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THE SHADOW IS JUST AS TANGIBLE AS THE ORIGIN
BY MARA LEE

It took me a while to accept that the main theme in the video Sunsets by the
Stockholm-based artist Lisa Tan is not translations. Instead, each and every pic-
ture frame is saturated by the asymmetric tension between death and a certain
aspect of life.

The video revolves around an interview with the Brazilian writer Clarice
Lispector. She is presented by several layers of mediation: in the video we see a
computer screen which shows us an old tv-studio where the writer sits reclining
in a sofa chair. The gap between the keen interviewer and Lispector’s integrity
is abyssal, and their words reach us through a Portuguese interpreter’s transla-
tion. On the tv-screen the year 1977 indicates the time of the recording. Same
year as the death of the author. A vertiginous tension splits the observer in two:
she will die, she has already died. Or to say it with Roland Barthes: “By giving
me the absolute past of the pose (aorist), the photograph tells me death in the
future.”’

In the interview, Clarice Lispector talks about her short narrative Mineirinho
— about a thief that gets shot thirteen times by the police. How revolted she felt
about the thirteen shots. One would have sufficed, she says.

But instead of turning to death itself, the story turns to the concept of [ife
in order to grasp this death, and describes life in its multitude and incompre-
hensibility. Sunsets, on the other hand, speaks explicitly about death, while its
addressee is life. The subjective camera gaze is filtered through all but mortal
stillness. We catch glimpses of a world where the sunlight at three am in the
summer is a dead ringer for the light at three pm in the winter.

Minimal movement.
June through December and twilight insists.
The slow camera turns almost everything in its way into still lifes: a hand rest-
ing on the steering wheel, a drooping bouquet of tulips, a sleeping lover. In the
end, day and night, life and death are intertwined. Sunsets is balancing on this
liminal edge. By doing this, life comes across as something inherently alien,
strange. Invaded by night.

Maybe this alien life might be described as the experience of the other night,

SKUGGANS MATERIALITET AR MINST LIKA PATAGLIG SOM ORIGINALETS
AV MARA LEE

Det tog ldng tid for mig att acceptera att filmen Sunsets av den amerikanska
konstndren Lisa Tan inte handlar om 6verséttningar, utan om dod, och om livien
sarskild mening. Varje bildruta impregneras av denna asymmetriska laddning.

Centrum for filmen 4r en intervju med forfattaren Clarice Lispector. Vi far
se henne genom en rad medieringar — tv-rutan, datorskirmen —nedsjunken i en
fatolj, och vi hor henne svara pa den osynliga intervjuarens fragor via en por-
tugisisk simultantolkares rost. Tidpunkten for intervjun star textad pé tv-skér-
men: 1977. Lispector dog samma ar. Kvinnan som sitter djupt nedsjunken i
fatoljen bade ska do, och dr dod. Tiden klyvs. Ett svindlande perfekt exaktum
traffar betraktaren. Eller med Roland Barthes ord: "Genom att ge mig det
absolut forflutna [...] talar fotografiet till mig om doden i futurum”'

Iintervjun talar Clarice Lispector bland annat om novellen Mineirinho som
handlar om en tjuv som blev skjuten av polisen tretton ganger. Hur upprord hon
blev over de tretton skotten. Det hade riackt med ett, sdger hon.

Mineirinho dr en novell som talar om livet som obegriplighet, for att sdga
nagot om doden.

Sunsets ddremot dr en film som talar om doden, for att sdga ndgot om livet.
Blicken som faller pa Sverige, for det dr Sverige som skymtar genom fonstren,
filtreras genom dodlig stillhet. Vi ser en plats déar ljuset klockan tre pa mor-
gonen under hogsommaren dr likadant som ljuset klockan tre pa eftermiddagen
under midvintern.

Minimal rorelse.
Juni och december och halvdagern insisterar.
Den ldngsamma kameran forvandlar det mesta i sin vég till stilleben: en hand
som vilar pa bilratten, en slokande tulpanbukett, ett sovande ansikte. Vi vet till
slut inte vad som &r natt eller dag, liv eller dod.

Sunsets utspelas pa gransen ddaremellan. Eller: snarare visar den upp livet som
nagot frimmande. Invaderat av natt.

