think everyone 
needs to be a famous artist, but people could go to an 
evening art class together, I think it’s generally thera-
peutic. Like the woman who was in charge of the study, 
Evelyn Forget, she makes honey, which I thought was 
poetic because she studies work and bees. They are re-
ferred to as worker bees, just an example. People could 
pursue more of their own thing. Grow a vegetable 
garden, all these other positive things people could do 
if they had more free time and base financial support. 

N: Right, because at the moment this thing of pottery 
classes, rooftop gardens and farmers markets and all 
that, is not affordable for those who are really pressed 
for time and money. Keeping up with that appearance of 
leisure and sustainability is unaffordable and exhausting 
to many without the economic means. So the current 

situation or results of the ideas of progress come with 
side-effects which repeat other instances in history, of 
siphoning wealth and resources into the hands of the 
few. This is a good time to talk about healthcare, you 
also talked about stress in your video.

W: This is another thing in relation to where the money 
comes from. There’s also money saved, for a country 
like Canada where they pay for people’s healthcare. 
This study in Manitoba proves that basic income model 
saves on healthcare costs, so it’s a forward program 

where the money you put forward generate savings 
elsewhere down the line. 

N: And mental health care costs dropped too…

W: All of the healthcare spending basically dropped. 
People are not tired on the job, they are less likely to 
drop something on their foot, or have work-related 
injuries, and their stress level is down from worries 
like: will my kids have something to eat tomorrow? All 
these stressful situation obviously build up and exas-

perate any other health issue. And yeah, basic income 
alleviates depression… that’s a big thing.

N: What was the response to the video if any? 

W: I feel like there’s a case of positive bias, that people 
who reached out to me have been positive, no one 
who hates the idea got in touch. I am doing a talk in 
Baltimore in two months from now, so maybe I’ll get 
a more of a broad reaction. It’s going to be interesting 
to see the effect of the show: the video has been in the 

Baltimore Museum of Art for over a year and it’s kind 
of right there when you walk in, so it’s been seen by 
more people than I would have expected. Maybe I’ll 
get more feedback after the talk. But so far it was only 
people who liked it who got in touch. 

N: What do you think about the video being distributed 
by DIS as a platform? They have a very large audience, 
but my impression has been that DIS caters a certain 
attitude geared to fashion conscious cultural consumers. 
A recent DIS video that parodies Gossip Girl and critiques 

neoliberal capitalism is sponsored by a luxury Montre-
al-based retailer SSENSE, who in turn have their very own 
“magazine” platform. On it, a recent Aisha A. Siddique’s 
eloquent and seemingly critical article on Track Pant 
Globalism , in a feat of wild and, so omnipresent that it’s 
opaque or expected, dissonance, links her words direct 
to, not just an illustration, but to the sales of luxury 
tracksuits on their very own website. Having spent a 
decade working as a fashion designer myself, I am still 
amused and amazed with the ways in which fashion 
performs “self-reflection” or change.

W: Yeah SSENSE, critical of fashion to sell luxury prod-
ucts, it’s very ironic… DIS, when they really blew up, 
they were part of that moment: we are critiquing cor-
porate branding by that accelerationist thing of “let’s 
up it to the Nth degree and make it absurd”. And I saw 
this across the world, like John Rafman had a video 
with Kool-Aid mascot, Cory Archangel had Applebee’s 
gift cards, there was this moment that was going on, 
but it very quickly loses its teeth. 

I think DIS also tried to pivot, when Berlin Biennial 
happened [and a lot of negative publicity followed], 
that was like the final straw. What they were doing I 
think reached the point of exhaustion, and they con-
sciously shifted to moving to video. I still think there’s 
that sense of irreverence to a lot of what they do, but I 
also think they are expanding to not just being ironic. I 
hate using the word ironic because it is actually mean-
ingless at this point. But sometimes I don’t know what 
other word to use…

N: I know what you mean. Because irony… it’s almost like 
irony has been co-opted by a tendency, or a trend, as if 
there’s a use-manual. But it’s fine to be ironic, it’s more 
like the foregrounding ideas of how it is used that are 
often cynical, or facile, as opposed to ironic in some of 
these cases we’ve been discussing. 

W: At the Baltimore Museum, the exhibition consist of 
several DIS-produced works that are shown in conver-
sation with each other about the current post-reces-
sion moment: spanning the neo-feudal rent in Man-
hattan financial district, financing, renting, renter’s 
class, capitalism. And there’s another video that puts 
in conversation the PREP pill (that you can take as HIV 
prevention) and UBI [Universal Basic Income], and how 
both of these are ideas can be described as a “magic 
fix”. So I think I liked it being released on that platform 
and in conversation with these two other videos. To-
gether it becomes a nice meditation on post-recession, 
and the economic reality we are all in now. 
_

Images throughout the interview: Stills, Video, MINICOM, 
Whitney Mallett. 
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CURATORIAL CONCERNS

DISSAPEARING BERLIN
With Marie-Therese Bruglacher 

Nacre: Could you tell us about Schinkel Pavillon as 
organization and how Disappearing Berlin fits into 
it? The title of the series has a rather melancholy 
ring to it, like something linked to extinction anxi-
ety – is the project incited by topic of gentrifica-
tion and has a specific critical position, or is it 
focused more on observing the current shifts in the 
city?

