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THIS ARTWORK CHANGED MY LIFE

Susan Hiller's Dream Mapping
Awoke Me From the Solitary
Terror of My Nightmares

The British artist's “paraconceptual” investigation into
the subconscious, featuring fairy rings and collective
sleeping, offered guidance to Helen Charman during a
period of bad dreams and insomnia.

Susan Hiller, Dream Mapping, 1974, Participants sleeping in a field at Purdies Farm, Hampshire ©
The Estate of Susan Hiller



Elephant and Artsy have come together to present This
Artwork Changed My Life, a creative collaboration that
shares the stories of life-changing encounters with art.
A new piece will be published every two weeks on both
Elephant and Artsy. Together, our publications want to
celebrate the personal and transformative power of art.

Out today on Artsy is Francis M. Naumann on Marcel
Duchamp’s Bicycle Wheel.

A sensation of being crushed. An inability to breathe due
to the invisible creature sitting on your chest. Jerking
awake as you slap thousands of spiders away from your
body. Running through the corridors of your secondary
school chased by a nameless, unseen horror. A face
appearing in the rear view mirror of your car as you
drive along alone. Throughout my late teens and early
twenties | frequently experienced some variation of
these and other nightmares: not every night, but often
enough that the anticipatory fear of them soon
developed into chronic insomnia. Too scared to sleep in
case an evil dream came, | spent night after night in a
tense vigil, afraid even to relax my muscles in case
something “bad” seized the opportunity to take me by
surprise.

It was around this time that | started to become
interested in dreams—and nightmares—as a subject in
their own right. As a literature student, it didn’t take me
long to come across, in a clumsy teenage way, Freud’s
Interpretation of Dreams. With no understanding of
what psychoanalysis was, | read—or tried to read—the
book as a kind of manual: | read it like a GCSE Biology
textbook. Although nightmares aren’t treated fully as a
subject in their own right, for Freud they function along
the same basic principle as dreams themselves: if all
dreams are a form of wish fulfilment, then nightmares
are their masochistic shadow.
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In 2011, the year | turned eighteen, Tate Britain staged a
landmark retrospective of the artist Susan Hiller’s work.
One of the most prolific conceptual artists of the
twentieth century, Hiller defined her own practice as
“paraconceptual”. Her work, which encompasses and
complicates the boundaries between video installation,
performance art, photography, and writing, pushes
against “rational” and “scientific” categories of truth and
fiction. Her refusal to acknowledge divisions between
“real” and “false” experiences roots her work in the
paranormal and the psychoanalytic.

For Hiller, the entire framework of reality is built on
productively permeable foundations. For the teenage
version of myself that went to see the Tate Britain
exhibition in 2011, it was Hiller’s explicit engagement
with the subconscious mind that drew me to her work.
It was a strong enough pull to entice me to spend a
day’s worth of earnings from my waitressing job, and
get the train into the city from its furthest rural suburbs.



“l developed a heightened fear of my
own subconscious, and a sense of my
sleeping self as the enemy within”

Hiller’'s From the Freud Museum (1991-1997) was the
work | was most interested in: a display comprising of
fifty archive boxes, filled with small and intriguing
objects like herbs and holy water, originally installed at
the Freud Museum in 1994. | was keen, too, to see her
automatic writing, interested in anything that imposed
some kind of order on the chaos of the psyche, but it
was in another room—arguably one of the least visually
exciting—that | realized what | had been looking for all
along.

Dream Mapping (1974) came out of Hiller's previous
“group investigation”, The Dream Seminar (1973).
Attendees of the seminar met weekly to discuss their
dreams, a way of turning individual subconscious
experiences into a collective project. The dream work of
the following year was more ambitious: a cross between
a performance, an event and an experiment. Seven
dreamers slept for three August nights inside “fairy
rings” made of Marasmius oreades (also known as
“Scotch bonnet™ mushrooms) that naturally occur in a
field in Hampshire. The participants then recorded their
dreams each morning in words, drawings and diagrams,
which were later copied onto transparent paper and
superimposed on each other, producing composite
collective dream maps.



Susan Hiller, Dream Mapping, 1974. Composite group dream map for the
night of August 23-24, 1974 © The Estate of Susan Hiller

Fairy rings loom large in the folklore of Western Europe.
Variously considered to be marks made by the dances of
fairies, the rituals of witches, or the marks left by the
Devil’s milk churn, to enter them is considered to be a
dangerous game, and the courting of ill fortune.
Although familiar with the fields that made up the
landscape of my adolescence, and no stranger to
camping holidays, the idea horrified me. Alone out there
in the field, in dangerous nightmare territory (for what
could be more conducive to a night terror than entering
a fairy ring?), Hiller’'s dreamers were exposed and
vulnerable.



“Alone out there in the field, in
dangerous nightmare territory, Hiller’s
dreamers were exposed and
vulnerable”

But, | realized, they were not alone. In fact, the project
allowed for a way of being together even during sleep.
In those layers of tracing paper, the elements of each
sleeper’s subconscious mind ceased to be an individual
horror, a composite monster of repressed violence
waiting to pounce, but one point on a map that led to
another, a feature in common with another person’s
experiences.

Susan Hiller didn’t really “teach me” how to sleep, and it
wouldn’t be completely honest to pretend that | don’t
still sometimes struggle with nightmares, with the kind
of fear that encourages me to forget to turn the bedside
light off, but these insomniac interludes are increasingly
few and far between. Psychoanalysis deserves some
credit, too. What Dream Mapping did for me at
eighteen, however, was show me that dreaming doesn’t
have to be something associated entirely with private
and individual experience. | learned that the mind is not
a problem to be solved, and that collectivity is a mode of
living that belongs to the night as well as the day.
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SUSAN HILLER (1940-2019)

March 05, 2019 « Ann Gallagher

Susan Hiller in 2006. Photo: Nanda Lanfranco.

IN SUSAN HILLER'S EARLY VIDEO INSTALLATION An Entertainment, 1990, scaled-up images
and the amplified sound of Punch and Judy performances transform popular children’s
entertainment into a terrifying spectacle. Aspects of our collective culture considered unworthy
of serious attention—in this case, puppet shows she watched with her young son—repeatedly
formed the starting point for a wide range of innovative artworks produced over the artist’s

remarkably productive five-decade career.

Susan’s art often focused on the subconscious and the paranormal. Early experiments with
automatic writing and her work Dream Mapping, 1974, were followed by monumental
installations such as Psi Girls, 1999, an orchestrated sound and video installation of telekinetic
actions, and Witness, 2000, an elaborate arrangement of hanging speakers, emitting oral

testimony of alien and UFO sightings.

Spoken and written language appeared consistently throughout Susan’s work, and she was the
author, coauthor, and editor of several books. German street signs containing the prefix Juden,
or Jew, were painstakingly researched for The J Street Project, 200205, while recordings of
endangered or extinct languages were accompanied by projections of the sound waves they
produced in The Last Silent Movie, 2007-08.



Artifacts were similarly accumulated. Postcards entitled “Rough Sea,” from locations around
the British coastline, are arranged in fourteen panels in Dedicated to the Unknown Artists,
1972-76, and numerous museum boxes filled with themed objects feature in the

installation From the Freud Museum, 1991-96.

“I don’t make singularities,” Susan told The Observer in 2011. “I work in series. It’s a political
commitment. There’s a non-hierarchical principle of organization in the work. I combine a

Minimalist aesthetic with a Surrealist sensibility.”

Her postgraduate studies in photography and film, archaeology, linguistics, and anthropology,
as well as the years in the 1960s she spent traveling and living in different parts of the world
with her partner, the writer David Coxhead, no doubt contributed to the very particular
approach of this fiercely intelligent and endlessly curious artist. Susan was a youthful seventy-
eight when she died this January. Though women of her generation struggled to achieve
visibility and respect in their careers, her work featured regularly in international exhibitions
alongside much younger artists in recent decades, and known and loved pieces from across the
span of Susan’s life were consistently visible in galleries and museums. For those fortunate
enough to have known her, we will fondly remember her insight, integrity, irony, and

generosity. Susan will be very much missed, but her work will live on.

Ann Gallagher is director of collections, British art at Tate, and was curator of “Susan Hiller,”

a retrospective exhibition held at Tate Britain in 2011.
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Discover the [,)i()n(,‘(.‘ring work of the (T()Il(‘.(.‘[)lllal artist
Susan Hiller

Hiller, who died in January, will be the subject of exhibitions at Frieze Masters and Matt's Gallery

bom artist Susan Hiller, specaking at a Bazaar Art Week event in October 2018, a few

nonths before she ;L.--..'.‘, yway at the age of 78, Thas autumn, Hiller will recesve the
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Woman when she becomes the subject of tnibute shows at both Fricae

Matt's Gallery in Bermondscy



At Fricze Masters, Lisson Gallery will host a solo booth of Hiller's work, explonng
themes of domesticaty, famualy and gender roles. Some of the antist's carliest-known
works will go on show for the first tume, including Small painting with long title
(1969), a pair of handprints in stnking black and red acrylic that tell a very human

story 1n an understated way

Suacn Hiller, Smal pointing with long tithe, 1969



Over in Bermondsey, the gallenst Robin Klassnik, who worked with Hiller for 45
years and was a close fnend, wall stage an exhabation in her honour at Matt's Gallery.
Hiller had been about to begin planning the show - her fifth with the gallery - at the
tume of her death and 1t has since been developad in close collaboration with Klassmk

and Hiller’s son, Gabniel Coxhead.

“The works we have chosen for the show sit within the wider trajectory of Susan's
carcer, whach was all about articulating hidden messages and meanings that she would
reflect back 10 the culture at large,” says Coxhead of the two exhibits he and Klassnik
have sclected. The first, a video titled Rumning on Empty (2017), onginated from the
creation of her monumental audio-sculptural installation Chanmels (made from 102
cathode-ray tube television sets playing reports of near-death expenences). Dunng its
construction, Hiller and Klassnik discovered a television set that spostancously
crmatted a haunting message of its own; the resulting video documents their unfolding
attempts to capture the phenomenon on camera, The second exhabit, a hand puppet of
a ghost or skeleton, has a macabre quality 1o 1t — Hiller kept it on ber desk at home as
a kind of talisman, “Both picces are interesting because they bring into question their

own status as art,” says Coxhead.

