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Dear Heman,

Hope you're doing well.

As promised, I am writing the text for our catalogue right now. However

I wonder if anyone would be interested in the least in these words. After

all, I myself am not too fond of reading tediously long essays written by

others, which are routinely included in thick tomes of catalogues.

Frankly, as an ordinary person, I feel we only really need two kinds of

texts:

1)  that which is aesthetically pleasing, and;

2)  that which is utilitarian.

The first serves to keep us interested and entertained.

Fiction would be an example of this.

The second serves to solve problems at hand and has a practical purpose.

Instructional booklets would be a corresponding example of this.

Now, let's try to synthesise the two: that which is both aesthetically

pleasing and useful would be an ideal text. A good novel as well as a

good instructional booklet are therefore texts which combine the two

requirements above.

Hu Fang

There are Already Thousands
of Exhibitions in the World
- A Letter for Heman
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There are Already Thousands of Exhibitions in the World - A Letter for Heman

In other words, if I aim to write something about an art work which

everyone would want to read, and if I am not planning to write a novel

or a set of instructions, but instead would like to create a critical text

about art... well then, it’s an almost impossible mission.

Yet to me, this makes sense: why should one read about a work rather

than personally encounter and experience the work?

Interestingly enough, the less time we have to look at works within an

exhibition, the more invitations we receive to attend exhibitions. There

are oftentimes a huge amount of explanation texts (note: explanation and

instructional texts are vastly different). It is as if there is a worry that

everyone at the show simply has no time to feel the work at all.

So, Heman, there are already thousands of exhibitions in the world.

Why do we want to add another to the number?

As has been articulated by thinkers from Walter Benjamin to Guy Debord,

the whole world is already becoming a “Sensation Fair”. Our exhibition

would merely be an unworthy visual (re)presentation of what is out there

in the world.

What is our justification to convince ourselves that we need another

exhibition? For instance, we claim that what we have is “thought-provoking”

(with our tongue firmly lodged in our cheeks).

At the end of it all, perhaps it was an act of impulse,which is driven by,

as Harald Szeemann had pointed out, “The Museum of Obsession” in

our own head.

Life is full of ennui and disparate problems, each of which requires a

different solution. As a result, we have an urge to act or do something,

if anything, to create an opportunity window.
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There are Already Thousands of Exhibitions in the World - A Letter for Heman

Hence, for all my procrastinations and thoughts, I must still get down to

writing this text for our upcoming exhibition – if not for myself, then for

others too.

Chance. Perhaps everyone just needs a chance – just like, for instance,

a chance meeting between a boy and a girl... It is something that based

on the desire of unpredictable fate.

Just as is the case in a game, we have to watch our opponents/partners

and re-define our situation. I believe that authentic works are those which

struggle within a fixed space to grow their own chances.

As I'm writing this, I thought of the Singapore Art Museum and the day

when we'd gone to see the exhibition of Cheo Chai Hiang's works.

Cheo transformed the correspondences related to his work Singapore

River between him and the exhibition organiser into a series of “paintings”

that you could read as well as see, and Singapore River (1972) is one of

Singapore's most controversial art pieces. Perhaps my letter is somewhat

connected to the “painting” by Cheo: the words in this missive is an

attempt to reinterpret, alter or transform – in part – the concept behind

our exhibition. It is not meant to be descriptive; rather, it aims to form

and construct an entity.

All my best to warm Singapore from freezing Vienna.

Give my regards to Melissa! We have to go back to that Peranakan

restaurant next time around!

Hu Fang

10 November 2006
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This essay begins its life in an airport transit lounge, appropriately

(predictably?) enough, as I’m slouched in an armchair with speakers set

into its arms, overlooked by numerous flat-screen televisions pumping

out newsflashes and sports reports. Airports, like casinos, gay bars and

shopping malls, are pretty much the same the world over, shutting out

daily life and rejecting ordinary time to function in their own netherworld

of absolute transience and permanent presentness. History doesn’t count

here; the inhabitants of these places exist in constant anticipation of what

is coming next, always looking forward, never looking back. As the

speakers bleat into my armpits, my most profound thought is whether

I should exchange my duty-free cologne for another brand (I decide to).

History attempts to intrude through the televisions: that last gasp of the

Cold War, North Korea, has apparently just tested a nuclear weapon.

There are endless cycles of analyses, but no one is sure if it’s happened,

no one knows where it took place, no one can agree on how to respond,

and here in the 24-hour terminal at 5am, no one cares.

The television screen supposedly acts as a window into the wider world,

the way that painting used to: a portal to other times, places, dimensions

of being; an informer, narrator, guide. It’s rare that it fulfils the potential

of this role, providing instead mostly glutinous fodder for filling idle hours,

dulling the senses and flattening experience into a consumable sameness

– in short, akin to Marshall McLuhan’s “unified field of electronic all-at-

onceness”. The malignant and much-maligned reality television epidemic

barely needs reiteration here; it’s already a parody of itself, with its

Russell Storer

The Idea of the Journey
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The Idea of the Journey

z-grade celebrities and increasingly frightening essentialist tendencies,

each installment trying to outdo what has gone before. It’s all too easy

however to heave disdain in its direction, overlooking its purely instrumental

nature, a viral embodiment of market forces at their most effective –

cheap, easily promoted, interchangeable, mindlessly enjoyable. Is this

the ne plus ultra of television, where it has wanted to be all along?

For me, television was at its most potent when it was at its most

rudimentary. Thinking back to another time, another place – there’s only

one television station available, and one black-and-white television set.

It’s rural Australia, the early 1980s, and I live there. The station screens

almost exclusively British programs churned through endless repeats,

from Man About the House to Fawlty Towers to The Goodies (nothing

much has changed since). Cockney, Scouse and Oxbridge are as familiar

to me as my own accent, while country estates, council flats and seaside

resorts merge into the scrubby bush and dirt roads outside my window.

It all appears equally remote and undesirable. Yet amidst the kitchen-sink

humour and class struggles are sparks of real recognition and glimmers

of desire: the enormously camp Kenny Everett Video Show features Hot

Gossip, a troupe of black male dancers in leotards; and Countdown,

the local music program, screens videos by Soft Cell, Visage, Ultravox

and Japan, effete working-class boys who are themselves trying to escape

their surroundings, in their case the drizzle and drudgery of Southport,

Catford or Glasgow. My father scoffs at them, impatient for the Australian

Rules football show that follows. I cringe with embarrassment, as I know

that I’m implicated too.

It’s a familiar story for countless kids who find themselves in the

wrong place. We’re all looking for something more, aren’t we? It’s the

same question that drives road movies, fashion design, pop music

and science fiction, which is itself courted by another question:

How do you build a life in an environment that seems so alien, threatening,

or uncomprehending?  You leave as soon as you can, take on a new

identity, retreat into the imaginary, or a combination of the above, depending

on the resources and technologies at hand. My fantasies were naïve:
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pre-Internet reveries about magic pathways, secret staircases and sprouting

wings, the usual stuff of children’s books - although I never agreed with

their invariable conclusion that there was “no place like home”. That was

for losers. I wanted to skip out for good, join those Hot Gossip boys and

hit the highway.