Marie-Therese Bruglacher: Schinkel Pavillon is a 
non-profit art organization started in 2008 by Nina 
Pohl. Disappearing Berlin is the first performance, 
sound and live art program that is running alongside 
the yearly exhibition program at the main Pavillion 
location, all around Berlin. 

Our team functions as a flat hierarchy, only a couple 
of people work more or less permanently and the rest 
of us are freelancers. We are currently restructur-
ing, or continuing a kind of ongoing experiment of 
how to run an institution. We are entirely publicly 
funded, so we don’t have any private investors and 
it is an interesting position because we have not 
reached the kind of budgetary level which requires us 
to report and justify every detail, so we have a lot 
more freedom even if it means less money. When com-
pared to getting other funding, like Lotto Stiftung. 
The latter would mean we would have to follow regula-
tions that come with the funding.

Disappearing Berlin was incited around 2017-2018, 
following my relocation back to Germany, and to 
Berlin, from London where I did my masters at Gold-
smith. Each of us brings a certain perspective to the 
project. For my part, it was the time spent in London 
and my studies focused on sociology that shaped my 
inquiry, thinking through how one can open new per-
spectives on the topic of city development and the 
sociology of the city through art projects. When we 
started talking about it with Nina, the subject of 
change and gentrification has already been on the 
forefront of discussions around the world. We didn’t 
elect to focus on gentrification because art plays a 
very complicated, sometimes fortifying role in that 
process. And because by now a lot of large scale 
exhibitions and biennials have already been dealing 
with the topic, such as Mauritzo Cattalan’s 2006 Ber-
lin Biennial, which dealt with specific changes that 
are happening in Auguststrasse and so on. 

Rather, our focus was on imminent changes in the 
city. The city is obviously changing and needs to 
change, but the current pace of change is so fast 
that, while it permeates our daily lives, we are 
unable to catch it, to notice it. Unless, that is, we 
are faced with having to move out of our flats. These 
unnoticable but continuous changes in our environment 
are usually mediated through articles, through radio, 
through third-party reporting, so the immediacy of it 
or closeness to the subject is lost. Bringing art, 
architecture and audience together through a perfor-
mance helps to rethink the situation. We don’t have a 
solution as the inciting goal of the program because 
I don’t believe it’s necessarily the role that art 
has to play. 

Instead these projects could be emblematic in some 
cases, or they could help to bring into focus plac-
es that have been overlooked. So it’s more of a way 
of shaping consciousness. What is changing and why 
is this changing in our environment? The everyday 
delivery of information on this subject often has a 
numbing effect: we hear about protests, about issues 
with buildings or developments, news items, always 

done in the same way, and we tend to lose touch. The 
information flow becomes mundane and lacks urgency of 
engagement.

N: Are artists paid for these projects or are these 
works more like collaborative interventions? How do 
you select the participants?

MTB: Yes the artists are paid for their work, I think 
that’s something that’s very important to do: there 
is a lot of research and labor that goes into each 
event. These are not exactly commissions but remuner-
ated projects. 

There are two ways that we work to select partici-
pants: either through a thematic connection to the 
work of an artist or by reaching out to someone whose 
work we like and want them to take part in these 
series. In the latter case it would be either a new 
work or something existing, depending on the individ-
ual parameters of the location and time constraints 
of when we have access to the location. Our pro-
gramming covers a mix of established and emerging 
artists. At the beginning of this series we were 
considering intimate ties of the project to the city 
of Berlin. A lot of names came out of that first 
conversation, a list of people with a relationship 
to the Berlin Art Scene. But generally our curatori-
al process remains very open, we try not to have a 
predetermined, long-ranging plan, which lets us to be 
spontaneous, but I would not necessarily do it this 
way again. Even if the experience has been very grat-
ifying, it has also been very taxing in the end. But 
it does mean that the way we are running it now gives 
us a chance to include things along the way that have 
not been initially my, or someone else’s, ideas.

N: When does the project end and what are your plans 
after that, will it remain ephemeral or be cata-
logued, do you have any publication plans following 
the completion of the series? I ask this because I 
think a lot about my own impulse to add layers to 
projects through documentation, publications, and my 
reminder to self is to be careful not to overextend 
myself out of habit or desire for visibility. CCA 
Montreal had an experimental workshop on publishing 
called “How to: not make an architecture magazine”. 
They discussed an example of a website as a sort of 
digital corpse that no one visits or that hangs in 
the cloud, which is tethered to a physical location 
of server somewhere else, taking up physical space 
and energy, some place away from our sighline. It’s 
slightly morose to begin with asceticism, but I am 
interested  here in the ideas of permission, motiva-
tion and self-restriction.

MTB: That’s a really interesting question the an-
swer to which we keep re-thinking. The project ends 
in March 2020, as for the publication or documen-
tation. As soon as we want to apply the authorship 
to the project, even if it’s the most natural thing 
to acknowledge our own impact or desire for partic-
ipation, it becomes linked to the ego, although of 
course that’s also what keeps us making things as 
human beings. 

Ultimately, I hope that the audience, the people 
who came to the events retain some of the effects 
of performance and this impacts their relationship 
to being in the city, or seeing the city. In the end 
Disappearing Berlin is a temporary and indeterminate 
thing: performances that happen and become a part of 
the city. Wanting anything more from it is not nec-
essary. 