Detta fraimmande liv skulle kunna beskrivas som en erfarenhet av Maurice
Blanchots andra natt, den natt som inte omfamnar somnen och vilan, och inte
heller extasen och ruset. Den andra natten dr odndlig, somnlos vaka. En natt av

in the words of Maurice Blanchot, a night that doesn’t embrace sleep or rest,
nor ecstasy and rapture. The other night is endless vigilance, interspersed by
phantoms and ghosts.

If Sunsets might be seen as a negotiation of Blanchot’s other night — then trans-
lation is the key instrument of this negotiation.

How?

Spivak: “In every possible sense, translation is necessary but impossible””

The poet Robert Frost is often ascribed the infamous words “Poetry is what
gets lost in translation”. Whether he uttered them or not, this view implies a no-
tion of poetry conceived as origin, and translation as a bland copy. But the fact
that some phenomena seem untranslatable doesn’t indicate that translation per
se is insufficient, it only means that our universe is complex. Loss is not more
inherent in translation than in any other language use. But alienation is. Let’s
ask Anne Carson if you don’t believe it.

In her study Economy of the unlost, Anne Carson says about the poet Paul

Celan that he “uses language as if he were always translating.”®> Why? And
how? Alienation. Strangeness that arose as the consequence of his war trauma
and exile.
All other comparisons left aside — translation in Sunsets is not a translation of
“something”, but the very “something” in itself, the very language it speaks. In
a place where the difference between day and night is erased twice a year, what
does “day” mean? Does it mean “night”? Sunsets attempts at comprehending
this twilight by the work of translation. Translation is enacted before our very
eyes, and the viewer perceives all the cuts, joints, seams and transitions in their
materiality. Travelling from one language to another, one place to another,
changes you. What changes?

It doesn’t alter anything It doesn’t alter anything It doesn’t alter anything

These are the words that Clarice Lispector says in Portuguese, when answering
the question whether she believes that she and the story Mineirinho can change
anything. Three times the interpreter repeats these words in English. But when

”drommar fantomer och spoken”, med filosofen Simon Critchleys ord, och vars
underjordiska begér dr besliktat med konstverket som omojlighet.” Sunsets ar
en forhandling av detta tillstdnd — den andra natten — och forhandlingens vikti-
gaste instrument utgors av overséttningen.

Hur da?
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Spivak: ”In every possible sense, translation is necessary but impossible”

Poeten Robert Frost brukar tillskrivas de kinda orden att poesi dr det som gar
forlorat vid en 6versittning. Detta synsitt implicerar en forestdllning om poesi
som ursprung, medan oversittning reduceras till en bristfillig kopia.

Men det faktum att det finns foreteelser som tycks oOversittbara betyder inte
att oversdttningar per se dr bristfélliga, utan att vart universum ar komplext.
Forlust dr inte mer specifikt for 6verséttningar 4n for andra sprékliga former.
Daremot framlingskap. Friga poeten Anne Carson.

I Economy of the unlost understryker Anne Carson att poeten Paul Celan
“uses language as if he were always translating. Deras gemensamma nimnare
utgors av framlingskapet. Varfor? Hur? Alienation. Ett framlingskap som hér-
ror ur exil och krigstrauma.

Inga Ovriga jamforelser — men dversidttning fungerar inte som en dverséttning av
"nagot” i Sunsets, utan utgor filmens huvudsakliga sprak. Vad betyder "dag” pa
en plats dér skillnaden mellan dag och natt utraderas tva ganger om aret? Bety-
der det rentav "natt”? Sunsets ndrmar sig denna grdzon genom en dverséttning
som iscensétts infor vara ogon. Betraktaren ser brotten, skarvarna, klippen,
Overgéngarna — Oversittningens sjdlva materialitet. Att ga fran ett sprak till ett
annat, ett landskap till ett annat, foérdndrar oss, i grunden.

Vad fordandras?