The other televisual option offered up to me then was time travel, as seen

every weekday evening on Doctor Who, the classic BBC sci-fi drama

series launched in 1963 – its first episode screened the day after JFK

was shot. The Doctor’s ability to go back and forth across time, from

Aztec Mexico to Victorian London to space stations and forbidden planets,

intervening (or failing to intervene) in historical events, proposed what

seemed to be an almost limitless space of potential. By the time I came

to it, the Doctor had undergone four incarnations, and was being played

by the Sean Connery of the franchise, Tom Baker, he of the curly mop

and trailing scarf. Baker’s ceaseless jollity in the face of impending cosmic

destruction was comforting, if sometimes a little creepy, following the

gravitas and pompous urbanity of Jon Pertwee, the third Doctor.

Baker’s episodes moved out of that particularly British mould of horror

films and thrillers of the 1960s that the previous Doctors’ stories had

echoed – Hammer horror movies, The Prisoner, The Avengers, The Wicker

Man – and into a lighter register, using in-jokes, absurdist humour and

a certain knowingness that predated pop-cultural postmodernism.

What enticed me - besides the intergalactic locations, genuinely frightening

suspense and sometimes horrific violence - was the fact that Doctor Who

was essentially an extended road movie. As with all road movies, it

represented an idea of freedom, conveying an attempt to leave one’s old

life and embrace the new. Whether freedom is realised or not – and so

many road movies are about its impossibility – the act of leaving and of

trying to do so is often more powerful than the outcome. The Doctor was

a renegade loner, trawling the byways of the cosmos in his Tardis,

that rickety, dimensionally transcendental police box, often without a

particular destination in mind. There was an element of chance, embodied

in the question mark that became his symbol, as his journey pulled him
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in whichever direction fate decreed, constantly grappling with the

megalomaniacs and evil aliens he met along the way. These monsters

from the id were metaphors for collective anxieties: environmental

destruction, disease, military aggression, and the abuse of technology

and power. As someone immensely wise and powerful himself, the Doctor

often seemed to be on the brink of capitulating and heading for the dark

side, as many of his fellow Time Lords had done, but in the end, he never

quite did, providing a model of knowledge used well.

Doctor Who’s heyday spanned the era of détente, the gradual thawing

of the Cold War, when the US and the Soviet Union began talking again.

International summits were being held and treaties were being signed,

creating new transnational alliances and weapons agreements to stave

off the nuclear Armageddon that had hung over the 50s and 60s.

The classic Hollywood sci-fi of that era embodied its paranoia and

propaganda, with the United States of America constantly under a state

of emergency, to be saved by government forces or heroic individuals,

depending on which side of the political fence the film sat. The alien Other

has long been understood as standing in for Russians or local communists,

but as Peter Biskind has pointed out in his brilliant study of 1950s cinema

Seeing is Believing
1
, this is a smokescreen. The Us-versus-Them

construction typical of the time was part of a great battle of ideas between

the Left and Right for the centre ground; as Biskind writes, “Fifties sci-fi

was more concerned with Main Street than monsters.” Utopias were

dangerous, leading to fascism or communism; and films were full of failed

arcadias, dystopian futures, and menacing natural worlds.

Doctor Who continued this legacy, with its regular threats of alien invasion

– by Daleks, Cybermen, Ice Warriors, Zygons, Axons, and so on – and

it also had its fair share of despotic societies and nature gone wrong.

However things were rarely neat and tidy. Humans were often the

aggressors, technology was often misused rather than intrinsically

dangerous, and different civilisations were often relativised rather than

presented as one-dimensional evil empires (the Reagan era had not quite

kicked in). The Other was more complex and ambiguous than a Cold War
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rhetoric would allow, and space was frequently given to dialogue and

greater understanding in the programme, which could be a reflection of

the tone of the period, as well as perhaps its British, rather than American,

origins. Either way, Doctor Who’s treading of the historical, social, political,

environmental and ethical minefield of the universe, so much vaster, more

exotic and more exciting than my own place in the world, was an

intoxicating, sustaining daily injection. Combined with Hot Gossip and

Marc Almond, in that remote and dusty place, I could look forward and

back, between and beyond. History, the future and the cosmos were

really only just through that flickering little box.

1
Biskind, Peter; Seeing is Believing; Pantheon, 1983.
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Rodney Latourelle

I Remember Earth

“Once a guy stood all day shaking bugs from his hair. The doctor told

him there were no bugs in his hair. After he had taken a shower for eight

hours, standing under hot water hour after hour suffering the pain of the

bugs, he got out and dried himself, and he still had bugs in his hair; in

fact, he had bugs all over him. A month later he had bugs in his lungs.”

— Philip K. Dick, A Scanner Darkly, 1977

Paranoia, delusion, and spiralling obsession all converge in the opening

lines of Philip K. Dick’s science fiction novel A Scanner Darkly.

In the novel, the central character is an undercover narcotics agent who

becomes so thoroughly trashed by the psychoactive drug he is investigating

that he doesn’t realise he is conducting surveillance on himself. His

personality gradually splits, he regularly hallucinates and he loses touch

with a sense of reality and his own identity.

The insect hallucinations immediately create an aura of psychological

disturbance linked to repulsion, decay, and possibly redemption, while

it crystallises a sensation of invisible surveillance.  Surveillance and control

are inverted in this work by Dick as he uses these processes as

epistemological tools probing the possibility of personal knowledge. The

fragility of shared perception, the concrete effects of the virtual, and the

volatile nature of reality are all viscerally evoked by the characters of this

novel who continually aggravate and misunderstand each another.



20

I Remember Earth

Small mounds like tiny cherries rise on my forearm.

The themes of paranoia and surveillance in A Scanner Darkly are based

in the context of 1970s California drug culture but these motifs run through

a wide range of science and speculative fiction (SF) works.  SF authors

often develop hypothetical societies that extrapolate and exaggerate

certain characteristics of contemporary culture. This relationship between

fictional and actual society can perform predictive (Ralph 124C41+) or

precautionary (Fahrenheit 451) functions, and are often an attempt to

critically portray present concerns and examine ethical implications.

The re-casting of the present in terms of the future is a favourite technique

of Philip K. Dick whose stories are usually recognisable versions of the

present, with a few technological twists that change and provoke his

characters to question the nature of reality. His stories are unlike “hard”

science fiction, ripe with gratuitous technology, but always depict shifting

social interaction in the wake of technological change. In this way, his

portrayal of the future mirrors Jean-Luc Godard’s strategy for Alphaville,

a film shot on location in 1960s Paris. Modernist concrete and glass

architecture, and even turn-of-the-century hotels, are presented as part

of a futuristic metropolis, provocatively locating a totalitarian state in

contemporary France. Godard counters sci-fi clichés with a main character

(Lemmy Caution) lifted from the detective genre, who at one point replies,

“Yes, but in life, one can only know the present. No one’s lived in the

past, or will live in the future.”

In both of these stories, mass surveillance and state control construct a

culture of fear that is deconstructed and enigmatically transformed by

the end.  The motifs of surveillance and public control, combined with an

atmosphere of general suspicion and unpredictable terror, link these

works to dystopian literature. The classics in this subgenre of science

fiction, like Animal Farm by Aldous Huxley and Nineteen Eighty-Four by

George Orwell, function as critiques of societies that are based on

totalitarian regimes. Both of these works allude to the Soviet Union,
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while Ray Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451 is a response to the thought-

destroying climate of McCarthyism in 1950s America.