As for the publication, we are thinking of two 
things: a larger catalogue which deals with the 
Schinkel Pavilion’s work over the last decade, Dis-
appearing Berlin would definitely be a part of that. 
There are also several editors we are talking to at 
the moment, because quite a few people are interested 
in making some kind of publication about Disappear-
ing Berlin series. So that is amazing, but we will 
see what comes out of it. What I would hope for is 
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a website, but I am currently lacking the time to 
do it in the way I originally planned. It would be, 
in a way, similar to Nacre Journal, a platform for 
ongoing discussion. The website is meant as a sort of 
extended reveal of the process beyond what is visible 
during each performance, bringing together differ-
ent voices of those involved in the project, so that 
it is not a static frozen and ideal image – since it 
would be impossible to convey the artistic part of 
past events through documentation. But rather this 
new platform is its own project, something that ex-
ists in addition to the ephemeral and its purpose is 
to showcase the mechanisms of making something like 
this project and the discussion around it. I thought 
a lot about websites like K-punk and what Mark Fisher 
was doing, having the website itself as an immer-
sive space, where you enter and go through a maze, 
or can use it by typing in certain terms and engage 
with different media, text, video, music. I think the 
interesting part that can be documented is: exactly 
how does something like this come together? These are 
the questions that people have. I am less interested 
in my input here because I already know what that is, 
I am interested in getting the multiple perspectives 
that coalesce around this work.

N: I was at one of the recent events that had some 
tension around it, could you talk about the location 
— Baerwaldbad Kreuzberg — and the last minute site 
closure, changes to the performance and the police 
involvement around the event?

MTB: Baerwaldbad Kreuzberg is a protected monument, 
and until 2017 it was run by the non-profit TSB eV. 
Because they run out of money, it was too costly to 
renovate the space, Baerwaldbad was taken over by 
Bezirksamt Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg. Since that time 
there is a legal deadlock between the two sides and 
neither of them is able to come up with the funds or 
financing to properly renovate it. About 20-something 
million is needed for that.

So going back to the urgency of the project: there 
are a lot of spaces around the city that have been 
vacant for years. The bureaucratic process is very 
slow. Renovation of Baerwaldbad Kreuzberg is at a 
standstill because there is no communication hap-
pening between the parties currently involved, and 
really the only solution is for the city of Berlin 
(BIM) to take over it, which would make it possible 
to allot necessary funds through access to a larg-
er funding pool and that way a proper renovation can 
take place. 

Between the non-profit and the Kreuzburg district, 
we were given different information as to the actual 
conditions of the building and access to it, that’s 
why we had to make these last minute change. After 
we had already sent out the invites politicians got 
involved, and also senate got involved. Senate funds 
our project, and they basically said that they would 
have to reconsider the funding, not of the current 
project but it would affect our future funding, if 
the project continued as planned. So it was real-
ly interesting to see what voices you activate with 
such a project and who is involved, who is willing to 
fight for something and who withdraws.  

We were definitely going to go ahead and do the 
event. So I pretty much spend Friday and Saturday 
before the event on Sunday on the phone with senate 
and various politicians, and I was trying to have 
a very open and transparent dialogue throughout the 
whole process, and involve everyone. But then it goe 
escalated further, we were told by the district of 
Kreuzberg that if we were going to go ahead with the 
project they would involve the police. So I said, ok, 
we will deal with it artistically, because I think at 
this point it became even more important to continue 
with the project since every party felt so defen-
sive, it was clearly a sensitive issue that needed 
attention. On Sunday police was there, it was still 
a legal gray zone, officially no one was allowed to 
enter the building. But in the end it became an even 

stronger statement, to have to broadcast the perfor-
mance in a public place, in the street.

N: Was the concern over safety or did people just 
have a political axe to grind?

MTB: It seemed like a very extreme and over the top 
reaction to what we were planning to do. This wasn’t 
a protest or a civil assembly, it was a project 
dealing with an urgent matter of this landmark, that 
indirectly reflected on the political parties around 
it. Kreuzberg district doesn’t have a public swimming 
pool, they had to keep Spreewald Bald at Gorlitzer 
park which was supposed to have closed in 2019, open. 
The event was not going to be of any danger to the 
audience, as in, there was not going to be barricades 
or agitation of crowds. We took the politicians in-
volved in discussion on a tour of the site on Sunday 
and explained what we were doing. It cost the artists 
a lot of energy, even if the work of this group of 
artists deals with improvisation. Particularly for 
Patrick Belaga, because he really only works with 
live performance, it took some time to convince him 
to continue. The performance that took place on the 
inside of the Baerwaldbad Kreuzberg had to be pro-
jected to the viewers outside, and it was a mediating 
device that he doesn’t normally work with.
We also had to cancel the participation of the Kreuz-
berg school choir that was meant to happen alongside 
the performance that evening, because we got con-
flicting information from the two sides involved, 
nonprofit and the district, about the safety condi-
tions of the space. I felt torn between these two 
parties, so we wanted to continue to work with the 
site, but we couldn’t involve children. Between the 
adult performers we had drawn up agreements and made 
them aware of all available information, so it was 
a fully acknowledged contract, and everyone involved 
had agreed to accept whatever the consequences. 
The space is derelict but it is not the case where 
there’s anything falling down. Nevertheless it was 
important to be cautious since we had two sets of 
information: according to the non-profit it was fine, 
and according to the district – it was unsafe to be 
inside.