Suson Hiller, The Last Sdert Movee, 2007/2008



Throughout her carcer, Hiller took an interest in numinous, otherworldly sdeas,
without ever subscnibing to a particular sdeology bersell. “The work 1s about belset,
but her own belief didn’t come into it,” says Coxhead, "She was interested in working
with matenals that were repressed or hndden.™ This October, a new generation of
andiences will have the opportunity to uncarth some of the mysteries of her

extraordmary art

Susan Hiler urroveling the weave of o camvas for Work n Progress, Mott's Gallery, Martello
Street, 1580

Susan Hiller: Ghost/TV will be ar Matt s Gallery. 92 Webster Road, London SET6,
from 25 September to 27 October. Lisson Gallery will exhibit Susan Hiller 's work at

Frieze Masters, which runs from 3 to 6 October
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Demons And Dancing Dinosaurs: Perceiving
And Creating With Susan Hiller

—Allan Gardner , November 11th, 2018 10:53

A conversation with conceptual artist Susan Hiller, touching on the nature of
viewership, the paranormal, and the marked changes in what it has meant to

be a practicing artist over the last half century

Susan Hiller, Channels, 2013, Video installation with sound, Dimensions variable © Susan Hiller

Courtesy Lisson Gallery

Susan Hiller could be regarded as one of the most important conceptual artists of the twentieth
century. Her work has engaged with themes and subject matters long before their perceived

importance within the art world and has done so in a thought-provoking, engaging manner.

Having relocated from Florida to London towards the tail-end of the 1960s, Hiller used the nature
of otherness found in such a move as an inspiration that remains present in even her most recent
works. The subject of a major retrospective at Tate Britain, her work has entered the conceptual art

canon as she continues to research, make, and present new work at an enviable pace.

Her work continues to ask and present relevant questions, with the recent Resounding series

tackling the limits of our understanding and perception in the face of an ever expanding universe.



In rescarching Belshazzar's Feast, the Writing on Yowr Wall |a multinsedia installation from
19834 combining video, colour photography, drawing, sound and interior furnishings
reimagined in 2015 2 & 'Campéire versbon' consisting of a stack of television sets showing fire,
soundtracked by Hiller's improvised singing, media reporting paranormsal sightings and
famillial recordings), I was reminded of a story in which a child is taken camping by his
father.

He's sat in the woods by the fire and be starts to belicve be seos shapes in the Bames, He tells
the father and his father says that the shapes are demons, he has (o stay up all night, staring
into the fire with his eyes open until be fights the demons off. If he closes his eyes before this,
the demons will drag him through the fire and into hell,

Actaally the camplize version was lirst shown in 2 somewhat different form in sy show at the 1CA
in 1986, The original living room version refers 10 the real meaning of wnheimiich, something
reprossed or unacknowlodged in the home that emerges with uncanny, frightening offect. The
campfire version relates 10 the way people like 10 tell stories around a campfire, frequently ghost
stories - both situations can be frightening.

Your idea that we receive information from multiple posss is foregrounded in the camplire version,
but basically the effect on viewers is the same in both Berations, The work is st up 10 draw people
in, o encourage empathy. You can accept the experience at face value or you can reject it, if's up to
you.

1 want 1o say something that relales 10 your really hoerible story about & camplire, | always like o
tell this abosnt Belsharzar'y Feas becaase s the way people sometimes misunderstand o

completely. A man who always llked my work 1old me that be absolutcly haed this piece. | asked
him why and he said “you put in all those devils. Why are you making me watch all these devils™

I sadd, “You are potting the devils there, not me™. But he never believed me.

Other poople tell me, “1 love the pacce! | saw dancimg dinosaan!™ They think | make anisnatson and
insert it under the fire imagery... | would like people to realise that the moving blips of light are
triggering images. | want 0 give back that self-awareness 1o people. But if they insist on ignoring
the fact that they're making the images, then the work has failed.
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the power of Lhe mind.
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codocr” Why does It maescr” What's 10 beleve? F'm s srtint
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That's sctually one of the resons (hat | wanied to do this interview, The prevadent theme that
1 Sound In reseurching sour work has always been apportanity,

When you Jook a1 0wt werk you have 10 st somewhone. | fad Bt | am interosiad i setting wp
sitsations that aro empathetic %0 peoplic. You can enter 580 it Of you can withdraw from i det you
harve 0 reslise thae that s who we are a5 & socscty.

Saam My, Bowph Moosir Niphe, 2008, Archival dry primte S 2 B om (ot poonl) X0 182 29
T e © Semen M0y, Cowrveny Lo Gallery

That reminds me of the quote from Gertrade Steia’s 1926 essay “Componition as Explanation’
that can be paraphrmed as: Nothing changrs from gemeration (o peneration exceps whed we ave
perveiving of that memsent, | foel that that tioks directly to what you're saylag. Frem
generation (o pessration, the setting doo changed. It's the evoletion of Belshazzar's Feadt. The
Mca Bl we mre new belag sorroended by modia, bt ity belag condemed %0 @ 1o viop o
from soticieg.

That's mécoesting. | can't mocesanly commest on (hat dircctly but § do know that artids caa do &
varicty of differenst works bt they're always sbout the same thisg bocaue you only have one
beirg. You just find Gierens ways of speakiog aboet i1

In my roccot Resowading works |sudiovasasl isstallations includisg tramcriptions of 8¢ big bang,
pubiary aad plasss waves. 3 moose code message froen 8 Jeoad Greamisg caperiment, satic
mierference from radio and iclevision programs Comtaming traces of The Mg bang: sad the voioes of
dvadsals descndving their eapeniences of snexplained viusd phesomens ). T'm amemptiog 10
reprosent sciontitc doscripooas of cosmiks phenomenon



These phenomena are (aly commmmscabie theough mathemuncs (which | dont vesderstand) or
Swough sound. Schontists tramsiate Hght waves 20 sound oaline for our bonefe. S0 whee we
exporonce the sounds, what ay we acneally exporioacing? How does thas refate %0 e way that we
wy o sposk sbout thowe sarts of Silegs and to floed their readity?

1 e wryieg W foces 0 ways of creatiog & stvectered sitnaticn for poople %0 sealise bow dotant we
we froen experiencmg some Things that are s 10 be part of cor workl, Knowiadge that scods W be
sen Inesally on faith

It guite similar 10 your plece The Laxt Sileat Mowie [A 22 mdnute vides plece connistieg of
codasgered snd exting languages spoken, subtitled on 5 black backgreund). | romcmber
bearisg somcthing about the discumbon arvund what it meam for & lasgeage 1o dic and »
community 10 die but what [ fousd most interestiog s that there are things which used 10 be
explained with these langusges that we po Jonger have terminology for. The iden that we con't
1K about certain things because we either don't want 10 or that we den't have the sools 10
describe hem b an nteresting dichotomy,

That's the sitsation we'se 2t — Il we don't start keaening soon, we'ne not gowag %0 be bere. | foel guite
spocalyptic st (e momest.

B thank what you've said is rue, although it wasas oy losenion s St work. 1 comses across
bocasse using the haman voice is phasical. Your relatiombip 10 someone tallcing 10 you i 2
phywical one Sat's very spocial 1 Bk souchiog . It has an losimacy thas the acher semses dony
poorvide.

OF course, you expersonce poople s other ways, bat &'s oox the same, Whes you hear people
talking, ity vidaations waching your car. You compile an lmage of who they are. The Lasw Silesr
Moste provides 3 mack more complen experioace Suas jest readiag abost & dying langeage .

1 interesting you sheald mention hat, Researching for this mterview, | had ooe of your
works plavisg on seme laptop speakers. My partner was In bed and he got wp 10 sk me 2o
use head phoses becaw this sart of diembaedied tinmy veloe was echelng down our hallway,

sounding very wnsetiling. | think perticularty because of the context of the paranscmmal within
your artwerk.

That's inscrosting hocane Bare wone not ~ and pow are ~ 3 Jos of srtists exploniag the parsnonmad.
They'se doing things like wances. To me Bhal's ool pettng asywhere, The fear Bt pooplc have is
wery real Bocasse i's 4 whole arcs (hal oer socicty cacporiscs o feghicning. Iy death, it's
Rasrsiog, iC's ghonts, Mab bah blah. .. It frightens people. But is anyone frightened by a reconding
of 3 deceased munician, or wasching deceasad aciors in an odd Him Y Thess conmradictons s pan of
oer cultwee. If we were from a different caltare, we would have 3 very Sifferent sttitads Sowants
i kied of thing



Even areund 100 years ago, there was the occult bose in Eurepe ~ the Parbias Movmerists,
Cromley, ete.

Of coune, it was 3 way of hevadonieg oot what the mind & | soppose # is still contimsing. The e
is that poople want to see allicnn when in the past & would have boen angels. We have %0 pet it in our
own lerma 10 the peoblicmn we Save when facod with cortsin capericaces. How can we repoesent it?

Do you feel like these experiences can sometioes be lmiting doe to thelr cone of
reproduction? Fer example, | wmn introdeced 1o your work s “This Is Sosan Hiller, vhe s &
fominkd srthd makisg art aboul fermlaisva™ howover there are other viewers foceniong more

heavilly on Ihe pursocemal or ‘sther’ sapoct of your work, ghving it comtex! thal way.

P ol Shone thags bet | resemt ol of thia casrgornation. There s & &fforvace detwoes an and
advertiving. Advertisng tarpets & potential market that's alrcady secogaiable and you want o
Larpet wilh yousr smsapery. If | schedic women i Bikings, | ssoume @i will sppeal 10 8 specilc
provp. | dont think that's what an ties to do.

A crosnes an sedooce Biat was previousy deparsse from the wiy it prosones en-<odifed weas In
some Kind of formal order 10 be considonnd. You ond wp with an ssdiosce that perhaps secogaisos
wself as shanng some Iesighes, bet i1's not Boe you're all weanag the same trainers

The artivn who tarpet known groups sad ose Seir ant 2 & logo do very well commercaally. I'm not
sayimg that @ nogales their work but &'y &ffcreat froms sy work, maybe bocasse 'm from &

different gencration.

1'm sot sure i i£'s pecessarily peserational. If | were to thisk aboat the woek that | was
making in rddation 10 & partioslar sadicnce then | wouldn't really consbder mysell 10 be
making wrt, | would be peoducing » commerncial peodact.