Moving in the coal black six-cylinder night, through trees, like water,

through fields on fire.

During the 1950s, both Russia and the United States carried out purges

and persecutions of people suspected of “objectionable” political

sympathies. At this time, and throughout the Cold War, elaborate

technologies were created in order to obtain information for this and other

“classified” purposes. Intelligence gathering evolved from concealed

devices, hidden cameras, wiretaps, black bag operations, cut-outs, to

spy satellite downlinks and other secret networks, like ECHELON, that

can supposedly capture electronic data streams nearly anywhere in the

world. The increasing organisation of these superpowers, both focused

on rapidly escalating technology, produced a vast economy of espionage

and a mounting archive of information through bugging, tapping, tracking,

tagging, imaging, etc.

However, surveillance today is not only invisible and discreet but

widespread, often without concern for personal liberty, and is generally

effective only as a marketing or consumer-related tool. In central London

and Manhattan, there are public surveillance cameras on almost every

street and square, and surveillance in and around most office buildings

is institutionalised. We also know that most people’s personal computer

information can very easily be monitored through the internet. In the

United States, the use of Radio Frequency Identification (RFID) implants

is gaining currency for general application. Injected into the blood and

stored in fat cells, these inexpensive microchips give out information

when activated by a scanner. At the moment, they are used to tag animals

but are already being promoted (for example by VeriChip Corp.) as a way

of identifying immigrants, military personnel, casino workers and patients

who suffer various degenerative diseases such as Alzheimer's. The idea

that safety can be guaranteed through technology and without social

programmes is not only erasing civil liberty and public life but is also
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exposing populations to further abuses as centralised databases become

attractive criminal targets.

Such fascist proposals such as chip implants that characterise today’s

surveillance societies remind one of an “Orwellian” dystopia and “Big

Brother”. It is interesting that these bywords for the invasion of privacy

and state control came from a literary source which displaced existing

authoritarian characteristics to a future society. Written in 1949 during

the aftermath of the Second World War, George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-

Four integrated aspects of Stalinist Soviet Union and Hitler’s Nazi Germany,

both of whose use of brutality allied to technology made them two of the

most extreme totalitarian regimes the world has known. Today, the moniker

Big Brother stands for a reality TV show, where, in contrast to the

observation of potential thought criminals using hidden telescreens in

Orwell’s novel, willing participants are expected to reveal all for the

voyeuristic pleasure of viewers.

Among tiny splashes, stars part, isolated in puddle glimmer.

In the 1970s, William S. Burroughs published the Electronic Revolution,

a kind of tactical response to the overarching strategies to techno-

authoritarianism. In this work, he advocates the recording and playback

on location of past events (such as a riot) to influence and provoke the

present. He describes techniques to scramble and nullify the associational

lines of mass media and authority, cutting in and juxtaposing chaotic and

personal information in order to unleash the hate-pain-fear-lust contained

in word and sound. Burroughs demonstrates how contact with chaos is

crucial for any communication which seeks to escape the normalising

forces of cybernetically-organised systems of domination, including

language itself. This text, maybe an early description of culture-jamming,

foreshadowed the rise of the DIY movement and the antagonism of punk

culture in the late 1970s. Soon after this, however, and in parallel with

the rise of MTV in the 1980s, the perspective of anti-authoritarianism was

weakened by its co-option and incorporation into mass entertainment

and advertising. At the same time, the cyberpunk genre in science fiction
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began with novels such as William Gibson’s Neuromancer; in turn influenced

by the works of Burroughs, allying radical technological change and

mutation in a dystopian landscape with scepticism.

With the meteoric rise of the role of technology (often hidden) in everyday

life, techno-ethical questions are increasingly pivotal. It seems that the

hypothetical scenarios and dilemmas of speculative fiction literature are

no longer relegated to the future. New relations between public and

private, individual and society, artifice and “nature” - consistent themes

in SF fiction - are now daily concerns. What place does privacy have

when brain imaging can read our thoughts and transcranial magnetic

stimulation can manipulate our thoughts? Astonishing advances in

applications of information technology, nanotechnology and biotechnology

continue to destabilise received ideas. Genetic modification, designer

children, grid extended computing, quantum entanglement and

teleportation - the list expands exponentially as consumer products

become “smart”.

While the “artificial” world moves towards sentience, humanity is

increasingly dependant on external systems for life. Michel Houellebecq’s

The Possibility of an Island, probes a variety of societal shifts, positing

the succession of technology over spirituality and communal life.  In the

novel, a new-age religious cult (inspired by the Raëlian Movement) delivers

the age-old religious conceit of everlasting life through cloning. It is just

that the more times you are cloned, it seems that the less human you

are. Attributes like sex, love, laughter, sadness, become available only

through the written accounts of previous incarnations. In Houellebecq’s

future dystopia, clones live alone in bunkers, defending themselves against

mutants after an apocalyptic period called The Great Drying Up.

The novel extends and critiques a philosophy of contemporary individualism

through a brilliant, tragic-comic and utterly narcissistic trajectory to the

bleakest of conclusions, although in the end one could read it as a tar-

dark ode to the search for love and the apprehension of death.
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Layers of magenta grow slowly, almost effervescently between the

pine branches.

Futuristic scenarios of an earth ravaged by apocalyptic catastrophes are

of course not just “romantic” visions anymore. Daily reports suggest that

the earth is changing fast. Disastrous climate change, habitat modification

and species extinction, spread of infectious disease, continuous war and

famine - all are devastating facts of the present reality. Ultimatums to

industry are regularly agreed upon and broken. The fragile relation to our

environment has never been more apparent.  In a recent interview with

scientist and writer Stephen Hawking upon his award of the Copley medal,

the highest award for scientific achievement, he stated, “The long-term

survival of the human race is at risk as long as it is confined to a single

planet.” He said, “Sooner or later, disasters such as an asteroid collision

or nuclear war could wipe us all out. But once we spread out into space

and establish independent colonies, our future should be safe.” 
1

The transcendence of earthly suffering has been a common theme not

only of religious leaders but of philosophers and scientists for millennia.

Yet, as Hannah Arendt suggests, “The earth is the very quintessence of

the human condition.” 
2
 It is in this transformative tension that human

endeavour exists.  Humanity is connected intimately with the earth and

to all living things, but it has traditionally sought ceaselessly to somehow

overcome this condition and to come to terms with a perception of

estrangement.  The encounter with extra-terrestrial life is a common

theme in science-fiction. Stanislaw Lem’s Solaris (1961) employs this

premise in an ingenious way. In this novel, he avoids the ubiquitous

personification of the alien being and the typical theme of relation through

warfare. Moreover, contact does not take place in an interpersonal manner

or through any kind of language that would be possible to translate.

In Solaris, the scientists encounter a being that exhibits entirely unfamiliar

activity. The Ocean of Solaris is a colossal creature, a giant organism,

whose surface forms strange constructions - almost like shifting cities,

mutating and labyrinthine - that can only be described mathematically.
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Once aware of the astronauts, the Ocean penetrates their minds and

produces creatures dredged up from within their own psyches. The Ocean

reveals what is deeply hidden in each of them: “a reprehensible guilt, a

tragic event from the past suppressed by the memory, a secret and

shameful desire.” 
3
 The scientists are then forced to deal with this shameful

incarnation in its past form on the Solaris Station. The initial emotional

stress culminates in a variety of behaviour such as suicide, isolating

madness and the repeated murder of the embodied secret. In this way,

the book concentrates on the subjective nature of reality and the fact that

reality is constructed by observation (a fact confirmed by contemporary

quantum theory).