It doesn’t alter anything It doesn’t alter anything It doesn’t alter anything

Tre génger upprepas denna mening pd portugisiska av Clarice Lispector som
ett svar pa intervjuarens friga huruvida hon och novellen "Mineirinho” kan
fordndra nagot. Tre ganger sdger simultantolkaren dessa ord pa engelska. Men
ndr en betydelse har fardats genom tva olika sprdk och upprepats sex génger,

asingle meaning has travelled between two languages six times, then something
is altered. The displacement of the repetition and the translation enacts a min-
imal linguistic defiance, a resistance against the finality of Lispector’s words.
The translation introduces otherness, but also movement, uncertainty that
constitutes a counter language against the vestiges of death in the language of
Lispector. The most prominent example is when Lispector utters her last words
in the video: “I am speaking from my tomb”. But at first, the interpreter misun-
derstands, she gets it wrong, hesitates. But suddenly a cry of joy pierces through
the air — and so the morose tone of the words are displaced entirely towards
something else. “But no, no! I am speaking from my tomb!” the interpreter
triumphantly cries out. This is not death speaking anymore, this speech does
not arise from the tomb, but from sheer, vibrant life. Hereby, life as difference,
as change and as translation is inscribed into death.

The place of language is prominent in the three videos by Lisa Tan. Notes

from Underground is a katabasis, a descent to the underworld with Susan Son-
tag as guide. But the Orpheus/Dante of our time knows that the chthonic can
also move horizontally: a subway line becomes a sound wave which points to-
wards Tan’s third video: Waves. So our basic elements connect the three films:
air, earth water. But instead of fire — there is language. Language is thus aligned
with our elements, constitutive for our existence.
If translation is manifested as a method and device to enable the inscription
of strange life into death in Sunsets, then one may suggest that the modernist
novel is a point of inspiration for the video Waves. More exactly, The waves by
Virginia Woolf. But, just as Sunsets is not an artwork about Lispector, Waves
is not an artwork about Woolf, but about the liminal state between collectivity
and annihilation.

The waves in the video Waves can be construed as a figuration that con-
nects and deletes by the very same movement. They address our longing after
community/togetherness, but also the wiping out of the subject, nothingness,
merging into the big blue and thus the loss of ourselves. Waves connect time and
space, rewrite borders, and enable alternative histories to surface. Because, if
“every word has its own shadow” so with every wave, there is an undertow, con-
stitutive for the wave. Moving forward is also a drawing back. Applied to time
and history, the movement of the wave stresses the movement of the return.

har det skett en fordndring. Upprepningens och dversittningens forskjutning
av betydelsen iscensétter ett minimalt trots, ett motstdnd mot yttrandets ab-
soluta ansprak: Oversittningens introduktion av annanhet, men ocksa rorelse,
osidkerhet, bildar ett motsprak som spjarnar mot dodens spar i Lispectors tal.
Det bista exemplet pa detta utgors av slutorden i filmen: ”Jag talar frdn min
grav”. Men inneborden i detta dystra yttrande forskjuts 180 genom Gverséttnin-
gen. Tolken oversitter forst fel. Men plotsligt hors ett triumferande "Nej!” nér
tolken inser sitt misstag och Oversitter korrekt: "Men nej, nej! Jag talar frén
min grav!” Hér dr det inte lingre doden som talar, utan det fraimmande livet:
forandringen, och rorelsen.

Spréak har en given plats i samtliga Tans tre filmer. I Notes from Underground
foretar konstnédren en nedstigning i underjorden med Susan Sontag som vigvis-
are. Underjorden ar fylld av sprék, spar, roster som vittnar om tid som passerat.
Men var tids Orfeus/Dante vet att det ktoniska firdas savil horisontellt som
vertikalt, en tunnelbanelinje blir en ljudvidg som pekar fram mot Tans tredje
film, Waves. Grundelementen hakar i varandra: luft, jord och vatten. Elden ar
dock tamligen frdnvarande. Men istéllet finns sprak.

Sprék som konstnérligt redskap.
Brannande sprék.
Litterart sprak.

Om o6versittning manifesteras som overgripande metod och sprakligt grepp
for att sdga ndgot om det fraimmande livet i Sunsets, ser vi hur den modernistis-
ka romanens formsprak har fatt inspirera Waves. Det dr Virginia Woolfs roman
Vigorna som utgor orienteringspunkten. Men pa samma sétt som Sunsets inte
handlar om Lispector utan om doden som en forutséttning for gestaltningen av
frammande liv, sd handlar inte filmen Waves om Woolfs roman Vigorna, utan
om grénstillstindet mellan kollektiv gemenskap och utpléning.