I'm pot seew i's 53t Close & relationship, I artists gave up as woon 3 they sold work, of they
comiderad sclling wark 10 be ropreheasbile, nothing wosld happes. There bas %0 b 2 balance
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With &, you can be sadelined. You can be takens away from what you could sdeally be dolng.
Success can be one of those things that can sideline you. It would be very depressing 1o think that
only mega-multi-millicaaires were able to experience your work, These poople are not necessandy
alwiarys mice or interesting . It would create the guestion of exactly what you woro dolng for this 1o
be the group your work appeals 10. One of the joys of being as carly conceptual anist was that
nobady Bought asything so we were all very pure!

When | fiest showed Dedicared to the Unknown Arrists [an carly work consisting of postcands,
charts, maps. one book. one dossier, mounied on fourteem panels). | &d a picce of writing that
doscribed myself s 3 cemwiorn, This was me mtroducing the act of colloction as something that you
do 1n an. A collector expressod an interest i purchasing some — not all - of the posicand pancls, Of
counse, | sad po. | dido't realise that sobody had really scen & work Tike thes that had foureen parts,
It was looked st like dMferent drawings or paintings with a shared formal lasguage (nstead of &

conceptual projoct in foureen sections.

Nobody endod up buying that wark for abost thirty years untill the Tate bought it. We were alwo
very privileged in those days, # was cheap for us 10 Bve sad cheaper materals were what we had It
necessataled this kind of making,

1 think that kind of lviag was still golag on even in the early 1990s. I do look on people who
were able 1o keave art school and immediately support themselves with the dole whilst
concentrating om their work with a certain amount of envy,

And 5o you should, In the 1970y, in London, that's what everybody &d. They weron't sitling
arowad , they wore warking. This was how you supportod yourself as an artist or a writer or
masician. Ant school was free. You probably received a maintenance gramt. You dida't have 1o work
however many hours as well s studying, it's probably one of the reasons an schools are far less
caciting nowadays. The studeats arca't there half the time becasie they're working at paying jobs,
This & & great culteral tragedy.

People’s are increasingly making wse of ooe-liners in art, Ownly artists doing vory well nancially
can actually affoed to make slow, complex wark. We are secing a mass exodus of artists from this
country because they can't afford to Bive bere. What artists need Is tame, that's the only thisg you

can guarantee.



There are some advantages for artists working now. There has never been access to
information like we have. Almost everything is available freely online. It's so vastly different
to how things were before. Making works like you made with Channels [a multi channel video
installation] used to be almost impossible but now we have the ability to show audiovisual
work or digitally focused work anywhere in the world. We can send works to galleries via
email.

You have 1o be very 1ough to continue under difficult circumstances. You need to recognise them as
difficult circumstances and push on. We're never alone, you know. If you have an idea, you must
recognise that there will be many other people with this same wdea. It's always surprised me, as
someone who has taught a lot, why some new graduates suddenly are taken up and others are not,
Looking at this from a distant perspective proves it's really not a horserace where one horse wins. |
don't know what it is like, but it's not like that. You just have 1o work.

Somebody asked me a few vears ago, “Why are vou hiding in Britain? The reason is that | have no
context here. When | ammived here, nobody knew who | was. To this day | ask myself why I am still
based here not out networking in New York or LA, and I've come 1o the conclusion that it's just not
for me. | like the situation of being in a world that | don't know very well. It's interesting for me. It's
all surprising.

Hiller's work can currently be seen at the Staatliche Kunstammiungen, Dresden, Germany, and her
work was the focus of recent survey shows at The Polygon, Vancouver, and at the Officine Grande
Riparazioni, Turin
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How Susan Hiller Has Foregrounded
Empathy in Her Art

This exhibition of Susan Hiller’s 50 years of work, creates an environment that begs

thinking about empathy and its role in making and viewing art.
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The difficulty of translating the unequivocal into something that can be
shared is apparent in the hypaotic sound and video installation
“Resounding (Infrared)” (2013). A glowing, vibrating band of light
spans the width of the screen, as though it were both a horizon and an
undulating sound wave simultancously. The gallery space is engulfed in
cosmic noise, A sonic experience Is composed out of audio
transcriptions documenting the Big Bang, pulsar and plasma waves
from the Earth's radiation belt, dream experiments, and unexplained
sightings of objects in the sky. As the title implics, the mysteries of the
universe are both unmistakable and invisible to us, and our perception
of these events require various audio-visual transhations.

As “Resounding (Infrared)” progresses, we hear a lengehy compilation
of UFO reports from the Witness Archive. As speakers try to recount
their experiences, they struggle with language. Uniquely singular
incidents begin to sound alike. Each speaker attempes to forge
equivalencies for the listencr: it was as bright as a car headlighs; the
size of a three-story building; it was as fast as the speed of light. The
dialogue clings to cxact dates and precise times of occurrences, as
though temporal continuity were an anchor in the world we share and
understand together, as we're asked to consider otherworldly
possibilities. Amidst the fumbling of words, Hiller carcfully indicates
the irreducible nature of these experiences. None of the spoken
accounts are played in thelr entirety, The speakers are abruptly
interrupted with the crackling frequency of white noise, a familiar
sound thaz few people realize contains audible traces of cosmic
background radiation from the Big Bang. We are wrapped back into the
beginning sequence once again, where the mysterious is embedded in
the banal. As translations dovetail with interruptions, empathy must 6l

the gaps.






Hiller frequently draws from popular culture, which can be seen in the
context of her explorations into shared consciousness. “G - - STS"
(2012) is an arrangement of photographs Hiller has taken from various
Internet sources. The photographs are ordinary domestic scenes,
except for unusual ghostly emanations of light that obscure what was
otherwise the subject of the photograph. The title, “G ~ ~ STS," appears
o playfully make reference to the popular game of Hangman, where
you fill in what you know through a process of guessing, until you
cither solve the riddie or dic, Playfully staging the missing Jetters and
the blank spaces of the visual grid, Hiller has offered us clues to
recognize the game we arc playing together, while also suggesting the
failure of words to capture these experiences.

Hiller's radical propositions have often been framed through
discussions of the bizarre or the spooky, little has been written about
the forces of empathy art play. Susan Hiller: Altered States encourages us
to remember that empathy is one of the most quotidian ways to
experience an altered state, perhaps even without being touched.

Susan Hiller: Altered States is on view at Polygon Gallery (101 Carrie
Cates Court, North Vancouver, BC) through September 2.
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Susan Hiller: Altered States takes a mesmerizing look at
paranormal activity, UFO sightings, and telekinetic powers

X

Susan Hiller, PSI Girls, 1999, (detail). Five-screen video installation with sound. ©Susan Hiller, courtesy Lisson

Gallery

At the Polygon Gallery until September 2

[>  In an interview with British curator Matthew Higgs, Susan Hiller
states, “I consider that definitions of reality are always
provisional...that we are all involved collectively in creating our
notions of ‘the real’.” Then she adds, “Anything that is ‘super’ or
‘extra’ is just a way of throwing up a debate around the kind of
experiences that people have all the time.” In addition to “super”
and “extra”, you can add “para”—as in paranormal—to describe
the human experiences that Hiller often investigates in her work.
Over her 40-year career, she has made reference to subjects that
range from clairvoyance and automatic writing to fairy rings,
levitation, and UFO sightings.

Perhaps it would be more precise to say that Hiller’s art examines
accounts of such things, posing questions about how the
collective human psyche attempts to give form to the mysterious
and the supernatural. The photographs, paintings, and video and
sound installations in her Polygon Gallery exhibition Altered
States, so smartly curated by Helga Pakasaar, indicate Hiller’s
curiosity about certain tropes, images, and narratives that recur
in our culture and that yet are often considered undeserving of
serious examination or contemplation.



Born and educated in the United States and based for more than

four decades in London, England, Hiller studied archaeology,

linguistics, and anthropology before turning her high-beam

intelligence toward art making. Critics and curators have

frequently observed that her doctoral degree in anthropology has
informed her practice. It is both illuminating and delightful that this influential senior
artist, writer, and educator describes herself as a “paraconceptualist”. (“I'm interested in
occult powers,” Hiller told the Guardian’s Kate Kellaway, “and if people find this
ludicrous that is their problem.”) An example of a practice situated somewhere between
conceptualism and the paranormal—between the histories of art and science, too—is G-
STS. This work is composed of a grid of small photographs of what appear to be ghostly
emanations or spectral presences in everyday settings, images Hiller found on the
Internet and reconfigured to resemble Polaroids. (Polaroids suggest both immediacy and,
yes, provisionality.) Two of the 16 squares in the photographic grid are blank, perhaps
intended to accommodate our own projections, perhaps to symbolize the open-endedness
of the phenomena, or perhaps, too, to suggest that the age-old belief in ghosts is an
element of that provisional rather than absolute reality that Hiller cites. As is true of all
the works in the show, the images are presented without judgment. Hiller insists, again to
Higgs, that her art has nothing to do with her own “belief or disbelief in the realm of the
supernatural”.

Other works here include backlit negatives of automatic writing, enlarged reproductions
of antique postcard imagery of high seas pounding British shores, and paintings on
collaged layers of old wallpaper. Most compelling, however, are Hiller’s two immersive
video installations with sound.

Hilleropening - Susan Hiller, PS/ Girls, 1999. Five-screen video installation with sound

Installation view.

O AMY ROMER

Psi Girls, a five-screen work from 1999, employs brightly tinted, highly edited two-minute
excerpts from the films The Fury, Stalker, The Craft, Firestarter, and Matilda. All were
made between 1978 and 1996, all were written and directed by men, and all feature little
or teenage girls exercising telekinetic or pyrokinetic abilities. Run without dialogue, Psi
Girls is backed by a percussive soundtrack that builds in tempo, reaches a crescendo, then
ends abruptly with a loud and static-y eruption of white noise as the screens go blank. The
excerpts then rearrange themselves on different screens and the action begins again. It's a
mesmerizing work, drawing us in as it asks, among other questions, why popular culture
of the period invested innocent-looking girls and young women with such frightening,
even demonic powers. (This, before vampires took over centre stage and scary sexuality.)

Projected onto a single large screen in a darkened room, Resounding (Infrared) is equally
mesmerizing throughout its 30-minute running time. Shifting and shimmering colours
and patterns are projected onto a single large screen, keyed to a complex and
encompassing soundtrack that includes audio transcriptions of Big Bang cosmic
radiation, radio waves from Pulsar BO 838-45, unexplained short-wave radio recordings,
and, significantly, spoken accounts of UFO sightings by many individuals around the
world. Visually and aurally arresting, intellectually probing, Resounding asks us to join
Hiller in examining the human longing to understand and give form to the deepest
mysteries at the heart of our universe.