Rain dripping like silver from the leaking eaves-trough in the trouble light.

When Andrei Tarkovsky made a film version of Solaris in 1972, he added

a prelude on earth that gave some clues as to the history and motivation

of the main character, Chris Kelvin. Lem objected to this adaptation

(though not as vigorously as to the Soderbergh version made in 2002),

believing the additional section unnecessary.  However, Tarkovsky’s slowly

paced, meditative vision is a revealing interpretation of this classic work.

His representation of the ravished space station beautifully mirrors the

psychodrama of the disorientated scientists. The film focuses less on the

limitations of science and more on the existential problematic of faith and

human relations. The ponderous shots and visceral atmosphere draws

one into the conflicted dilemmas as well as the profound reality of the

imperfect and limited scope of human perception, both of which are

essential to the story. We are gradually aware just how much of our

perception reflects our own desires, yearnings and projections.

This theme echoes Dick’s self-scanning motif explored in A Scanner

Darkly. If perception is so flawed, what is reality? This question is multiplied

exponentially by the ubiquity of virtual environments and interfaces, where

the senses are even more mediated. The recent popularity of the online

role-playing games such as Second Life exacerbates and liberates this

dilemma.  Currently over a million players operate fantasy characters in
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virtual environments the size of continents. The game has generated its

own cultures, governments, social systems and economies, which spill

over into the real world. At the moment there are players who earn all of

their income from the selling of virtual products and services that exist

only within this digital world.

Grandmother’s delight at the snapdragons, and later her quick hands at

the piano.

The tension between ever-expanding artificial systems and the limited

yet self-regulating systems of the earth is unending. But this productive

angst is of course fertile soil. One is reminded of Brecht’s last dramatic

gesture. In his will, he provided instructions that a stiletto be placed in

his heart and that he be buried in a steel coffin so that his corpse would

not be riddled with worms. This last act from the existential realist/idealist

- the developer of a theatre of estrangement and alienation - reveals his

grand paranoia and complete and eccentric apprehension of the filthy

predicament of life.

Making love all day listening to Thieves Like Us.

1 
2006 Associated Press/AP Online

2 
Arendt, Hannah; The Human Condition

(University of Chicago Press, 1958)

3 
Lem, Stanislaw, December 2002.
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Joselina Cruz

An Elegant Hope

“There are systems upon systems that are incredible….The metaphysicians

of Tlön seek not truth, or even plausibility—they seek to amaze, astound.

… metaphysics is a branch of the literature of fantasy.”

— Jorge Luis Borges, Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius from Ficciones

One must always deal with Borges with a certain sense of the divine.

I do. But, no, I did not encounter Borges in the manner espoused by

Aquinas theology, quinque viae. Perhaps in keeping with Borges’ own

fiction, it came in rippling rivulets. It was through Garcia-Marquez’s work

that I first had an inkling of the Borgesian (and not even then); and after

having read more of Garcia-Marquez’s fascinating fiction (and then some)

to reach, in typical labyrinthine manner, a parallel influence. In One Hundred

Years of Solitude (a work which resonates most with Borges’ own fictions),

there is that one scene which continues to fascinate—a scene which has

been the source for many ideas:

… Jose Arcadio Buendia paid the thirty reales and

led them into the center of the tent where there was

a giant with a hairy torso and a shaved head, with a

copper ring in his nose and a heavy iron chain on his

ankle, watching over a pirate chest. When it was

opened by the giant the chest, gave off a glacial

exhalation. Inside there was only an enormous,

transparent block with infinite internal needles in

which the light of the sunset was broken up into
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colored stars. Disconcerted, knowing that the children

were waiting for an immediate explanation, Jose

Arcadio Buendia ventured a murmur:

“It’s the largest diamond in the world.”

“No,” the gypsy countered. ‘It’s ice.”

Jose Arcadio Buendia without understanding,

stretched out his hand toward the cake, but the giant

moved it away. “Five reales more to touch it,” he

said. Jose Arcadio Buendia paid them and put his

hand on the ice and held it there for several minutes

as his heart filled with fear and jubilation at the contact

with mystery. Without knowing what to say, he paid

ten reales more so that his sons could have the

prodigious experience. Little Jose Arcadio refused

to touch it. Aureliano, on the other hand, took a step

forward and put his hand on it, withdrawing it

immediately. “It’s boiling,” he exclaimed, startled. 
1

Without understanding. The Buendias arrive at the idea of ice, of utter

coldness, through a spectrum of possible reactions: stupefication, fear,

triumph, withdrawal, surprise. This “contact with mystery” that Garcia-

Marquez masterfully develops through this novel is that which we can

only hope for in our ordinary lives. In Macondo everything is seen and

experienced without the screen that marks knowledge, without the film

that covers the ordinary. The story permeates with that sharp aromatic

quality of wonder and discovery—of futures, pasts, and the coalescing

of the present—pressed close to our faces. When metaphysics assigns

the beginning of philosophy (or knowledge) to wonder, it misses out the

condition before this most liminal of states—our own places of “without

understanding”.
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What could be more riotously exciting than to be on the cusp of knowing

and not knowing? Five reales, please.  Our eagerness is stilled. We are

forced to teeter in this moment, swinging between two conditions, holding

our balance. The five reales are handed over. We cross the threshold.

Aristotle, in his Metaphysics, writes that this pursuit of knowing, until

satisfied, becomes an end in itself. An unsurpassed body of knowledge

that runs from Socrates to Descartes, from Benjamin to Ballard, from

Einstein to Hawking, has come about due to the endless desire to satisfy

this wonder. Circumscribed as a “miraculous phenomenon and speculative

endeavour” 
2
, the jet streams of wonder move from the unexplained to

the rational. For indeed, what causes us to wonder? Wonderment can

be prompted by events, things, phenomena, practically anything that

crosses man’s path which is out of his experience, or that which catches

his notice enough to warrant inquiry. Wonder withdraws us into our mind

to ask about the world that we contemplate. Wonder is the first step to

understanding, although wonder does not always lead to answers. Within

the promise of wonder’s insatiable curiosity there is often as many answers

as there are questions—a mass of confusing leads and possibilities, and

sometimes, a definite response.  In other instances—nothing.

Disappointment. It emanates from a curious mind, but is also the product

of it. We are struck dumb, dumbstruck, confounded, our breath taken

away. At times we cannot believe our eyes, our feet rooted to the ground.

Our minds fumble. And then…we take the first step forward.

It is boiling. A diamond that boils—the incredulity of such a thought. But

that is the conclusion of the young Aureliano Buendia. A conclusion

arrived at through touching. We too find ourselves in a similar juncture,

and indeed, like the young Buendia, at the bend of discovery. We not

only seek to understand our universe, but expand our imaginations to

possibilities of being part of a multiverse; or even come to terms that,

perhaps, certain dimensions like time and gravity are mere illusions
3
,

making “reality” a sort of holography
4
. Reaching out, our hands go through

the ethereal fact of our being; our world flattened. Perhaps explainable?