There were clearly a lot of mistakes made on both 
sides but it was not our place to get involved in 
mediating, but to highlight the predicament. It is 
precisely because of this kind of nonsense bickering 
that this building has been empty for now two and a 
half years. At the end of the day both parties want 
to do the same thing, it’s a question of who will be 
seen as the saviour. It’s basically a media-baiting 
strategy that is apparent in all of their decisions, 
and it’s very sad. Architecturally the space is im-
portant and beautiful, and there’s still no swimming 
pool in Kreuzberg.

My only regret is not sending out a letter after 
the fact with some clarifying information on what 
has taken place, but we do have a tentative idea of 
having a panel discussion possibly with all of the 
parties involved, as a follow up to the event. It’s a 
crucial dialogue to open.

N: At some point there was a fire inside during the 
performance, which was pretty out there by my par-
anoid New York standard: I spent too much time in 
the US where everything is a possible lawsuit in the 
making.

MTB: Yes, I received a lot of emails after the fact! 
Patrick and I just took that risk and decided to go 
ahead with it. There were two fire-department person-
nel on site during the performance, who immediately 
took out the fire after. So we were not too worried 
about it, it was made in a small container too. Why 
not have a little fun while we can!

N: There was also a small font indication of spon-
sorship by Nike for the Baerwaldbad Kreuzberg event, 
which I thought was interesting to see on this par-
ticular project. 

MTB: This sponsorship reference was requested by 
one of the artists, Josh Johnson, one of the dancers 
who co-developed the evening. He has been working 
with Nike, so he asked me to add that in. We didn’t 
get any funds from them, it was about the shoes the 
performers wore, so not really related to the event 
sponsorship in and of itself. 

It is interesting to me because I see more and more 
artists working in collaboration with various brands, 
but we, as an institution, would not go down that 
route. In this case there was also Nicole Walker 
involved who was putting together the costumes and 
styling the performance, she involved Balenciaga, so 
it’s a certain group of artists that have strong ties 
to the fashion industry and in the case of this event 
these decisions are part of Patrick’s and Josh’s 
practice.

N: This goes back to what you had said earlier about 
how artists can be a fortifying force in gentrifica-
tion, to me this footnote definitely highlights the 
problematic relationship of art practice and cor-
porate sponsorship given the subject matter of the 
project.

MTB: Josh and I kept discussing it for a while, of 
course for the institution it is a sensitive area. 
But I understand that he wants to name his sponsors, 
because they have been supporting him, so I decided 
that we will include it, but in a smaller way – as a 
thank you.

N: Visually however, there is no separation, the leg-
ibility of sponsorship is perceived as of the event 
as a whole. So it reads like Nike sponsors Schinkel 
Pavillon programming.

MTB: We added a thank you, but no logos, it was the 
artists who were involved with the brands. I knew 
when we invited them that this would be an issue 
because of how they work. There is quite a lot of 
craving for this type of immersive experience events 
sponsored by brands, but it’s not what we are in-
terested in. In this case I was attracted to their 
insistence on refusing to choreograph the performance 
and the process of their work which solely relies on 
spontaneous improvisation. It fit the situation of 
the space, uncertain, undecided. Even though we real-
ized their corporate investment goes against some-
thing that is transported through the whole series of 
events. 

Then again, the labor conditions for artists today 
are very difficult, or even myself as a curator and 
a freelancer, we fight for every small job. I do 
understand corporate involvement, because you can 
apply for grants and everything, but obviously going 
through fashion has been an ongoing trend because 
it is fairly easy to get sponsorship that way. And 
this tendency, to get corporate sponsorship, I see it 
rising in popularity amongst the artists. I am still 
curious about this and trying to find where I stand 
in relation to this.

N: The omnipresence of it is pretty striking. I would 
argue we don’t live in a time when it’s difficult 
to be an artist. There’s been times when it was much 
more difficult. Also, the performers we are talking 
about, are they living difficult lives? I don’t know 
them so I can’t answer that, but I do think we need 
to put this kind of overarching statements in per-
spective, it’s a choice that they are making after 
all. There are other ways to work within current 
conditions. This approach to me relates to the desire 
for a blockbuster presence.

MTB: It is the easier way. 

N: If you remove the corporate fashion as an option, 
then you are left with a situation, and this situa-
tion can in itself be dealt with or looked at, in the 
state that it leaves one. These are the conditions 
that need to be looked at, or otherwise how can any-

thing ever change?

MTB: That’s why it is really important for us to pay 
the artist and offer an equivalent and fair pay to 
everyone, even if the budget for the projects them-
selves differ, we try not to repeat the problem of 
not paying the artists. Because yes, otherwise noth-
ing will change.  

The reliance on sponsorship has also to do with 
branding and how everything comes down to Instagram 
today, what many artists are creating is an image of 
themselves. And fashion brands work very well with 
that. These perfectly tailored images, or projec-
tions, are then fed back to us. And then you could 
say that this is the time we live in.