Can’t ask much more than that of any artwork anywhere.
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London-based artist Susan Hiller is known for her innovative media works, many of which incorporate
elements of anthropology and psychoanalysis. One recent strain of her practice involves artworks that
pay tribute to other artists whose works reveal an influence of occult or paranormal ideas, such as her
ongoing Homage to Marcel Duchamp: Auras, 2008—, a collection of aura photographs, sourced online
and digitally modified; the work is inspired by Duchamp’s Portrait of Dr. Dumouchel, 19710, which shows
the sitter surrounded by colorful emanations. Here, she speaks about the aura works included in her
current exhibition, “Susan Hiller: Paraconceptual,” on view at Lisson Gallery in New York. The show,
which features a range of pieces made between the 1970s and the present, runs from April 28 through
June 10, 2017.

I LIKE TO STAND IN THE MIDST of the whirlwind, and show what’s out there and what’s denied. For the
most part, the artists in my homage pieces—such as Gertrude Stein, Marcel Duchamp, and Joseph
Beuys—did not emphasize that their work carried forward a whole tradition of occult knowledge, but they
referred to it and they used it, even when denying it. When Duchamp made his painting of Dr.
Dumouchel, he didn’t talk about clairvoyance or ancient beliefs in auras. He adopted the idea as a
painting device. | picked up on that and have contextualized it within our contemporary world, where more
and more people are attracted to this kind of reality. | know our culture is in denial about a lot of things.
Our hard-wiring as human beings probably prevents us from knowing a great deal about what is real, and
each language also sets limits. But every once in a while people experience breakthroughs.

My approach to all this is political. The politics has to do with a conviction that it's only in moments of
liminality that anything new can come into being. Whether it's an idea, a political action, an invention—it



originates where we function creatively. This is of course very important in art practice but also socially
and politically.

The desire to record and capture auras has two kinds of advocates. There are clairvoyants, who say they
see colored emanations around people, from which they can tell the health, temperament, and well-being
of the person according to the hues, brightness, or strength of the aura. And there is also the work of
scientists from the nineteenth century onward, which has led to today’s specialized aura cameras. These
don’t actually photograph auras, but they use computers to translate the electricity from a person’s hands
into unique colored patterns around their portrait.

| am interested in demonstrating the connections among supposedly unique “genius” artists, and | am
also interested in mapping out networks of the many people who are participants in the same kind of work
but don’t situate it within the discourse of art. For example: Not all the people who post their aura pictures
online want to be acknowledged as artists, but they do want to have those pictures seen. It’s interesting
that the subject dissolves in a cloud of colored light. On the one hand, the image has a history, and on the
other, it is enigmatically definitive of how we see ourselves in the digital age. You know, we are pixels;
we’re light.

— As told to Allison Young
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Susan Hiller: Paraconceptual
28 Apr 2017 - 10 Jun 2017

Lisson Gallery is proud to present the work of Susan
Hiller for the first time at its main gallery space in
New York.

About

The exhibition includes a selection of work from over four decades of her career focusing
on themes to which she has often returned, encapsulated in the title ‘Paraconceptual,’
which sites her work “just sideways of conceptualism and neighboring the paranormal.”



Hiller has committed her practice to examining the cultural undercurrrents of society and
its belief systems. Using a method she describes as “a kind of archaeological
investigation, uncovering something to make a different kind of sense of it,” Hiller probes
the unseen, unheard, unspoken and unexplained, and in the process has explored
subjects such as lost languages, telepathy, dreams and automatic writing. The exhibition
in New York will include the multi-channel video installation Psi Girls (1999), two rare and
rarely seen paintings from the 1980s, new aura photo-portraits, a recent installation of
holy water medicine cabinets from her ongoing Homage to Joseph Beuys series and a
sculptural work on automatic writing, Homage to Gertrude Stein: Lucidity and

Intuition (2011).

In Psi Girls, clips from five movies show adolescent girls performing telekinetic feats. Over
five large screens the girls exercise their fierce and concentrated gaze to move objects by
thought alone. Each part is tinted a different color and is at first silent, then joined halfway
through by the pulsating, seductive rhythm of a gospel choir. The effect is unsettling; the
soundtrack draws us into a dream-like daze, a suspension of disbelief, only to suddenly
shock us into distanced scrutiny by the loud ‘white noise’ of a blank television screen.
Then the sequence repeats itself, each scene now on a different part of the wall and in a
different fluorescent hue.

Hiller explores the fluid interrelation between the rational and the irrational. Her work is
often dialectical, placing contradictions within a creative synthesis, preferring to focus our
attention on the liminal areas in between the deadlock of incompatible meanings. In Psi
Girls she does not simply appropriate movie clips as ready-mades, but edits, collages
and compares them to tell their own story and comment on how altered states and
magical phenomena hold such a strong fascination in our culture.

Since 2008, Hiller has made a number of works in homage to other artists - including
Gertrude Stein, Joseph Beuys, Yves Klein, Marcel Broodthaers and Marcel Duchamp. A
little-known painting by Duchamp titled Portrait of Dr. R. Dumouchel (1910) inspired
Hiller's aura works. In his painting, Duchamp illustrated the ancient belief in auras by
showing a field of mystical colors emanating from the sitter’s body. In Hiller's series, she
presents a collection of reworked internet-sourced portraits of people who have been
scanned for their auras by photographic means. These electromagnetic projections
produce clouds of colored light, illustrating the individual’s personal energy field. While
we might typically associate auras with historical representations of saints, Hiller has
purposefully worked with ordinary people from a variety of cultures—describing their
images as “metaphors of the self in the digital age.” Hiller has made a new installation of
fifty aura portraits, After Duchamp (2016-17).



Interested in language and its layers of subliminal meaning, Hiller has experimented with
automatic writing since the early 1970s. This free-associational technique was adopted by
Dadaists and Surrealists, among others, to create writings or art with involuntary actions
and processes not under the rigors and discipline of the conscious mind. Get

William (1975/81), one of Hiller's earliest experiments in automatic writing explores this
alternative mode of transmitting ideas and images, blurring the boundary between
consciousness and the unconscious. The desk and book sculpture Homage to Gertrude
Stein: Lucidity & Intuition (2011) functions as both a monument to the author and as a
selective library on the topic of automatic writing. Despite her early experiments with
automatic writing, she spent the rest of her life denying her interest, viewing her work as
deliberate and vigilant annotation. Hiller's work excavates this ignored and suppressed
aspect of Stein’s legacy, and contextualizes it in this exhibition with an illuminated
collection of automatic writings and drawings From India to the Planet Mars (1999-
ongoing), produced by a wide range of people.

The exhibition also includes First Aid: Homage to Joseph Beuys (1969-2017), a display of
first-aid cabinets containing miniature phials filled with water taken from holy wells and
streams, which references both Beuys's ability to endow ordinary materials with sacred
values and the potential healing power of art.
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Susan Hiller’s search for
the right medium

ISABEL STEVENS

The pioneering conceptual artist Susan Hiller talks to Apollo about her
interest in the supernatural, working in different materials, her commitment
to feminism — and why role models are hard to find



‘What’s happened to the witch, the German puppet witch?’ Susan Hiller
(b. 1940) enquires of the waitress in the North West London bar that we're
sitting in, which she regularly frequents. Behind us every inch of the wall
is filled with flea market paintings. Above us, shelves are casually piled
with all manner of dusty bric-a-brac: bottles, trophies, ornaments, a
Budweiser sign, and a stuffed owl. The witch is found. She’s hidden
behind old saucepans, lamps and violins hanging from the ceiling. Hiller is
an artist who has always had an eye for everyday objects and occurrences
and an interest in the supernatural, subjects that before her, were rarely
the focus of artworks — be it the ‘Rough Sea’ postcards she collected from
the 1970s of British seaside towns, or the stories of UFO sightings she
gathered and recorded for Witness (2000). So this seems an apt setting to
look back over her 50-year career. ‘That sail boat wasn’t here last time,’
she says.

Hiller hates the word ‘retrospective’ but her current show (until 9
January), not far away at the Lisson’s two galleries, is close to being one. It
contains new work but also reaches right back to the 1960s, when she
abandoned a career in anthropology. It was during a lecture on African art
that she made the decision to pursue her teenage dream of becoming an
artist: ‘I committed myself to dealing with our culture,’ she tells me. Hiller
moved from America to London after visiting the city and didn’t want to
leave: ‘It was an astonishing place in the late '60s and "70s. It was the most
open situation for all the arts. Different worlds were more interconnected.
People came from all over because it was cheaper. It’s hard to believe
now.’

While she works with ephemera as Pop artists did, and while the
appearance of Hiller’s work may resemble her conceptual contemporaries
and forbearers, her thinking has always been different. She calls her
practice ‘paraconceptual’, her interest in the supernatural separating her
from other artists of the time. In her Homage series, she has even looked
back into art history, highlighting where artists have been inspired by the
paranormal but have distanced themselves from it. Influenced by
minimalism and conceptualism, she has always worked in series: ‘It's more
democratic, less hierarchical than a single thing that is elevated.
Singularity is very old fashioned. Multiplicity is more compatible with the
way we are. We're surrounded by endless multiples.’



Hiller has also worked with many different media, from photography and
ceramics to moving image, and she used sound before many other artists
thought to. She likes it because it’s ghostly and intimate. ‘And it’s actually
physical. The vibrations touch your ear. That makes it unique in a way.’
She continues: ‘Someone asked me the other day, “What made you think
that you could use sound when no-one else was?” Well, I got permission
from Kurt Schwitters, who was already dead.’ Working with so many
different media hasn’t been without difficulties though: ‘People used to
say to me, and it was a criticism, “Oh, you do so many different things.”
Artists were trained to do the same thing over and over again and it was
thought to be a lack of consistency if you didn’t do that. But I would say
that I am very consistent. Possibly even more consistent than I'd like to be.
I can’t help it. You can try and make every piece of work different but
they’re always the same. The medium is often different. Or the formal
approach is different. But we only have a limited amount of obsessions.’