Végorna i filmen Waves kan ses som en figuration som binder samman och ut-
plédnar i samma rorelse: de talar om vér lingtan efter gemenskap, men ocksd om
jagforlust, intighet och ett uppgaende i alltet dir vi forlorar oss sjdlva. Vagorna
binder samman tider och rum, ritar om kartorna, och mojliggor alternativa his-
torier genom sitt sitt att rora sig. For liksom “every word has its own shadow”
so with every wave, there is an undertow. Elizabeth Freeman siger, med en
referens till Maryl Altman, att understrommen 4r en konstitutiv del av vigen:

In returning we get in touch with unwritten histories that alter what is yet to
come. Returning enables the future to open in new ways.

Natural phenomena, as waves, used as models for our thinking, are not news
to the field of art and literature. The poet Stéphane Mallarmé, for instance, let
the firmament serve as a pattern for his poem “Un coup de dés”. But searching
for the new is not the intention in Lisa Tan’s work Waves. Rather, the returning
movement of the waves is engaged on many different levels, for example in the
repetition of the artist’s own words, spoken as voice over. She pauses, reverses,
backspacing on the keyboard, repeating the last sentence over and over again.
But she also revisits old traditions of thought, as the science of correspondences.
Correspondence is a key term for Tan in Waves, and she uses it in the modernist
sense, reminiscent of Baudelaire, amongst others. But if the Baudelaire version
of correspondence is but a shadow of the Swedenborg version, isn’t the Tan
version just a shadow of a shadow? Yes and no. But the shadow only appears to
be threatening to those who submit to the idea of an absolute origin. Tan, on
the other hand, shows through her work, that the materiality of the shadow is
just as tangible as the origin. And maybe, this is the human predicament that
Waves, ultimately, conveys to the observer. There may not be a divinity, but
divine-ness, yes. No absolute origin, but originality, indeed.

Sure, nature provides for our attempts at creating order, structures and com-
prehension with models and patterns. The double movement of the waves, the
sunrise that might be a sunset, the starry sky. But this doesn’t prescribe any
natural order for humans, only, maybe, a minimal ethics for our time.

When strangeness in its various forms is inscribed into existence, into life, it
begins to move. This is our counter movement, Tan seems to say, this is what we
do. Towards night, against night, wave by wave.
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dess rorelse framat dr ocksa ett sug bakat.” Hirmed understryks atervindan-
dets rorelse. Genom atervindandet skapas oviantade forbindelser, vi kommer i
beroring med oskrivna historier, och hirmed blir dtervindandet ocksé ett sétt
att Oppna framtiden pa nya sétt.

Att 1ata naturliga fenomen std som modeller for vart sétt att tdnka, dr inte
nagot nytt inom konst och litteratur — se bara hur Stéphane Mallarmé lit stjarn-
himlen utgdra monstret for sin dikt ”Un coup de dés”. Men sokandet efter det
nya dr inte Tans avsikt. Vdgornas figuration med dess dtervindande rorelse
iscensdtts pé flera nivéer, bland annat genom omtagningar av Tans egna ord.
Hon backar, skriver om, sdger pd nytt. Hon gdr ocks4 tillbaka till dldre tanke-
traditioner som korrespondensldaran. Men om Baudelaires (eller Strindbergs for
den delen) korrespondenslira kan sdgas vara blott en skugga av Swedenborgs,
maste inte Tans korrespondensldra i sa fall vara en skugga av en skugga? Ja
och nej. Men det dr bara for den som underkastar sig idén om ett absolut orig-
inal och ursprung, som skuggan ter sig hotfull. Tan ddremot visar rakt igenom
sitt arbete att skuggans materialitet dr minst lika pataglig som originalets. Och
mojligtvis dr det detta ménskliga predikament som Waves ytterst formedlar till
betraktaren. Det kanske inte finns ndgon gud, men gudomlighet finns, tro finns.
Inget ursprungligt original, men originalitet finns.

Vara forsok att upprétta ordning, strukturer och begriplighet har forvisso fore-
bilder i naturen; vadgornas dubbla rorelse, solnedgdngen som lika gidrna kan
vara en soluppgéang. Det betyder dock inte att naturen foreskriver alla vara
handlingar, men det implicerar en minimal etik for vér tid.