N: What if we don’t say or assume that it is The 
Time, but more like one of the ways of being with 
time. There are overlapping timelines but one that 
we’ve been talking about is more dominant or more 
aggressive.

MTB: I think it’s The Time in a sense that it is a 
reality that a lot of people live. I don’t use Ins-
tagram myself, we only use the account for the work 
project to upload pictures or communicate announce-
ments. I am not relying on it to inform my views or 
interests, I am trying to look behind the projection, 
but the projections make it easier, our brain works 
easily with these flattened images. It gives you a 
chance to consume and take in, more. Which is not 
really – more, because the relationship to the images 
is superficial, or pre-programmed.

N: Yes, alpha and theta waves are the autopilot 
brainwave mode, also active during meditation. It’s a 
porous gateway.

MTB: The context and the background in this case be-
come irrelevant, what is on offer is a solution, not 
a process, like microwave food. There’s also a desire 
for these full-package events which is connected to 
budget, an expectation of a certain experience for 
the visitors who expect there to be drinks and food 
and entertainment, sometimes people come and ask – 
but where are the drinks! But, you know, that’s not 
why we do this, not to create that kind of event.

N: This brings me to the next question: why do the 
Disappearing Berlin events have to be necessarily 
announced – does it not remove potential of interven-
tion or surprise from the performances held around 
the city?

MTB: Besides wanting to give acknowledgement to all 
involved participants, there is a certain pressure 
for us to advertise, both because of other program-
ming around the city, and to be visible amidst the 
many things happening in Berlin, but also because we 
are state-funded and we need to prove we are ac-
countable for the financing. It is a vicious circle 
where we need people to see the event so that we can 
keep on getting funded and are able to create future 
events. Because the reports have to be made in quan-
tifiable terms: the attendance, who was involved. So 
this process is influencing how we do our work as an 
institution. It’s true that the events end up circu-
lating to the same group of people and you always see 
the same faces. Perhaps when we are more established 
and have that trust, we could experiment more in the 
future.

__

Photo credits: 

piety with Josh Johnson, Patrick Belaga, Thilo Garus, 
Cyril Baldy, Graziano Capitta & Nicole Walker, Dis-
appearing Berlin by Schinkel Pavillon, Baerwaldbad, 
2019, Photo: Julija Goyd
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Scott Roben

Valzhyna Mort

PsalM 18 

*

I pray to the trees and language migrates down my legs 
like mute cattle. 
I pray to the wooden meat that never left its roots.

I, too, am meat braided into a string of thought.
I pray to the trees: 

luminescent in the dark garden 
is the square star 
of a window frame, my old bedroom. 
Ghosts, my teachers!

*

In the branches of lindens – breathe, my ghosts,
(blood in my ears!),

in the lindens – cheekbones, elbows
of my dead – in these green mirrors.  

*

How could it be that I’m from this Earth,
yet trees are also from this Earth? 

*

A laundry line sagged under bedding among weightless trees, 
yarrow and burdock, Bach’s fugue, Bach’s silence on our
wet clean sheets.  

Behind glass – portraits of the dead. 

*

Close the curtains – motionless, they watch.
Open the curtains – they tremble. 

Close the curtains – speechless, they watch. 
Open the curtains – they whisper. 

Trees, curtains – tremble.
On them 
the dead wipe this prayer off their tongues. 

*

At dusk, like eyesight, mint and dill
tense their smell. On a light curtain

wind polishes its bones. 
Two beds along one wall, 
where, head to head, we sleep.  

The grave of memory, grave 
upon grave of memory: a train of cof-
fin-wagons, 
head-first, rushes, head-first 
rushes, rushes, train upon train 
arrives in the earth. 

*

At the next stop: my ghosts, come 
out, take a breath,
I’d be waiting there. I’d bring
fresh dogrose tea in our Chinese ther-
mos. 
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Mia Donovan

Recovery Folklore
Mia Donovan is a filmmaker based in Montreal. Her films 
INSIDE LARA ROXX (2011) and DEPROGRAMMED 
(2015) have been presented worldwide at film festivals, 
on TV, distributed theatrically and via Netflix. In 2012 she 
was the recipient of Don Haig Award and in 2016 IDFA 
DocLab Award for Digital Storytelling.  
_
Berlin 7 PM- Montreal 1PM, Skype on desktop.

 
N: You are currently in production for DOPE IS DEATH (2020), 
your latest feature documentary on the history of the acupunc-
ture clinic and addiction recovery center run by activists such 
as Black Panthers and Young Lords, in South Bronx in the 70’s. 
How are the finishing touches coming along?

M: It’s been a challenging project. I am dealing with history, 
or with a historical story, that hasn’t been told properly. 
And I am also trying to weave into it present day mate-
rial, like some cinema verité with people who practice 
acupuncture protocol that they had developed. I’m also 
dealing with politically sensitive topics. One of the char-
acters is a political prisoner, so it took a long time to get 
access to the right people, to have their trust, find things 
in archives. It was hard to grasp, or it was a lot of trial and 
error when trying to tell the story.

N: Was it trial and error with building the narrative, or trial and 
error related to the gathering of information, or to figuring out 
the level of involvement of the participants?