I ask her how she chooses her medium. ‘It’s a question of matching the two
together. The medium is selected because it’s appropriate to the subject
matter,’ she says. ‘That’s the difference between the way I work and the
way a lot of artists work. They make films. Or they use photography. I
don’t work like that. I've had to learn so many different media because I've
had to find ways that are suitable. But it does mean that I don’t produce
work as quickly as some people do. It's never boring. I don’t know what
the next work will be.’



Included in the Lisson’s show are a number of little-seen works, many
from her early years and many paintings in some guise, like those she
made on wallpaper or her Midnight series from the 1980s - photobooth
self-portraits she made abstract with paint and automatic writing.
Painting is the medium that she is least associated with but she tells me
she has never given up on it. ‘The curator at the gallery wanted to show
some of these because he thought that they were surprising. They don’t
surprise me. They are like my other work — they are only different because
they are older.’



In other instances in the exhibition, there are what used to be paintings:
Painting Blocks (1970-84), books of chopped-up painted canvases: ‘I
turned the painting into sculpture, turned surface into mass’; and glass
containers holding the ashes of burnt paintings in her Relics series which
she began in 1972. ‘When I started burning my paintings,’ she says, ‘it was
at the same time, or possibly earlier than, other artists started making a
big deal about the death of painting. So they burned their student work,
usually in a kind of statement about the end of painting. That wasn’t my
idea at all.” Hiller continues: ‘I was interested in transformation and the
different stages of an object or a work. I was aware in museums, in our
society, we're constantly trying to keep everything the same. We’re always
restoring it, keeping it in correct conditions, whereas in other societies this
is not the case.’

‘In Africa, they used to create big wooden masks for ceremonies and then
after the ceremony they would throw them away. It was no big deal. They
could always make another one. The Eskimo do beautiful little carvings
from whale ivory and so forth. There was a time when anthropologists
visited them in the 1930s and "40s and the floors of the igloos they used to
live in - they had moved out to go hunting — were littered with tiny little
gorgeous sculptures. They tried to explain to the anthropologists that the
art was in the carving of the thing, not in the thing itself.’



.

Emergency Case: Homage to Joseph Beuys (2012),

~.

This idea of transformation is often integral to Hiller’s art and not just its
subject matter - like the young children who are seized by telekinetic
powers in her installation Wild Talents (1997); the bottles of holy water
which promise transformation in her Emergency Case: Homage to Joseph
Beuys (2012); or in 10 Months (1977-79), where she documented her
growing belly changing like a moon over the course of her pregnancy.
She’s not always content to see a piece as final. ‘When you are an artist you
can play games with your own work but when it enters a museum you are
not allowed to change it.’ It's something she sometimes finds frustrating.
At the Lisson she has reconfigured her installation Belshazzar’s Feast
(1983-84), with screens stacked on top of one another like a bonfire
rather than one lone television set showing flickering flames in a living
room, as the Tate has in its collection. She has also delved back into her
‘Rough Sea’ postcard collection to make a new series On the Edge (2015),
which presents 482 postcards from the stormy edges of Britain. She is
endlessly fascinated by ‘the whole idea of the miniature sublime. You go
on holiday and you want to send some postcards to some people and
instead of a beautiful view you get this really wild view. A small crack in
the boring everydayness is this wildness of nature that you can
unconsciously seek out if you go to a British seaside resort.’



Looking at the palette of works in the show, it’s noticeable that one of the
ways Hiller’s practice has changed is in her use of colour, with more recent
works increasingly iridescent. ‘One of my very earliest memories is being
taken to nursery school. I must have been three. In the doorway to the
house was a bunch of prisms hanging up and the whole entrance was
covered in rainbows. That was one of the first things I remember. I still
feel that way about colour. Everyone loves that kind of effect. One of the
sad things is the way we now get all this on-screen. When you look at that
fake Tiffany light-shade over there’ - she points to one of many lamps
dangling from the ceiling of the bar - ‘It would have been such a pleasure
and thrill when the light came through it and you saw the red and the
green. Now it’s just kind of ordinary.’

Looking at a work in the show like Enquiries/Inquiries (1973-75), which
compares English and American culture, I wonder if her experience as an
outsider in Britain informed her practice as much as her background in
anthropology? ‘When I first started working,’ she says, ‘things that people
might just think of as ordinary, struck me as unusual and fascinating. I do
think as a general rule that artists need to go someplace else. Travel is
good, but working in other places is really good. Just having to search for
the right pencil in a foreign land is an interesting experience.’



Panel from On the Edge, (2015), Susan Hiller.

The romantic notion of Susan Hiller that I had concocted in my head was
of a rummaging, collecting, hoarder-artist. I had read about her salvaging
old medicine bottles from the banks of London’s canals. In the middle of
one of the Lisson’s galleries are a number of Alfred West’s Split Hairs
works (last on show in the treasure trove that was Brian Dillon’s ‘Curiosity’
exhibition). Just like the ‘Rough Sea’ postcards, which highlighted
unheralded amateur artistry long before outsider art became fashionable
(Hiller titled that 1972-76 project Dedicated to the Unknown Artists), these
bring to light West’s intricate virtuosity. She found West’s text pieces all
made from human hairs on the street: ‘The split hairs were being thrown
away after Alfred died and the vitrine from the museum was as well, as
they were renovating it. The museum looks boring now but they had
wonderful old Victorian furniture. I believe Damien Hirst has bought most
of it.’



However, she professes she’s not a collector: ‘When I was young I collected
colour crayons, shells, cards, the usual things. I was never an obsessive.
And I'm still not. This is a collection,’ she says motioning around her.
Although she does add: ‘I have a few other things that I've collected that
may turn into works eventually.’ I had imagined her studio brimming with
curios. Perhaps it isn’t so surprising to find it so neat, with everything
packed away on shelves in boxes with labels. The sight of them sitting
there side by side, brings to mind the precise ordering and display of her
artworks, like the bottles of holy water, each with their label noting where
the water came from.

In addition to collecting, Hiller has also organised exhibitions as an artist-
curator, a way of working that many have since copied. Her most well-
known exhibition is ‘Dream Machines’, which explored art and altered
states of consciousness at the Hayward Gallery in 2000. But in New York
in 1981 she also co-curated with Suzanne Lacy a show called ‘We’ll make
it up when we meet/aka LA-London Lab’, which gathered female artists
from LA and London. I ask her how that came about. ‘I happened to be in
New York and the British council or the Tate had organised a big show of
British art of the '70s,’ she tells me. ‘It was all men of course. Martha
Wilson who ran a very famous performance and exhibition place called
Franklin Furnace came running up at the opening saying, “Where are all
the women?” And I said, “Well, this is England and we don’t mention that,
it's not polite.” And she said, “Well I want you to do a show with me.”
Hiller selected the British participants. ‘There were a number of
fascinating artists in it - Rose English, Sally Potter...It was a huge success
in New York but of course no one here knew anything about it.’
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hamp (2008), Susan Hiller

In April, Tate Britain is holding a survey, ‘Conceptual Art in Britain: 1964-
1979, Hiller and Mary Kelly are the only two female artists currently
listed in the selection. I ask her what it was like working as a female artist
at that time. ‘I didn’t have problems with other artists who were men,’
Hiller says. ‘The problems I had were with the administrators and
curators, even when they were women. For years and years and years one
didn’t even mention feminism. No one wanted to discuss it. I was told by
an English gallerist in the '80s that my commitment to feminism had
ruined my career. Postcards, trivia, the things that really interest me are
dangerous for a woman, because they reek of domesticity and craft.’

It took a long time for Hiller to come out as an artist, ‘Because I never had
any role models. I never heard of any female artists who were really
wonderful.’ I mention I read she had a portrait of Georgia O'Keeffe (the
subject of a Tate Modern retrospective this year) hanging on her wall
when she was younger. ‘That was when I went to University,’ she explains.
‘But I didn’t want to make work like Georgia O’Keeffe so there was this
dilemma. There was a cultural sense that women’s art was deficient. As
someone who did anthropology I'll tell you that cultural bias runs very
deep. And it’s always backed up by the fact that people say there are no
great women artists in other cultures. This is not true. It is something that
is being worked on all the time by historians and anthropologists now, but
when [ was doing anthropology, you went out to a place and no one ever
talked to the women; they talked to the men about the women so they got
very weird ideas.’



Hiller describes the different attitude towards ceramics in China and
Japan, where ceramicists were regarded as artists, to America, where
native American ceramics were condescendingly regarded as craft. And in
the context of her own work, she explains, ‘When I made sewn canvases
that was what women did, sewing. But when male artists made sown
canvases at the same time, that was art [...]It was hurtful but at the time I
thought it was hilariously funny. I only got angry a bit later on when I
realised all the damage it was doing, not just to me but to all the other
women I knew who were artists.’

But, although Hiller is a feminist, she has never wanted to be ‘a feminist
artist’. ‘My feminism,’ she says, ‘is embedded in the work. It's not on the
surface of it. Since I never wanted to make polemical art, which has been
another thrust of women’s art, I think my position has seemed a little
complex to those who want to label work feminist or not.’

Has the situation changed sufficiently? ‘I think we've caught up, maybe
not as much as we should have. But it has certainly improved here,’ she
thinks. We talk about all the solo shows of female artists that have
happened recently: Leonora Carrington, Sonia Delaunay, Hannah Héch.
‘It’s good, but they are being inserted. The canon of works for most people
stays male. Eventually that will change though,’ Hiller says. She tells me
how much she enjoyed Tate Modern’s Agnes Martin retrospective. ‘Martin
had a quiet life. I read someplace that she checked herself into an old
people’s home. She could have stayed there all day watching TV but she
didn’t. Every day she drove to her studio. She liked living there because
they did the cooking and she didn’t have to worry about all of that. That’s
great isn't it? I thought that is for me. That’s a role model.’