Or perhaps not. It is boiling. While physicists assemble string theory,

fiddle with equations to bridge quantum mechanics with general relativity,
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think up the multiverse and then wonder how their flawless beautiful and

logical equations can be exemplified tangibly, others imagine up worlds

where these equations are givens. The chest gave off a glacial exhalation.

In some minds, our/the universe is but a Library: composed of an indefinite,

perhaps infinite number of hexagonal galleries
5
.  In this universe, the

“hexagonal rooms are the necessary shape of absolute space, or at least

our perception of space;” 
6
 and Borges, mirroring the goal of pure science,

writes down, “At the same period there was also hope that the fundamental

mysteries of mankind—the origin of the Library and of time—might be

revealed.” 
7
  In ours, and in his, the whys and whens, the hows and ends,

of our world are pondered. Maldacena (along with a host of other physicists)

explains his (ours?) via his conjecture, an entire book that writes out the

relationship between quarks and black holes, one which apparently

explains the forces that govern the cosmos and that of particles.
8

In another world, back in 1946, Borges traipses about similar thoughts,

but with language:

And yet, and yet . . . Denying temporal

succession, denying the self, denying the astronomical

universe, are apparent desperations and secret

consolations. Our destiny is not frightful by being

unreal; it is frightful because it is irreversible and iron-

clad. Time is the substance I am made of. Time is a

river which sweeps me along, but I am the river; it is

a tiger which destroys me, but I am the tiger; it is a

fire which consumes me, but I am the fire. The world,

unfortunately, is real; I, unfortunately, am Borges. 
9

Borges wrestles in his writing equations that physicists (like Juan

Maldacena, who incidentally is also Argentine) work out endlessly. In

works like A New Refutation of Time and The Aleph, Borges captures the

imagination by positing that there is no time—that “all the nows” can be

concentrated at a single point. We ask then about the probable un-reality

of this dimension. Is it? Or do we exist despite the “linear progression”

that keeps us prison? It is the tiger that destroys me, but I am the tiger.



33

An Elegant Hope

We are the prison. Borges, questioned, refuted, returned, and went back

again. His use of paradox: time and timelessness, the infinite and the

finite, continuity and discontinuity. But always the labyrinth, a construction

that goes and returns forever, ab aeternitatae. He was a metaphysician

of fantasy, a philosopher of worlds of imagination. He wondered.

And yet, and yet…

Those who believe it to have limits hypothesize that in some remote place

or places the corridors and staircases and hexagons, may inconceivably

end—which is absurd. And yet those who picture the world as unlimited

forget that the number of possible books is not. I will be bold enough to

suggest this solution to the ancient problem: The Library is unlimited

but periodic. If an eternal traveller should journey in any direction, he

would find after untold centuries that the same volumes are repeated in

the same disorder—which, repeated, becomes order: the Order. My

solitude is cheered by that elegant hope. 
10
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Under Cover

Robert Payne was an exceedingly prolific and multi-talented writer,

mastering a broad range of foreign languages and literary genres as the

author of more than 110 books. Born Pierre Stephen Robert Payne on

December 4, 1911 in Saltash, County of Cornwall, he would eventually

make an appearance in the world of letters under a variety of names

before passing away on March 3, 1983 at the end of an eventful life. His

legacy extends to critically acclaimed biographies, translations of key

works from literature and philosophy, but also – and this is where his

pseudonyms come into play – books the titles of which suggest a

somewhat more trivial content.

But back to the early days…

Robert Payne’s father was a naval architect, and initially he followed in

his father’s footsteps. Working as a shipwright seemed quite an appropriate

occupation for someone so full of thirst for knowledge and of wanderlust.

After all, it was shipping that played a major part in the cultural and

economic history of Western Europe. It was the brave discoverers from

Europe who set sail to find new continents, to spread European culture

and diseases throughout the known world, to impose their languages

and to rename straits and countries, plants and peoples, and who returned

to their kings and queens with boats laden with riches from these new

territories. A powerful navy had been the ambition and pride of many a

country and tyrant, and remains so today: Belarussian writer Alena Boika

reports that  Lukashenko had a warship built and launched - even though

Belarus does not border the sea.
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After his studies took him to South Africa and the European continent,

Payne moved to Singapore in 1939, where he would work at the British

Naval Base. Two years later, he became an armament officer and chief

camouflage officer for British Army Intelligence there. Perhaps his

knowledge of boats was useful in this instance given that ships were

sensitive targets. During both World Wars, the military went to great

lengths to secure safe passage, and to this purpose, dazzle camouflage

was the preferred means to ensure that. Vessels were painted in confusing

shapes with high contrasts to make it difficult for other naval forces to

estimate the speed of and the range to the target ship. It is hard to decide

whether one should deem the 1943 Philadelphia Experiment a failure or

not, yet it was a massive effort by the US Navy to make an entire ship

invisible to radar. Those who claim the experiment was successfully

completed tend also to believe that the ship was teleported from

Philadelphia to Norfolk. Upon its return to harbour, however, the

disarticulated matter is said not to have reconstituted completely and

some very unfortunate sailors to have lost their lives - or at least their

minds. Rumour has it that Albert Einstein and Nikola Tesla were both

involved in this venture.

As far as we know, not much progress has been made regarding

camouflage or stealth techniques. To the knowledge of the author of this

text, only a few extraterrestrials to be revealed to us about three hundred

years from now possess the technology to make entire aircrafts

undetectable to the eye and sensors. That said, recent research in so-

called metamaterials or plasmonic engineering might open a gate into

invisibility in our somewhat nearer future.

One can only venture to guess what the activities of Robert Payne entailed.

As a writer, he might also have been involved in camouflaging messages

- steganography. The art of covered or hidden writing involves a secret

message concealed among or beneath a cover-text and was a method

proliferated during the Second World War. For instance, Velvalee Dickinson,

a.k.a the Doll Woman, was also lured into this cryptic enterprise. Working

as a spy for the Japanese from her New York-based doll business, she
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passed on information on the conditions and positions of warships, hidden

under what appeared to be harmless bits of information about her doll

trade.

On the British front, there was also much intelligence-related activity

during World War II. The British tried to crack the German Enigma code,

after seizing one of the machines with which the German army transmitted

encrypted messages throughout the war. Women in particular were

involved in this field, working as linguists, translators and transcribers -

although their work was hardly recognised. As Sadie Plant notes in Zeros

+ Ones: “Joan Murray devised a new method for dealing with the German

codes. This ‘greatly speeded up the routine solutions,’ she wrote, ‘but

my name was not put to it.’”

In December 1941, Payne was sent to Chungking, China, to serve as

Cultural Attaché at the British Embassy, just before the Japanese occupied

Singapore in February 1942 after the British had lost the Battle of Singapore.

The Japanese renamed Singapore Syonan-to, meaning Light-of-the-

South Island, and when Japan capitulated at the end of World War II,

Singapore was reinstated as the island’s name and reverted to British

rule. From China, Payne would move to India and finally, in 1946, settle

in the United States where he would spend most of the rest of his life.