Nir det frimmande i dess olika former skrivs in i var existens borjar den ocksa
rora pa sig. Detta dr motrorelsen. Tan tycks sdga; detta dr vad vi gor. Mot natten,
mot omdojligheten, i Sunsets, 1 Waves.
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WAVES (2014), 19 minutes, 12 seconds

Departing from Virginia Woolf’s experimental novel The Waves, the video imagines how consciousness is formed in relation to society and its technologies, but also
in relation to the expressions of geological, hydrological and meteorological processes. Filmed between land and sea, a meta-conversation on limits and language
forms between disparate hydro-relations, like the structure of Woolf’s prose, Courbet’s paintings of the sea, Google’s data centers cooled by the Baltic Sea, invisible
jellyfish, and transoceanic cables.

NOTES FROM UNDERGROUND (2013), 23 minutes 45 seconds

Notes from Underground connects the Stockholm underground and Susan Sontag’s sojourn in Sweden in the late 1960s, with another cavern system 5,000 miles away
in New Mexico, not far from where the artist was raised. Through sound and image, the video guides the viewer above and below ground, suggestively linking these
physical journeys to the liminal transitions between states of consciousness and strata of history.

SUNSETS (2012), 22 minutes, 30 seconds

The video documents an informal translation of a 1977 interview with the Brazilian writer Clarice Lispector. Her figurative and highly imaginative stories approach
the limits of subjectivity in remarkable ways. The piece layers the interview with scenes that were filmed in Sweden during the time between night and day, at either
3am during the summer, or 3pm during the winter.

The shadow is just as tangible as the origin by Mara Lee Gerdén was commissioned for the occasion of Lisa Tan’s solo exhibition at Galleri Riis in Stockholm,
14 January - 21 February, 2015.

The works in this exhibition were made possible with the support of the University of Gothenburg, Valand Academy and Konstnérliga forskarskolan.
Notes From Underground was partially supported by The Swedish Arts Grants Committee.

Lisa Tan extends a very special thanks to Jonas Dahlberg and Mara Lee Gerdén.

WAVES (2014), 19 minuter, 12 sekunder

Videon utgar fran Virginia Woolfs experimentella roman Vigorna. Verket beskriver hur medvetandet formas i relation till samhéllet och dess teknik, men ocksa i
forhallande till uttryck av geologiska, hydrologiska och meteorologiska processer. Filmad mellan land och hav, formas ett meta-samtal om grianser och spréakformer
mellan disparata hydro-relationer, liksom kring strukturen i Woolfs prosa, Courbets malningar av havet, hur Googles datacenter kyls av Ostersjon, osynliga maneter
och transoceanska kablar.

NOTES FROM UNDERGROUND (2013), 23 minuter, 45 sekunder

I Notes from Underground kopplas Stockholms tunnelbana och Susan Sontags vistelse i Sverige i slutet av 1960 samman med ett annat grottsystem, 5 000 mil bort i
New Mexico, inte 1dngt frdn dir konstniren vixte upp. Genom ljud och bild, guidar filmen betraktaren ovan och under jord, suggestivt lankande dessa fysiska resor
till 6vergangens gransland mellan medvetandetillstind och skikt av historia.

SUNSETS (2012), 22 minuter, 30 sekunder

Videon dokumenterar en inofficiell overséttning av en intervju fran 1977 med den brasilianska forfattaren Clarice Lispector. Hennes figurativa och fantasifulla
berittelser ndrmar sig granserna for subjektivitet pa ett enastdende vis. I verket blandas intervjun med scener som filmats i Sverige under tiden mellan natt och dag,
antingen vid klockan 03:00 pa sommaren, eller vid klockan 3:00 under vintern.

Skuggans materialitet dr minst lika pataglig som originalets av Mara Lee Gerdén skrevs i samband med Lisa Tans separatutstidllning pa Galleri Riis Stockholm,
14 januari - 21 februari, 2015.

Verken i utstédllningen gjordes majliga med stod fran Goteborgs universitet, Akademin Valand och Konstnérliga Forskarskolan.
Notes from Underground har delvis finansierats av Konstnidrsndmnden.

Lisa Tan vill rikta ett speciellt tack till Jonas Dahlberg och Maria Lee Gerdén