M: It’s been trial and error in that there’s been a few 
different editors I worked with. I wrote this film as a 
research project, and there are different ways to do a 
documentary. Some people will research and will say: this 
is my thesis, I’m going to interview these people, I know 
what they are going to say. But this project, I didn’t know 
what it will be. It hasn’t really been written about before, 
I didn’t know a lot of the content of the story.  And I 
wanted it to be told from a first person point of view. So 
each person I would interview, and in a sense collaborat-
ed with, would steer the film in a new direction. 

Sometimes the editors will take footage and would just 
want to build cool scenes.  And maybe that’s what you 
have in your heart or your mind, but it isn’t really in the 
footage and we have to get there, you know. I ended up 
editing it myself and having people come in at this late 
stage to finish, but it’s been really hard to find the right 
collaborators. 

N: It can be. And you’re working with so much material.

M: Every project’s different, you know, but this project’s 
been very challenging. I think I learned a lot from the last 
two films that I didn’t want to repeat. Like compromising 
a little bit and then seeing it on the big screen and think-
ing I should’ve aired out this project more, I should have 
had more time to sit back and reflect on it. And then go 
back to finish it, instead of feeling rushed. 

So this time I was just really refusing to rush it and show-
ing it to the right people for feedback. Because it’s a story 
centered around people who lived through the civil rights 
era, I’m learning from them. So I needed them to watch it 
and give me feedback.

N: Yeah that makes sense. So the reason why I wanted to talk 
to you is because this issue of the journal is called Hyggelig (in 
Swedish). It refers to cosy, comfortable or traditional, and I really 
wanted to take apart what that means. I have lived in Canada 
for the past year and was at a post office around Holidays 
and the stamps said Merry Christmas. There was no other op-
tion for stamps, which is odd because I would think this would 
not be happening in Canada. 

So I wanted to talk about comfort, in many ways. Your work 
a lot of the time I think it has to do with recovery, or various 
forms of recovery. Not necessarily about arriving at a sort of 
closure through the recovery, but about looking at situations 
that require recovery and how they happen, and at those who 
are in recovery or provide a recovery service. And it’s about 
whatever we call “alternative” recovery methods. In this case 
specifically, what you are working on is so interesting, because 
the film brings together the history of the civil rights movement 
and acupuncture.

M: Yeah, my work is about recovery and radical politics. 
Or — and revolution. 

N: What happened since the last time we talked about the 
film? I think you were coming to New York to do some initial 
shooting, right? And then I moved out of New York and so I 
haven’t really talked to you about it after that.

M:  That’s true that every time I’d been to New York 
recently, it has been to shoot, and every time I had about 
three interviews lined up.  At first everybody approaches 
me with suspicion, and then… If people are on board, 
every single time they say, ok I’m gonna give you the num-
ber of this other person. So the film had grown that way. 

A lot of people I ended up interviewing I didn’t even 
know existed before I started shooting the core charac-
ters. It’s just this history that has received some, but not 
a lot of, attention. If you google “acupuncture to treat 
addiction” you will find out about a clinic founded in 
1985 by Dr. Michael Smith from South Bronx, who is a 
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white doctor, who sort of started this National Acupunc-
ture Detox Association. And most people just think that’s 
the roots. In reality, the history of acupuncture to treat 
addiction started in 1970, with activists – Black Panthers, 
Young Lords. 

Dr. Michael Smith was there because they did it in a hos-
pital in the South Bronx, and they needed a medical doc-
tor to oversee the program. But then, because they were 
doing political education classes in addition to detoxing 
from heroin, they got red flagged and they got eventually 
shut down. Chuck Schumer, who was an assemblyman in 
the 70’s said that it was a rip-off drug treatment program 
that was indoctrinating political radicals, and that they had 
links to domestic terrorism, because of Black Liberation 
Movement. So they were shut down.  

And then a lot of the activists went on to become more 
militant in their activism, some got tied up in the 1981 
Brink Armored Truck Robbery in Nanuet, NY. And a lot of 
them are in prison. So they have been labeled as criminals, 
and are not included in the proper history of acupunc-
ture to treat addiction, or given the credit. 

N: So everything’s been conflated into one thing, and only this 
doctor, was left to represent the whole history of it.

M: Yeah so the documentary is telling an untold story. 
And… it’s not just: here is the real story. It’s more like: 
this is the story. 

People modeled themselves after the Barefoot doctors in 
China because people of colour, and poor people didn’t 
have the same access to medical care in New York as 
others with money. So at the clinic they were teaching 
people so that they could provide basic healthcare to 
their respective community. Then they started detoxing 
addicts and then went on to learn more about full body 
acupuncture. The film is really about this movement and 
about those who brought acupuncture to the US, and 
made it into a legal practice without a need for a medical 
license. Before 91' you had to be a doctor to perform 
acupuncture. The people who started it: Mutulu Shakur, 
Walter Bosque and their students, were the ones who 
started the first western acupuncture school in the US.

N: Mhm, interesting, so… What you’re saying is, you had to be 
a western MD with a degree to practice acupuncture?

M: Until 1991 in New York, until 88’ in California, and 84’ 
in Quebec, you couldn’t practice acupuncture unless you 
worked under the direct supervision of a medical doctor, 
a western-trained MD. 