His knowledge of foreign languages can only be called impressive. He

translated from Chinese, Danish, French, Greek, Italian, German, Polish,

Spanish and Russian. In London in 1936, he translated a collection of

short stories by Boris Pasternak into English, allegedly becoming the first

person to do this. The book appeared with The Straits Times Press in

Singapore in 1941, under the title Childhood, originally published in

Russian in 1919 as The Childhood of Luvers. Apparently, translating the

early works by Pasternak is a somewhat challenging enterprise, and

Isaiah Berlin had thought very little of these early attempts. He called a

colleague of Payne’s, Ms. Beatrice Scott, “courageous or blind” for having

attempted this, adding for good measure that Pasternak’s stories do not

“fare better in Mr. Robert Payne’s renderings”. He concludes that although
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“the heroic martyrdom of these translators may entitle them to our respect,

the author remains unlucky.”

Later in his life, Payne would write the biography Three Worlds of Boris

Pasternak, published in New York in 1961, while also contributing

introductions to two books by Boris Leonidovich Pasternak himself: Safe

Conduct: The Autobiography, and Other Writings, published by New

Directions in 1958, and Sister My Life: Summer 1917, published by the

Washington Square Press in 1967. By this time, Payne had given up

translating the writings of Pasternak. Sister My Life: Summer 1917 was

rendered into English by a certain Phillip C. Flayderman who is also the

author of The Celebration of Life: A Study on Hölderlin, an honours thesis

in the German department at Amherst College in 1952.

As is well known, the Nobel Prize winning Pasternak was one of the

famous victims of totalitarian cultural politics, with his celebrated novel

Doctor Zhivago, completed in 1955, being rejected from publication in

the former Soviet Union. Only a year prior to this, Khrushchev – who we

shall encounter again later – declared the abolition of the personal cult

of Stalin at the 21st Congress of the Communist Party! It is ironic then

that it is owing to a temporary member of the Communist Party of Italy,

the infamous Giangiacomo Feltrinelli, that the book was published in

Russian in Milan. Under circumstances the descriptions of which vary,

Feltrinelli had gotten hold of the manuscript after it had been smuggled

out of the Soviet Union.

Payne himself would also prove a truly fearless man when he took it upon

himself to become the first person to translate Sören Kierkegaard’s Frygt

og Baeven (Fear and Trembling) into English. The book was written under

the nom de plume Johannes de Silentio. Many make reference to

Kierkegaard as “an unhappy, neurotic, and terribly suffering man” who

therefore hid behind a variety of pseudonyms. More probable however

is the rationale that Kierkegaard chose to publish under numerous different

names in an attempt to avoid the cross of a unified body of work and of

a coherent philosophical school. Hence he published two books,
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Philosophical Fragments and Concluding Unscientific Postscript, as

Johannes Climacus, whom Paul Muench calls in Kierkegaard’s Socratic

Task his “Socratic pseudonym par excellence”. The obscure philosopher

borrowed this name from a monk who had lived in the 7th century and

written about Christian virtues. At the same time he hid behind the pen

names Anti-Climacus, Viktor Eremita, under which he published Either/Or

to which also a certain “A” and “Judge William” contribute. Other

pseudonyms include Vigilius Haufnensis, Hilarius Bookbinder, Johannes

de Silentio, and Constantin Constatius, to name just a few.

What Robert Payne is most well known for, however, are his celebrated

biographies. The list of people he met, was fascinated and inspired by

is long and diverse. He would write thoroughly researched books on -

amongst others - Greta Garbo, Albert Schweitzer, Fyodor Mikhailovich

Dostoevsky, Chiang Kai-shek, and Iosif Vissarionovich Dzhugashvili, who

would appear on the world stage as Stalin. After the latter’s death in 1953,

he would become a victim of his own practice to erase people’s names

from history. The most spectacular instance of this is Stalin’s eviction

from the Lenin-Mausoleum and the removal of his name from its façade.

Stalin had managed to have his body placed, in morbid marriage, next

to Lenin’s. During Khrushchev’s destalinisation period however, Stalin’s

mummified remains had to vacate the constructivist pyramid, to be buried

like all other Kremlin leaders beside the Kremlin wall. Nevertheless one

could say that Stalin took revenge from beyond his grave – Nikita

Sergeyevich Khrushchev fell out of grace and was removed from power

in 1964. He would become the only leader of the former Soviet Union not

to be buried in the Kremlin, but instead at Moscow’s Novodevichy

Cemetery. It should be noted here that Payne of course had also published

a biography on Lenin, alias Wladimir Iljitsch Uljanow.

Hitler and Charlie Chaplin also figure among Payne’s subjects of research,

with Chaplin’s biography so aptly named The Great Charlie, alluding to

his cinematic masterpiece The Great Dictator (1940). In what was Charlie

Chaplin’s first all-talking, all-sound film, language plays an important role.

Chaplin’s stroke of genius was to have Hinkel speak a nonsense-language,
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an amalgam of German words, featuring “Wiener Schnitzel”, “Sauerkraut”,

“Leberwurst” and “Blitzkrieg”, some English and an imposing mastery of

barking and snarling. Chaplin managed to portray what John Langshaw

Austin would later, in How to Do Things with Words (1962), refer to as the

“perlocutionary” act, a speech act that produces “certain consequential

effects upon the feelings, thoughts, or actions of the audience”. Payne

summarised that particular power of language so wonderfully in his

Chaplin biography by remarking that in totalitarian states, comedians are

not allowed anywhere near a microphone.

As well as writing under his own name, Payne also published under an

array of pseudonyms. He translated Yuri Olesha’s novel Envy as Anthony

Wolfe. Other pen names include Robert Young, John Anthony Devon,

Howard Horne, Valentin Tikhonov, and Richard Cargoe, the latter

presumably being the author of Tiger, A Daring Novel of Temptation and

Lust (at least according to the claim on its cover). A short excerpt from

that literary effort makes one doubt whether Richard Cargoe could indeed

be one and the same with Robert Payne. Yet, as further examples of

similarly suggestive titles will reveal, Payne must have had a certain tendre

for pulp: “She laid her head down on my shoulder, and presently she

said: ‘Jim, you can do anything you like with me.’ Her dress was fastened

with a zipper.” There is more dodgy fiction to come. The same author

conceived the idea for The Back of the Tiger. Given that this title resonates

that of Tiger, it seems likely that the former was meant to be a sequel of

the latter. Yet we do not know when either was published, so this is pure

speculation.

Another book, again by the same author, appeared with Popular Library

in 1952. Maharajah is trumpeted as “Passion and intrigue in exotic India”,

showing on its cover the image of an Indian beauty, barely covered with

a sari-like cloth. In the lower right corner of this illustration, a man (another

alias of Payne?) lustfully peers at her. Richard Cargoe proved highly fertile.

Brave Harvest is another literary oeuvre by this author, first published in

London by Heinemann in 1955 under the more modest title Harvest, with

“1660...New England...a novel of the first Indian wars” as its banner.
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As these examples show, there is also a pastoral tone to the oeuvre of

Robert Payne when he is not writing as himself. The novel O Western

Wind appeared under the name of John Anthony Devon, while The

Mountains and the Stars (1938) is the work of a Valentin Tikhonov -

coincidentally also the name of a Russian social scientist, author of

Russia’s Nuclear and Missile Complex: The Human Factor in Proliferation

(2000), a report unveiling the working and living conditions of Russia’s

weapons experts.

But we are drifting off again.

A rustic sensibility also seems to inspire the titles of The Song of the

Peasant (1939) and The War in the Marshes (1938), both novels published

under Robert Payne’s nom de plume Robert Young.