Isabel Stevens works at Sight & Sound and writes about art and film
for Aperture and the Guardian.
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Sublime digressions

n a visit to Weston-super-Mare in the
Oearly 1970s, the American artist Susan
Hiller came across an old postcard
depicting the Somerset resort lashed by rough
seas. She soon found another in (and of) Brigh-
ton, and realized she had hit on a quaint vernac-
ular genre with echoes of Romantic sublimity.
In the hundreds of postcards that Hiller subse-
quently amassed for her installation “Dedi-
cated to the Unknown Artists”, seafronts both
garish and prim are assaulted by huge waves,
masses of foam that menace the harbour-side
hotels of Margate, Whitby, Herne Bay. Hiller
arranged these images in grids, drew maps
showing the locations of the coastal towns in
question, and tabulated such details as caption
and format: vertical or horizontal. Occasionally
she revealed a handwritten inscription: “It has
been really like this today, had splendid time”.
“Dedicated to the Unknown Artists” sig-
nalled Hiller's commitment to a type of
romantic conceptualism, a mix of organizing
rigour, visual interest and intense emotional
appeal. At four decades’ remove it is hard to
recapture what an affront the latter two quali-
ties were to the more austere conceptualists of
the period. Hiller was accused of a sentimental
attachment to the image per se, a Pop-derived
reliance on mundane cultural artefacts and a
ruinous attraction to affect. If such taunts seem
absurd now, the artists and critics who voiced
them were right in a way: Hiller's art is usually

BRIAN DILLON

SUSAN HILLER
Lisson Gallery, London, until January 9

poised between ideas and embodiment, reason
and ravishment.

At the Lisson Gallery there is a recent off-
shoot of the rough seas project in “On the
Edge” (2015): acollection of 482 views of 219
locations, arranged in grids on fifteen panels.
Hiller had a retrospective at Tate Britain in
2011, and the current show seems a more mod-
est summation of her long-standing methods,
themes and motifs. She moved to London at
the end of the 1960s after an education in pho-
tography, linguistics, archaeology and anthro-
pology; in retrospect she seems to have been
well trained for the theoretical rigours of the
day, but time and again her work proposed
“adventures and deformations”, digressions
from the conceptual to the material, emotional
and (most famously) paranormal.

In 1999, in an essay on Andrei Tarkovsky,
Hiller wrote: “I like to work with materials that
have been culturally repressed or misunder-



“Belshazzar’s Feast (Campfire version)”,
1983

stood, what’s been relegated to the lunatic
fringe or what's so boring we can’t even look
at it anymore”. If Hiller's final category
describes the source material for such works as

“Dedicated to the Unknown Artists”, the
“lunatic fringe” must include true believers in
psychic powers and paranormal activity: the
subjects of Hiller’s most celebrated and influ-
ential works. The Lisson exhibition features
“Wild Talents” — a video installation from
1997 that repurposes horror-movie scenes of
girls with strange powers — and “Belshazzar’s
Feast™ (1983-4), a video piece in which news-
paper accounts of hallucinations seen in late-
night television “snow” are read over footage
of the dancing flames of a Guy Fawkes bonfire.
When it was first exhibited, “Belshazzar's
Feast” was screened on a single cube monitor
amid sofa, armchair and lamps, thus recalling
the domestic TV set and its uncanny visions.
(In 1986, it was broadcast by Channel 4 at mid-
night, after programming had officially
ended.) At the Lisson, Hiller shows what she
calls the “campfire version™: a small tower of
flatscreen monitors all showing the original
footage. The work is surely weaker for this
elaboration, and if there is a criticism to be
made of the exhibition as a whole it is this:
Hiller's more recent reiterations of earlier
work can sometimes look — it’s true of some
larger prints related to “Dedicated to the
Unknown Artists” - like capitulations to tech-
nological change, or to present demands for
more saleable objects. It's asmall caveat, how-
ever, in light of Susan Hiller’s half-century of
haunted and haunting conceptual visions.
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Susan Hiller review - a bizarre, brilliant
haunted house

Lisson Gallery, London

With UFO testimonies, ghost photographs and drawings made by literally
splitting hairs, Hiller's new show is a fascinating gathering of countercultural
beliefs and outsider truths that will leave you spooked

<

O A place of troubled souls looking for spiritual consolation ... Susan Hiller's
Emergency case: Homage to Joseph Beuys, 1969-2012. Photograph: Susan
Hiller/Lisson Gallery

what it is. But still we search the skies and the shadows. Every mysterious
light in the sky and each phantom in the camera lens is a glimpse of that
nameless thing we lack.

S omething has been lost. It vanished years ago and no one can remember

Susan Hiller's modern world is a haunted house. It is not a smooth-running
machine, a utopia, or a digital playground but a place of troubled souls looking for
the spiritual consolations that once flooded everyday life but are marginalised
now by our technocratic age. As a Russian woman laments in one of the many
voices collected in her eerie exhibition at the Lisson Gallery, we were happier in
the middle ages, when we had angels and demons.

A demonic fire haunts a pyramid of TV screens, bottles of holy water haunt old
medical boxes, and the unique art of Alfie West (who made delicate drawings
with strands of hair that he split with a razorblade) nestles in all its strangeness in
a wooden cabinet. West died in 1985, and in 1997 Hiller displayed his outsider art
at the museum of The Royal College of Surgeons. Restaged here, her cabinet of
hairy curiosities is troubling and arresting, reflecting the ghost of a man who
spent his life literally splitting hairs.



@ Dangerous and exciting ... On the Edge (Rough Sea postcards map), f w 9
2015. Photograph: Susan Hiller/Lisson Gallery

Equally weird are outmoded postcards from around the coast of Britain, each of
which portrays a savage, stormy sea crashing against rocks, piers or promenades.
Clearly these postcards were popular in the past, perhaps with holidaymakers
who liked to think their seaside destinations were dangerously exciting in bad
weather. Hiller collected hundreds for her 1970s artwork Dedicated to the
Unknown Artists and in her new piece called On the Edge she uses 482 stormy
postcards to map the entire coastline of Britain in an array of framed
compositions at once comic, nostalgic and sublime.

In a nearby set of enlarged storm
scenes Hiller has drawn a Turneresque
sun, in a jokey homage to romantic
painting. But she finds her darkest
mysteries far from the great tradition.
She is a listener, an anthropologist who
collects the bizarre and takes it
seriously. From ghost photographs and
pictures of people surrounded by their
glowing “auras” to the testimonies of
people who have seen UFOs, this is a
gathering of countercultural beliefs
and outsider truths.

Her sensibility is alert to the world and makes you see the world her way. After
leaving the gallery I walked the streets of west London feeling spooked. The
November light was spectral and what was that kid on the corner listening to on
his white earphones? Voices from the other side of the universe.

At Lisson Gallery, London, from 13 November to 9 January 2016.

More reviews Topics Susan Hiller  Art
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1 always wanted to be an artist. This was my fantasy as a child. | grew
up in Coral Gables, Florida. During the time I lived there, it changed
from being a self-contained community to a suburb of Miami. My
mother trained as a psychometrist - an expert in psychological testing.
My father was a businessman, rather a wild one who started and lost
many businesses. They let me set up a corner of my bedroom as a
studio. [ had a work table with art supplies but didn’t know any female
artists and, when I got older, every time a female artist’s name was
mentioned, people would say, “Oh she was not very important” or,
“She was a student of so and s0” and, although I didn’t realise it, this
was very discouraging. 1 still liked drawing and making things but
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When [ was
young, I'd get
treated like a
groupie, not an
artist, by
gallerists. You
have noidea

what it was like

oo
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Fhotooraph: Susan Hiller/Lisson G2

I picked up a booklet in my secondary school careers office called Field
Anthropology As a Career for Women by Margaret Mead. I thought: this is for me. |
have no regret about having studied it. Anthropolegy is wonderful but it is my
rejection of it that influences my work. Ilimit myself to studying artefacts in our
own society. But I have an anthropological curiosity about them. [ don’t believe in
studying others. Who are others, you know? We are the others. Once you
understand that, how could you be an anthropologist?

I came to London through love. I married an Englishman. We lived in New
Orleans and, at a certain point, decided it would be nice for him to go back and
introduce me to his parents and England. We arrived at the beginning of the 60s
and it was so fantastically wonderful that we stayed. And I am still here and have
a British passport and a son who is British. Compared to the United States, people
were very politically aware, you had a national health system, council houses,
rent control, a utopian view of society. There was nothing wrong with being poor,
and that generation of artists, poets and musicians developed because of those
conditions. Tt was the most creative time. Now they are tearing my studio down.
This studio was put up years ago by Camden council when there was a completely
different orientation towards life, politics, art, money and everything else. Now it

is lent to businesses but it was supposed to be for artists,



I don't want to talk about being old. When I was young, being a woman was a
problem because people often did not realise I was the artist in my relationship.
They would talk to him, not me. Or I'd get treated by gallerists and art lecturers as
if 1 was a groupie, not an artist. You have no idea what it was like. It has changed
so much. Now we have an extraordinary number of amazing female artists. When
[ was a young artist, | had incredible confidence on the one hand and total lack of
confidence on the other. The lack of confidence comes from: how is this going to
work out? And yet | so enjoyed doing what | wanted to do and the level of
pleasure was so extreme, it overcame fear. But was | going to go on being poverty
stricken for ever? | went for years without making any money through art and
working in terrible jobs. 1 was a receptionist at the Skoda car factory and a
temporary audio typist and eventually, after I had shown a few works, I was
invited to teach and learned a lot through that.

To a young artist, [ would say: just go day by day and see what happens. Don’t
worry about other people’s judgment. If it resonates, then listen, otherwise pay
no attention. Self-doubt is always present for artists because we have the job and
the privilege of defining problems and then asking ourselves whether we have
solved them.

I tend not to look backward except I have to say that, as you get older,
locking forward becomes more complicated. When you are young, you
have some idea of the future: you're going to get older, you're going to
get better at what you are doing, you're going to be more in control of
your life. When you get older, it is a bit like being an adolescent - every
day is different. It is a strange thing. You are proceeding into the
unknown, which is different from growing up and proceeding into the
known.

I'm interested in occult powers, and if people find this ludicrous that is
their problem. I'm not a true believer but these things are there and to
say they aren’t is ridiculous. I've recently made a piece called Channels

about people relating their so-called near-death experiences. [ am interested that
these stories occur all over the world and always have done, and if we don’t think
that is interesting then we are very boring.

I don’t think of myself in terms of decades. [ can't take that seriously because the
artists | know may be 70 or 80 but they don’t fit the picture at all. I think artists
stay younger, longer. I didn’t “grow up” until my late 30s. I think being treated as
a statistic is one of the horrible things about the way our culture operates. It
would be different if each change in age were celebrated and if getting older were
understood in terms of wisdom and you achieved some kind of higher stature,
but at the moment it is thought to be all downhill.

Iam not retrospective except that | keep going back to what I set out to do and
wonder whether I am still doing it. Regrets? 1 do wish [ had done more, better.