Acupuncture was considered an experimental treatment 
and it had to be done in a hospital. People did practice 
acupuncture in clinics, but they were getting raided by the 

police. There were of course acupuncturists in New York 
City, but we are not talking about Chinatown, because 
Chinatown is different. We are talking about western 
acupuncture. 

N: So the New York’s Chinatown practitioners were able to 
offer acupuncture without MD supervision, even prior to the 
legal changes of 1991?…

M:… yeah the difference would be that it was really hard 
to learn acupuncture as a westerner, because you know 
the way that you would learn… I’ll just go to this a little 
separate subject.

First time acupuncture was introduced to the West was 
through a man called Jean Soulier de Morant, a French-
man who grew up with Chinese nannies and who in the 
20’s he went to Shanghai. He could speak the language 
and became obsessed with acupuncture. He translated all 
these acupuncture texts to French. 

The original Chinese text would say something like “the 
meeting of two dynasties” (points to chest), and he would 
call it – Lung I, you know. So he would translate the 
points into the language of Western anatomy too, so that 
Westerners could understand it. That took him 22 years. 
And then he brought it back to Paris.

 De Moran, who was also an amateur boxer coach, 
trained Oscar Wexu, a Romanian-Jewish boxer. He said to 
Oscar one day: you have the hands of a healer, you should 
become trained in this. Oscar learned Chinese massage 
and acupuncture, and brought it to Montreal in the 50ies. 
But he only practiced Chinese massage in public, not 
acupuncture, because he didn’t want to be shut down. 
Then in the 60’s, Mario, Oscar’s son, was doing massage 
with his dad for these lumberjacks, who were Jesuits, and 
Jesuits knew about Chinese healing practices. So they 
were sending lumberjacks to get Chinese massage. And 
Mario was like – Dad, can we just do acupuncture for his 
asthma, it’s gonna help him… 

So they started to secretly do it. And it just grew, people 
kept coming. This was during the Revolution Tranquille 
in Quebec, so people started to question the authority 
of the church and the medical system, so it became very 
popular here. Meanwhile in South Bronx they were trying 
to find a non-chemical solution to heroin and metha-
done. The Black Panthers and the Young Lords felt that 
both methadone and heroin were being used as part of 
a chemical warfare to pacify black and brown resistance. 
So they were really opposed to methadone. And they 
heard about acupuncture, about Montreal, that there was 
a school here, and they came up and learned acupuncture. 

They got back to New York, and the minute they stopped 
administering methadone at the clinic, they started to get 
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monitored by the city, and eventually got shut down. 
N: The Bronx clinic started getting monitored because they 
were not administering methadone?

M: Well.. that’s what people say but we don’t know for 
sure. But also in conjunction with the fact that they were 
political… Or organizing people politically. 

N: What is the current state of or lawsuits, or the results of the 
legal proceedings that happened with the people who led this 
clinic?

M: This is going back to 1978, there’s not really any 
lawsuits per se directly related to the clinic, the clinic 
was just shut down. But the clinic was shut down on the 
grounds that they were mismanaging funds, that they 
were not practicing real legitimate medicine. In the eyes 
of Health and Hospital corporation of New York that 
would be methadone and more traditional aftercare 
programs. 

The clinic did have an aftercare program: political educa-
tion classes. They were going against the system and the 
city wanted them out. They blamed it on billing, misman-
agement of funds, you know. It was said the clinic was 
defrauding the city. 

They were accused of all this stuff and shut down, but 
nothing happened. There was no lawsuits, no one was 
charged with fraud. Yeah… so, people just went on, and 
did their own thing after that.

N: What did the aftercare looked like before the change to 
acupuncture, like whats’ the traditional aftercare program?

M: There really wasn’t at the time, everything was new. In 
the 1970’s, in the eyes of the city it was probably like: you 
go, you get your methadone, and you go to see a counsel-
or who helps to get your life together…

N: … so therapy of some sorts…

M: It would be kind of more like AA type of thing. But the 
people who run the clinic were opposed to AA, they op-
posed it for the same reason they opposed methadone, 
because the framework of AA it’s all in the “I”, like “I have 
to take responsibility for my life”, but their framework 
was like, it’s the system, it’s the society that’s making us 
addicts. They don’t want us, they want us to be pacified, 
they don’t want us to take over. They don’t want us to 
revolt, they want to keep us here. They want to keep us 
poor, they want to keep us misfits, they want to make us 
criminals. 

So that was their outlook. They were going against all the 
research that was growing about addiction at that time, 
you know. The methadone maintenance was the stan-

dard. But the Bronx clinic wanted methadone detox: they 
wanted people off of all of the drugs, they didn’t want to 
replace one drug with another. There was this idea that 
heroin addiction wasn’t treatable, or there was no cure, 
and they said  — they were — the cure.

N: And not to tell all of the upcoming film, I want to ask: how 
do you feel about the film now, besides the anxiety of editing, 
is it giving you thoughts for your next work?

M: I am doing something completely different for the next 
film. It’s a narrative doc, called THE TOUCH OF HER 
FLESH, about stripping. It’s about aging in a hypersexual-
ized environment and in the wake of #metoo movement. 

The characters are: one very young woman, maybe 19, 
one in her 30’s and one 40+, and it will be about how 
they navigate their life, this world, and aging.