Pseudonyms – literally false names – can protect one from many woes,

embarrassment being one of them. How many directors withheld their

names, giving credit instead to that certain Alan Smithee? It is apparent

from these examples that Robert Payne may also have had good reasons

for discretion when publishing certain facets of his oeuvre. He might have

attempted to maintain the aura of an educated, brilliant and sophisticated

man who had met world-famous people – the kind who wrote history.

And he would write theirs. It seems plausible then that he was cautious

not to reveal his occasional descent to the depths of kitsch and erotica.

It is common practice. Most people hide behind a handle or avatar when

indulging in the more explicit areas of the Internet. Interesting then that

Mark Felt, the Watergate informant, chose to hide behind the name “Deep

Throat”. Ah, sex sells. A man must be as hard as nails with a moniker like

Rock Hudson! Roy Harold Scherer Jr. hardly suggests a toned dish. Doris

Day, however, artist name of Doris Mary Ann von Kappelhoff, embodies

the other end of the erotic spectrum. Such a clean and virginal name

evokes by no stretch of the imagination a “Belle de Jour”. But that is

another story altogether. Suffice to say, nomen est omen.
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Zentrasia (some chapters)

“My name is Lee Shou Ren. One of my distant ancestors, Cheng Ho,

possessing a rather cynical nature, was the first merchant to be introduced

to the court of the Sultans of Malacca. Through my maternal grandfather,

a brilliant master of the arts of rhetoric and compromise and also an

important player in the process of the independence of the Federation of

Malaysia, I am also a descendant of Princess Hang Li Po and of Sultan

Mansur Shah.
1

As for me, I will be hanged tomorrow at dawn as a torturer and assassin.

The court has acted in the spirit of justice; from the start, I confessed my

crimes. Tomorrow, when the Changi Penitentiary’s old British clock shows

the sixth hour, I will be dead; It is only natural to think about my ancestors,

as I am so close to their shadow and, in a way, I am them.

During the trial (which was, fortunately, short) I didn’t talk; if I had tried to

justify myself then, I would have made the sentence more complicated

and I would have proven cowardice. Now things have changed; on this

night of the eve of my execution, I can talk without fear. I don’t ask for

forgiveness, because I am not guilty, but I want to be understood. He who

listens to me carefully will understand the history of Singapore and the

future history of humanity. I know that a case like mine, exceptional and

amazing now, will soon be very common. Tomorrow I will die. I will be a

symbol of future generations.”
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I stopped reading the letter. My short attention span was particularly

affected whilst on planes. The Korean noodle soup that I had to buy for

myself tasted like Vegeta, a Yugoslavian universal food enhancer that had

become (in the gloomy ’80s) a universal currency in Romania. That said,

the soup can was very nice: it had the vintage flavour of Tupperware cans

of the ’50s. If I was a collector of stuff, I would probably have kept it.

However, that is not my style. I don’t even take photos. Quite a bizarre

characteristic for a curator, I should say.

Suddenly, it was all dark outside. I was travelling from Singapore to Hong

Kong, on one of the fastest growing budget airlines from the world,

Zentrasia. From the Lion City, the great historical lab
2 

to the beautifully

triste pearl of the world that was (albeit clandestinely for most of us)

dying. Or rather, designed to be a beautiful corpse at the disposal of the

citizens of a new world, with its simple (and somewhat melancholy)

eighties-style skyscrapers structures, conserved as a huge reliquary of

the old world that perished together with its modes of production.

Like some pretty former Italian trading center, I thought to myself.

I guess it was better that Melissa wasn’t around during my stay, as my

slight but nonetheless tormenting infatuation for her was too improper

and puzzling, and all in all, too much to bear those days…She is named

Melissa after a stupid TV show which was very popular in Singapore in

the ‘70s. Her Chinese name is Mai. My great-grandmother’s name was

Mai as well. She was a very tough Hungarian woman who practically

raised me. Long after she had died (I was 10 when it happened, she was

92, the year 1992), I put together fragments of her life and realised that

she was probably living together with her neighbour, an even tougher

Hungarian woman who had reputedly only cried three times in her life:

the first, when the Austrian Emperor was no longer the emperor of

Transylvania; the second, when the Romanian King was no longer the

King of Romania and Transylvania; and the third ,when Stalin died. By

the time Ceausescu was killed, this woman had become cynical enough

to ignore the news and simply continue playing rummy with her neighbour.
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What was still puzzling to me was Melissa’s relationship with Shou Ren.

I also wondered just how much does Heman knew about all these, and

in fact what he was hiding from me.

Thailand, the black and silent land mass below the plane, was experiencing

at that very moment a coup d’etat. I tried to think about where I was

when such iconic moments took place. When the Handover happened,

I was having a horrible food poisoning from cheap Romanian olive oil…I

still feel the nauseating sugary taste of it when I hear “God Save the

Queen” followed by the Chinese national anthem. I don’t remember seeing

the other Handover. Did it happen? Was it in Vegas? When September

11 happened, I was having an awful pneumonia after 22 hours spent on

a Romanian train. When September 11 1973 happened, it was long before

I was born…And now I am on Zentrasia, right on top of it.

The red taxi was waiting for me outside the airport. The silence between

the cab driver and I was not held for too long.

“Did you enjoy your trip, Mister?”

“Yes, I did, thank you.”

“Is this your first time in Hong Kong, Mister?”

“No, it’s not.”

“Hong Kong is a beautiful city, isn’t it, Mister?”

“Yes, indeed.”

“Yes, when I first arrived from China, I said to my wife this city must have

come with a great curse to balance its beauty.” He chortled heartily.

“Don’t you think so, Mister?”

“Yes, that’s very wise.”
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“So were you flying Zentrasia, Mister?”

Quite puzzled, I answered, “Yes, I was. How did you know?”

“Everybody is flying Zentrasia these days,” the cab driver replied with a

laugh. “I also worked for them, until last month.”

I tried to feign interest. “Oh really, and why did you quit?”

Quite nervously, the taxi driver answered, “I am not that kind of a person,

Mister.” There was a nervous chuckle and a slight pause before he

continued. “I suppose you don’t have these companies yet in America.

But they will start to appear.”

He heaved a sigh and halted briefly, as if to observe how I was taking his

little confessional. I let my eyes drift towards the landscape unfolding

outside the window.

The cab driver seemed satisfied with my nonchalance and continued

talking.

“My cousin told me that in Korea, workers are never allowed to leave

their factories. Their companies would build their own cinemas and

amusement parks for their entertainment. Here, they’d covered the sea

to build Disneyland. A cousin of mine worked there. But Zentrasia has

better plans.” He laughed – or was that a snort of derision?

“My cousin from Singapore - although I have to tell you my wife doesn’t

like him at all - he writes very bad short stories all the time, and he helped

me get the job. I should have listened to her. She always told him that

all good stories should be better left untold.”

Before I had the opportunity to grasp the meaning of his words, or at

least inform him that I was not from the USA as he had thought, I suddenly

realised that the city was not ahead of us. Instead, we were getting deeper

and deeper on uncertain roads in the Lantau forests.
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The morning during which they set sail was a cloudy but quiet one. They

were, however, not to leave the shores out of a visible range. They were

not to veer from the all too well-known routes nor the unsurprising waters

that Chinese sailors had been using for ages.

This well-worn route was the path of silk, vanilla, opium and Cheng Ho,

the admiral who was to become the first Chinese merchant to be introduced

to the court of the Sultans of Malacca. He had a secret mission as well.