© At Lisson Gallery, London NW1 until § January 2016
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Witness, 2000. Audio-sculpture with 400 speakers, wiring, steel structure, 10 CD players, switching equipment, and lights, view of installation at Tate Britain.




BY INA COLE

A pioneer of multimedia installation art in the 1980s, Susan Hiller went on to create a complex body of work
that subverts our understanding of reality, offering an intellectual investigation into the darkest recesses of
the human imagination. Accepted arguments are swept aside as Hiller embarks on an enquiry into alterna-
tive modes of representation and explanation. Her multi-faceted use of materials and technology immerses
the viewer in a world of imagery and sound, creating an altered state of consciousness that questions the

very nature of existence.

Ina Cole: You've lived in the U.K. since the 1970s, but what memo-
ries do you have of growing up in Florida, particularly in relation
to your early interest in anthropology and art?

Susan Hiller: | was born in Tallahassee but grew up in Cleveland,
Ohio, until my parents moved back to Florida, to Coral Gables. As
a child, | was always interested in art. My father, an amateur
painter, was very supportive, and | had a corner of my bedroom
set up as a workspace with art supplies. The anthropology came
in high school when | found a fascinating booklet by Margaret

Mead called Anthropology as a Career for Women. Mead, who
was responsible for the first generation of women anthropolo-
gists, offered the field in a gendered way that seemed terrifically

36

interesting. At that point, | thought that being an artist was

impractical; but at university in the U.S., | took art courses to

keep up with it. So, my career as an artist was partially formed

by a vaccination of anthropology, but that doesn’t mean my work
is anthropological. It’s simply that my definition of art is anthro-
pological, which leads me to be interested in certain things.

IC: Part of your practice involves recycling paintings into three-
dimensional forms or burning them and displaying their ashes
in glass cylinders.

Monument, 1980-81. 41 photographs, park bench, and audio track tape,
view of installation at Tate Britain, 2011.
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Belshazzar’s Feast, 1983-84. Video program and installation, view of instal-
lation at Tate Britain.

SH: There’s an idea that sculpture’s existence as an object is the
most important way to define it. My work isn’t committed to
objecthood in quite the way of traditional sculpture. With the
recycled works, I’'m interested in how far you can go before some-
thing doesn’t exist materially anymore —it’s an investigation.

A few years ago, | was invited to participate in a conference on
Henry Moore at the Sainsbury Centre because of a shared interest
in ethnographic art, and | explained that my decision to leave
anthropology had taken place during a lecture on African art.
D.H. Lawrence criticized the “photographic” idea of sculpture, as
opposed to the African commitment to “all-roundness” that
characterizes Moore’s work. My own commitment to the idea of
sculpture being all in the round rather than flat against the wall
has emerged in my installations in a fundamental but less obvi-
ous sense. Some installations document particularly well because
you see them from one angle like a theater set, mine less so
because they’re in the round and use sound, which goes back
to the very beginnings of my interest in African sculpture.

IC: Monument is a signature work from the 1980s, a moving explo-
ration of how people continue to live through the thoughts and
voices of others. How did this work represent a breakthrough for
you?

SH: It was the first work I’d made like that. The photographs are
inset into a wall and presented with a park bench and sound. The
soundtrack is in analog format, so you can rewind the tape machine
and my voice unwinds in your ear in a physical way, which doesn’t
happen with digital. People approach the work from a distance,

move closer, stop, and read the panels, then notice that there’s

Painting Block, 1971/84. Oil on canvas, cut and bound with thread, 11.5 x
16.5x 7.3 cm.
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a place for them to sit, listen, and become part of the ensemble.
The memorials are from a London park, which is wonderful now,
but was overgrown and melancholy then, and | photographed them
because | found the texts poignant. People sat on benches with
their backs to the plaques, and | realized then the fate of memo-
rials or monuments of any kind. They’re ignored, no one pays
attention to them. The idea of this invisibility became important
in the work.

IC: Monument also reflects on our difficult relationship with tem-
poral existence.

SH: It was made up of one panel for each year of my life. The ele-
ment of time, which is so important in sculpture, is fundamental
in this piece because the subjects of the texts exist longer as rep-
resentations than as living creatures. If | die and someone keeps
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a photograph of me, I’ll be around as a representation for other
people, not as myself, which is curious. Our society is obsessed
with conserving histories because we can’t conserve ourselves,
and | addressed this explicitly in the soundtrack. Monument is
built up around the idea of memory and commemoration, but it
doesn’t provide answers; it just raises more questions. Empirical
explanations don’t satisfy our yearnings for continuity. There’s a
kind of Hollywood mishmash of cult fantasies and beliefs, a des-
perate groping for something that used to be taken care of by
religion. A lot of work needs to be done to address these issues
because the fantastic explanations posited by physics about the
nature of reality don’t match the boring, commonsense, empiri-
cal view that’s pounded into society. When people wonder about
other possibilities, others usually laugh at them. It’s a big prob-
lem, and our society is in crisis. Do you feel that?

IC: Yes, | think we’ve reached a crisis point in terms of human con-
sciousness. People still pursue answers, but these experiences

tend to be individual and quite insular rather than of collective
significance.

SH: In a recent work, From Here to Eternity, | explored the medi-
eval idea of creating an altered state of consciousness by meta-

phorically undertaking the great pilgrimage to Jerusalem. The
work is based on the idea that time and space can be experienced

from a diagram. There are three slow, silent, video projections of
three different labyrinths with little dots going round a pathway,
similar to an early computer game graphic or a Frank Stella painting.
There’s something very interesting about the concept of a laby-
rinth as opposed to a maze. A maze is a place to get lost; a labyrinth
has only one right way to go, but it’s complicated, and you often
seem to be going backwards or in the wrong direction. You think
this can’t be right, but it is, and that’s why it’s such a great state-
ment about life. If you follow the moving dots, you’ll feel your
attention moving from one side of your brain to the other in a
very physical way. My work is increasingly designed to create
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An Entertainment, 1990. 4 synchronized video projections and quadraphonic
sound, view of installation at Tate Britain.

situations in which people begin to understand something about
themselves, and this work does it without text or sound.

IC: In Belshazzar’s Feast, the central element is a television screen
set within the configuration of a living room. In movies, the
screen frequently serves as a paranormal device whose victims
become obsessed with occult transmissions. Here, it creates ten-
sion through its dual nature as an accepted everyday object that
nonetheless has the power to subsume us all. Can you discuss the
ideas behind this work and explain why the screen shows footage
of flames?

SH: Communication at a distance, starting with the radio and the
telephone, opened up new possibilities of spookiness in the history
of Western culture. Belshazzar’s Feast is based on newspaper
articles about apparitions appearing on screens after a broadcast
had ended. Marshall McLuhan had a very rational explanation
about the lure of television when he said that it had replaced the
living room hearth. Deconstructing television isn’t my primary
interest; I'm interested in the phenomena of reverie that can happen
regardless of what program is on, which is similar to what hap-
pens if you stare into a fire because of the little blips of light. If
you’re good at imagining, you’ll see pictures and make up a story.
It’s probably the origin of image-making. The biblical story of
Belshazzar’s Feast describes a collective hallucination in which
everyone sees a hand writing a message of doom. The relation-
ship of that story to my piece is that numerous people rang the
BBC after the close of broadcast saying that they could still see
images, which they found very spooky. This work is about projec-
tion, which can be a source of great pleasure if you enjoy imagi-
nation, otherwise it’s scary.

IC: An Entertainment offers a moment of high drama, presenting
itself as a visual and acoustic shock to the senses. Here, the spectator
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Witness, 2000. Audio-sculpture with 400 speakers, wiring, steel structure, 10
CD players, switching equipment, and lights, detail of installation at Tate
Britain.

becomes the victim, boxed within a four-screen installation. Is it
important for you that viewers become complicit in the interpre-
tation of a work, that by experiencing it they become something
like collaborators?

SH: In An Entertainment, | wanted to put the adult in the place
of the child, and the only way to revive the hypersensitivity of a
child was to make things big and make us feel small. All the rep-
etitions in the piece are from Punch and Judy shows, and because
the puppets perform from a box, | thought, “Let’s put us in a box.”
| invented a projection system that surrounds the viewer with
images coming from all sides. | went to many puppet shows when
my son was growing up, and I'd hear the littlest children crying

and wanting to leave, and their parents saying, “Oh, look at Mr.

Punch, isn’t he funny” or “Don’t be so silly, there’s nothing fright-
ening here”” | realized that denial is a ritual in our society —we’re
training to deny our own experiences and laugh at our fears. An
Entertainment has the attractiveness of a certain kind of fear
because it triggers childhood memories in which you’re terrified
of something that turns out not to be real. In childhood, you don’t
anticipate, and with An Entertainment, the sound and image sud-
denly come from behind, forcing you to turn around. This uncer-
tainty is a deliberate part of the piece. With my installations, the
degree of involvement and three-dimensionality increases through
time, starting with Monument, which you can just walk past,
to An Entertainment and Witness, where they become greater.
IC: In Witness, hundreds of suspended microphones emit an insane
cacophony of voices recalling stories of alien encounters from
across the world. In the past, people looked to religious icons,
while contemporary witnesses often see spectral or extraterres-
trial phenomena. Do you think this phenomenon represents a
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yearning for something greater than ourselves, something to make
our earthly existence more tolerable?

SH: In the past, there was a context for heightened psychological
experiences, which could be translated into known iconic figures
and therefore made acceptable. We’re now out on a limb with
this because society is more and more on the surface; we don’t
have metaphysical ponderings and depth. Freud said that the lost
pleasures of life on this earth are compensated for by a belief in
occult theories. He saw that there was a need and was sympa-
thetic, even though he didn’t believe. That’s the place to be, tol-
erant but skeptical, and I think more work needs to be done on
these issues by psychologists and scientists.

In Witness, the UFO experiences usually begin when someone
is driving through empty countryside at night —the monotony
triggers receptivity. It’s hard to talk about these experiences, so
people create straightforward narratives. Was it an angel, a flying
saucer, or just a bright light? It depends on the person, and these
stories have a very long history. William Blake saw angels. Are
we supposed to mock Blake? No, | don’t think so. So what do we
do with the stories?

IC: Perhaps science ignores the workings of the subconscious mind
at its peril.