N: What does it mean when we say here: a narrative docu-
mentary?

M: It’s a good question because it’s different for every-
body, there’s lots of different ways to fit into that catego-
ry. Some people call it hybrid doc. There’s different ways 
to approach it and all these different terminologies for it. 
There’s a few films I really admire, that use this approach. 
One is called The Rider By Chloe Zhao, it’s a film about 
rodeo riders, cowboys at rodeo shows. She cast a real 
family of rodeo guys. Some of them had been injured… 
She sort of worked with them on a script where they’re 
basically telling their own story. But she writes it like they 
are acting, she shoots it like fiction, but on set they are 
playing themselves.

N: A re-ёnactment?

M: Yeah. It’s a really beautiful film. For my film too, I am 
hoping to cast real strippers. I am also opening out to the 
idea of having actors, but I’ll be shooting in real strip clubs 
and casting as many real people as I can, like bouncers, 
doormen, and I will be working closely with the people 
I cast to write a script in collaboration. I already have a 
general idea. I won’t shoot it like a documentary, I will 
shoot it like fiction: rent the club, shut it down, orches-
trate or compose every shot, you know.

N: And it will it be set in Montreal? Do you have a specific 
place in mind?

M: Yeah, it will be in Montreal, I already have some places 
in mind, like places I spend time in, or used to work in, 
that I’d want to use. But there’s also so many options. 
There were like 300 places in Quebec at one point. It’s 
an industry that was very strong here, in this culture, that 
is disappearing, for different reasons. It’s still alive but it’s 
been fading because of the internet. So it will also work 
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as a way of preserving a part of this very Quebec history. 

N: It’s a complicated history, right? Because…

M: Quebec was a such a catholic place, you know Quebec 
was the last province in Canada where women couldn’t 
vote. Women couldn’t vote here until 1940. But it also 
had a history before that, before the 50’s when we had 
400 Jazz clubs in town, you know where Place des Arts 
is? That was all jazz clubs, before they built that. All the 
burlesque! And imagine all the musicians that lived here! 
It’s kind of crazy. So that was in 30’s and 40’s and then it 
got more conservative in the 50’s, and then the Revolu-
tion Tranquille happened in the 60’s which was really the 
beginning of Quebec’s stripping culture.

N: But it’s also like a complicated history, because how do 
women feel about participating in this history? What is the 
history of that? It’s one thing that it is a historical fact, and 
then there is liberating and libertine aspects attached to it, but 
another is of complicated stories. Like I’m thinking it took me a 
long time to understand from watching it initially as a teenager 
in Belarus, why Jack Reno in Twin Peaks was based in Quebec, 
and they kept crossing the border. Until I moved to and lived in 
Canada, and got to know the history…

M: Yeah. I am also thinking about the #metoo movement 
here. I have so many friends on Facebook who are from 
that industry, so many strippers, former strippers, former 
sex workers, and none of them participated in #metoo 
movement, none told their stories. And I thought, oh 
that’s interesting, I wonder what it’s like right now. You 
know, like, for them. Like how do you explain your posi-
tion to your friends when you are working in this indus-
try, where you want guys to look at your tits, you know.

N: Yes you do want them to look, but there’s still boundaries. 
The thing we all want people to “look at our tits”, or to see us 
as desirable, beautiful beings or whatever, but you know… It’s 
interesting that it becomes this conundrum, or conflict of inter-
est for some reason, in certain ways of rhetorical categorizing 
and cultural commentary, if one is a sex worker. 

M: Yeah, you know, I always wanted to do something on 
this subject, and now I am ready to do it. 

N: I’m sure it takes time to process your own experience.

M: Now that I am a middle-aged woman, and it’s all be-
hind me (laughs).

N: How do you feel about middle-aged? 

M: I kind of grapple with it. I feel like I should feel different 
but I don’t. I feel like I should enter a new mindset, I am 
still waiting for that to happen. 

N: Because we were talking about all the people you plan 
work with, and how you are going to hire all these collabo-
rators, like bouncers and so on, and this is for the next film, 
but even for this film, there’s been so many people you work 
with on a regular basis. How do you find that as part of the 
process? 

M: …do you mean in terms of the participants?

N: I mean everyone, like there’s crew, and there’s also partici-
pants, and then there’s communication, preparation, over email, 
and so on. It’s a lotta people time, it’s not solitary work.

M: My favorite part is interviewing and meeting people, 
and talking… And the editing for me is always frustrating. 
For this film, I had a really hard time editing. I had always, 
but this film was really hard, I actually had three different 
editors and they all helped to advance the project. But 
this is first film where I had to edit myself. I didn’t really 
know what I was saying and I was trying to find that out 
through the material. 

Right now I am working with Sofi Langis, who’s the 
finishing editor. She’s heard me talk about this project for 
years, and she’s the first person to collaborate with who, 
it feels like, is really in my head. She’s really one of those 
trusted collaborated… In a way I haven’t trusted another 
editor with this project. 

Some stories tell themselves, but this one… Every per-
son had their input: people from Puerto Rico Liberation 
movement, some people are from militant Black Libera-
tion Movement, some are from the Black Panthers, the 
Young Lords, some are white activists from the 70’s.

~
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