SH: Yes, and because we don’t allow people to have regular paths
to unconsciousness, certain issues become big social problems.
Everyone yearns for peace, but we have more war than ever because
unconsciously something’s happening and we can’t get at it. It
would require a fundamental shift of focus to change things, and
| can’t see how we’re going to achieve that. In Witness, these
experiences erupt in consciousness when the person is in a state
of receptivity. We have this capacity to see the most beautiful
things, which may be there or not. Scientists tell us that there
are nine dimensions, that everything’s happening simultaneously,
but how are we supposed to put that together with the stupidity
with which we’re brought up? We’re the prisoners of our senses,
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we have bodies, which is why people invented the idea of the soul.
| don’t think we’re ever going to resolve it, but it’s interesting

to provide experiences that allow people to think about it.

IC: The Last Silent Movie highlights 400 extinct languages, and The
|. Street Project is a collection of 303 street signs incorporating the
word “Jew.” Both works reflect on traces of individuals cast aside by
societal conventions. Is our civilization becoming more and more

homogenized, with individual traits conveniently erased?

SH: You could say that I’'m erasing the individualism of streets
and languages by collecting them, but I’'m not—I’'m pointing

out their existence and uniqueness. In The Last Silent Movie, the

decision not to have pictures is important because it takes away

one of our senses. We listen to voices, and every voice is unique
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like a fingerprint. We have a closeness when hearing the recorded
voice of someone who’s dead, because the voice is still living,

although that wasn’t my first intention, which was to look at the
phenomenon of disappearing languages. The fact that languages
are collected and shut away in academic archives is very peculiar.
So much effort is made by anthropologists and linguists to record

languages as the last speakers become old and fade away. We

should be asking, “Why are these languages dying? What’s going

on?” But we never ask these questions because we’re stuck on

the implications of our own way of life, which is eating up the rest

of the world. The Last Silent Movie and The |. Street Project are

about how to make that disappearance visible.

IC: From the Freud Museum responds to Freud’s lifelong passion

for collecting. The installation, which you’ve referred to as “an
archive of misunderstandings,” includes 50 archaeological stor-
age boxes filled with mementos, relics, and talismans that you
acquired. Can you elaborate?

SH: Freud collected everything, and his collection was the kind
that any cultivated European of his period with sufficient income
would have acquired. I’'m not saying that it wasn’t personal, but
it’s typical of a middle-class man of his time, whereas the things
| collected have no value other than that they are perplexing

or curious. The misunderstandings are of various kinds. Each box
has its own title referring to a particular discourse —art history,
anthropology, psychoanalysis. They're juxtaposed randomly so that
the different perspectives problematize each other, with each

individual box deciphering other kinds of misunderstandings. One
box holds colored salt from a mine near Auschwitz that contains

Above: Hand Grenades, 1969-72. Ashes of paintings in glass jars, rubber
stoppers, labels, and Pyrex bowl, 11 x 18 x 18 cm. Below: From the Freud
Museum, 1991-96. Vitrine, boxes, and video, view of installation at Tate
Britain, 2011.
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Home Nursing: Homage to Joseph Beuys, 1969-2011. Vitrine, boxes, and
video, view of installation at Tate Britain, 2011.

beautiful carvings made by the miners and a ballroom with semi-
transparent walls that glow when lamps are placed behind them.
It was used as a TB sanatorium because of the pure air and as a

facility for advanced technologies because there was no dust. One
of these advanced technologies was the basis for a Nazi armament
factory using slave labor. Hundreds of people died, but the tour
and the tourist map of the mine don’t mention the slave labor
camp. | found a book about this mine with a chapter on the camp.
So, | placed a photocopy of the tourist map in the box with these
lovely orange, green, and gray samples of salt, drawing the loca-
tion of the slave labor camp in red. That kind of juxtaposition is
what the boxes are about.

Another box contains a praying mantis in a painstakingly made
glass coffin, with a big red glass jewel set in the top. | juxtaposed
this with an excerpt from a 1970s House of Lords debate on UFOs,
because the words “mantis” and “mantic” relate to prophecy and
supernatural knowledge. | thought of someone placing a praying
mantis in a coffin, thinking it was a creature from outer space,
ceremonially treating it as though it were holy. The fact that the
House of Lords had an official debate on UFOs was irresistible to
me. A touch of humor had to enter into this work from time to
time, which relates to Freud’s idea of the joke, the misreading,
and the omission. The individual boxes work by association, and
viewer associations probably override my own.

IC: You’ve created a series of “Homages” to 20th-century artists
and writers including Marcel Duchamp, Gertrude Stein, and Joseph
Beuys. All were radical thinkers, but why did you select them?

SH: I’'m interested in what’s hidden, left out, or continues to haunt

us. The history of Modernist art includes elements from occult tra-

ditions that are underplayed or ignored. These artists and others
of their generation transmitted occult concepts down to the pre-
sent. For many years after he gave up retinal painting, Duchamp

Sculpture May 2012

quested for a vehicle. It isn’t generally acknowledged that he went
through various occult movements before finally ending up with
alchemy. He was interested in human auras, and Portrait of Dr.
Dumouchel portrays his friend, a radiographer, with auras. Duchamp
deliberately conflated the idea of the occult aura with the light
of radiography. | wanted to take that further and explore what
that means in a digital age.

As a student of psychology, Gertrude Stein had conducted exper-
iments on automatic writing, which she spent the rest of her life
denying. Behind the New York Public Library is a sculpture of her
by Jo Davidson. It’s a conventional figurative sculpture, but he’s
exaggerated her fatness, which | also wanted to reflect on in my
piece. | found a wonderful, rounded piece of art deco furniture,
which | stacked with books on automatic writing, books on using
the other side of your brain, and books about new concepts of the
human being as a result of some advanced thinking at the time. So
Homage to Gertrude Stein emphasizes the implications of an
aspect of her work that tends to be suppressed or ignored.

Beuys haunts contemporary art, and his controversial pose as a
shaman mediating between two worlds has both seduced and
repelled people. | was interested in representing how he tried to
stay on the edge of that by using bottles of holy water. All waters
are in constant circulation, so water from one place probably isn’t
any more holy than water from another. The U.K. has a super-abun-
dance of holy springs, and | started collecting the water years ago.
This work situates the holy waters in a felt-lined vitrine and con-
nects Beuys to a current of popular belief that is both credulous
and skeptical, because even though people return from official
sites like Lourdes with water, | don’t believe they think it’s actually
magic. Beuys was trying to create a bridge between some of the
things we’ve been talking about, but his shamanistic pose and
biography as a celebrity create a problem. It’s an encouragement
for credulity rather than for thinking.

Ina Cole is a writer based in the U.K.
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hee ast of the 20th century
was littered with all sorts of
nonsensical ideas - from
thecsophy to the Afth
dimension, from skewed
modemist ideas of
progress and univessality to quasi-
relypous calls 1o faich in the actist's
shamanistic and magical powers, “The
true artist helps the workd by revealing
mystic truths. ™ wrote Broce Nauman,
in 2 1967 neon sign
Naaman humself never bobeved In
any sech thing about mystic traths,
but ono thing we can be sure of & that
the wish to believe persists. We
think that art can change us and
chrange the world, That it o ecrets,
thiat §t Is an onacle,
Artists themselves are not imemune
10 bunk, Sometimes it helps them,
The things they do are sommething clse.
But think of the hushed reverence cne
encountess in the Rothko room at the
Tale, or the simpering new age
cerernogies that take place i his
chapel in Howston. At least, unlice
the movie world, there aren't too
many high-profile artists who admit
10 being Saentologists,
Susan Hiller's work often deals
with strange phencenena, misplaced
belief, arcane ritizals, mistaken ideas,
collective and individual hallucinations.
This |a part accounts for her work’s
1ppeal. Even if we are not all suckess
undes the skin, the power of the
irratsonal is a big deave, For all hver
decades as an artist, Hiller's curiosity
= the world remmains that of the
athropologist she once trained os
Her frcination with UFO escounters,
with the presence of ghosts on the TV
wcroem, with the vooces of the dead in
the radio ether, with levitations,
sutomatic writing and other phonotens
i more than scademic. One e, |
think, have to see it all as metaphor, &3

muterial. All this wouldd be fun wese &
not for the fact that Hiller's work has,
3 cemain moments, achieved some-
thing muach richer, When in the 19705,
she got her friends to sleep inside falry
rings in fields and record thetr dreams,
the results were a3 usinteresting as any
dream left uninterpreted. One of her
subjects records a deeam in which he
tries to Ride his stash of hash when the
police radd his house. Spooky, or
stoned. or what? And you can't be
responstble for the bapality of other
peopie’s dreams, Hiller was just < one
might say - chaanelling her time, &5
well as the old falldoce about these
naturally occurring cleches of fusghd.

Her cabinet of botthed holy water,
from the Gazges and Greece, Willesden
and Wales, 1s collected in old glass
medicine botthes reclaimed from
canalsbde middens and river mud.
These lirtle botthes night thetnuelves
have once have contained Lasdanum,
polson, or snske-oll potions that
promised a cure for all your flis,
Dedicatad to Joseph Beays, who pro-
fessed to Delieve in the healing powers
of such everyday and abject substances
as far, felt and beeswax, Hiller points
up the ridiculous idea that some water
is inberently precious. Bul hers is not
an entirely mateciabistic view. What
interests her ks that we put our faith in,
and that includes art itself. Any art
worth the name reflects on its own
comdition, as well as on the wosld itself,
and Hiller's work at its best does just
this. When she cut up and incinerated
her carly paintings, she gave thema
fetishistic, relic Hke quality. There's
nothing there but ash and casvas. If
there was a radical spirit to her pesture,
it has evapouated with the years, and
that becomes metaphoric, too.

Roai Horn's colutmns of melted
glacier water I her Libeary of Water in
loeland, Shirin Neshat's photographs

of woenen with Perstan calligraphy
written on their faces and hands, lase
and Logise Wilson's early Slms all
seem to owe a debt to Hiller, just as
Hidler has padd homage to Beuys,

it Buns Deen sabd, is always 3 homage
and critique to what came before, If it
any good, it also keads to what comes
lates, wittingly or net. In this way, the
artise (and it's troe of writers and
composets, too) is a mediss, snd ooe
who is always haunted.

There are ways in which Hiller's
work is a constdoration, and even an
acting out, of male ideas about “the
feminine®™, Her lsntallation P Girls
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