His travelling companions were disguised as bookkeepers and masters

of the arts of weights and measurements, but these same men were

some of the most renowned masters of the arts of languages and

calligraphy. Amongst them included those who would spend years at the

court of King Sejong, in a search for the perfect and genuine writing, one

that preceded speech in nature. Cheng Ho was tasked with the job of

noting the way in which each language of the world identified existing,

imagined or presumed things, together with the way in which these are

bound together. His journey was a consequence of the powers that be,

who thought that new knowledge could be developed by knowing all the

names available in the world.

This was the mission, hidden behind the piles of goods to be sold and

markets to be opened. At the end of the road lay a people that was not

yet created, and a burden that had no reason of ever being revealed to

Cheng Ho.

Weeks have passed already since the expedition has started its long way

southwards along the shores. Harbours and islands drawn on Cheng

Ho’s maps appeared along the way. A long letter in a scroll, describing

the shores of the maps on pulp, was unfolding simultaneously as their

physical entities began to appear before the sailors’ eyes on the right

side of the ship.

In the same way, the open waters of the Pacific were narrowing in

concurrence with what was not revealed in the papers. We know little –

if at all – about whether Cheng Ho had considered what was lying on the
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left side of the ship, and even less about whether he ever thought about

leaving the shores and sailing towards the East. Nor could we know if he

had imagined lands beyond those of the Japanese and if he could have

encountered the names for things used there, as well as the names which

he could have altered.

Despite all the unknowns, it is recorded, however, that Cheng Ho finally

reached Malacca.

Lee Shou Ren is not going to die tomorrow and, of course, there was no

trial. We don’t know too much about his family’s exact origins, but we do

know that he was fired from his position as the Director of the Urban

Redevelopment Authority a few days ago. Officially though, he resigned

on “personal and family grounds”.

One year and a half before this, Lee Shou Ren had a long meeting at the

Rice Queen Restaurant in Zurich with a famous and flamboyant Dutch

architect and member of the OTM Cities, a suspect think-tank that counts

among its members a prominent number of curators, architects, graphic

designers, urban planners, economists, political advisors and supposedly

some of the world master instructors of Pilates. The aims of the organisation

are unclear. We know that their representatives have been discreetly

present in the previous summits of Davos, the G8 and the World Bank,

as well as the last major Biennials. A small (and subsequently hushed)

scandal arose in the editorial offices of the New York Times when a draft

for an article on the most influential NeoCon think-tanks in the world

included the OTM Cities. Their involvement in the orchestrated socialist

electoral victories across Latin America could hardly be proven. Thereafter,

an Indonesian journalist (who incidentally went “missing” later on) noted

a meeting of the group in Singapore, 6 months before Lee Shou Ren’s

resignation.
3
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The last documents Lee Shou Ren had destroyed before evacuating his

office included rare typewritten documents of Soviet studies on the

possibilities of Reality Hacking, and a handwritten copy of the Delirious

Theory of World Urban Networking. On the day of his resignation, the

value of shares of Zentrasia dropped, albeit negligibly.

1
 It is not without reason the omission of the, perhaps, two most illustrious ancestors of the

narrator, Karl Friedrich Lee, one of the early agitators in the First Internationale during his study

years in Britain and of Henry Lee, a semi-legendary American railroad worker stabbed to death

by his pregnant girlfriend, on accounts of his unfaithfulness.

 
2 

While Mr Lee Hsien Loong is most likely not gay, one is perplexed by why he dons dreadfully

flowery purple kimonos for official art openings.

 
3
 Incidentally, Mr Lee Hsien Loong’s flowery kimono was also spotted at the same meeting.
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I thought that the way a collective ritual often works has to do with a

cultural cliché or even a social constraint. There is no logical reason why

your thirty years of age should be any more special than any other age.

No more celebratory, if it should be, than a birthday and a new year - it

can only blow away our subjective experience of time: often disruptive,

delayed, dense, expanded, shrinking, thin and, in spite of all that, beautiful.

Imagine a year of three years or a day of three nights, and you could feel

that you are the world.

It was in this regard that I preferred (or even have had) a nostalgic sense

about a new year’s holiday, based on the lunar calendar which many

“Chinese-related cultures” still follow. At least it could contribute to

confusing the purity of Jesus Christ’s 24/7 and 365/X circuit, I believed.

However, it would not be true to say that I was not even slightly tempted

by the suggestion of H: “What about curating a project for, about, or of

people who’s turning thirty in 2007, like you and me?” Although H added

that the idea should not be seen as a gimmicky one, but should also

embody something meaningful, I was not exactly reassured nor intrigued.

If there’s one thing that I liked about this idea, it was that I may spend a

day together with a good bunch of souls, full of anxiety and vulnerability

on the verge of being professional or mature — however you term it —

while mocking the banality of the supposed significance of becoming a

thirtysomething. Yes, this is all I had thought about it. Thereafter, I left the

issue to that and neglected the somewhat casual proposal. H, on his

part, asked no further about it.
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It was at a hospital (similar to that in one of the paintings by Patricija

Jurksaityte), where I spent great deal of my stay in Korea last July with

and for my mom, that I read the book The Thirties (Das Dreissgst, 1961)

by Ingeborg Bachmann. In that particular enclave surrounded by nature

and wealthy suburbia, where technology, machines and humans were

dependent on each other in their ongoing struggle for survival, I could

not resist picking up that book from the hospital-run library cart. Two

women volunteers reeled the cart from one ward to another whilst gently

calling out, “Dear patients and their families, today is the day of the mobile

library….” I stopped them and browsed through the piles of books. Next,

I showed them my mother’s patient identification card and borrowed the

book of my choice. I read it next to her bed, whilst leaning against the

corridor, or sitting on the stairways that are mostly used as a shortcut for

doctors and nurses.

Admittedly, I had already known about that book superficially, and was

cynical about it: so what on earth does it matter if one turns thirty? Just

another one of those cheap, marketing tricks, purporting to empower the

reader with an banal understanding of aging and time, I thought.

Yet this time, I had to read (it). I wanted to.

I remember the day I received a call and heard over the phone that my

mom’s life is in peril and nobody was sure of the possibility of her living

through the operation. I flew from Holland to her in my hometown in

Korea. After what felt like the longest day of my life, whilst she was in

coma, the doctor informed me that the surgery was successful - in front

of my mother, who lay before us like a corpse. Indeed, she was recovering

despite the accompanied pain - lots of pain - of regeneration. The weather

then was hot and humid.

But back to The Thirties.

I did not identify with nor had much sympathy for the guy in the book

who was very successful, whose life was just emblematic of the norm
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and the standard, and who suddenly fell into the state of apathy just

before his thirties. Any attempt to inject a more complex interpretation

into the book was not possible, especially since what I longed for was

a simple kind of consolation – let’s call it a semi-reflexive comfort, not a

super-intellectual nor one of pure entertainment.

I returned the book a day after I’d borrowed it and forgot about it.

Now, it is the end of the year. For some reason, I now recall that book

possessing a sense of the endless, a silent disaster, a state without

nervosity, a non-dramatic event (at least based on my memory).

I am turning thirty next year. Suddenly, this takes on a significance, as if

there is to be a new respite for all kinds of emotional, psychological and

intellectual disquiet that had crept into and dismantled my life as a twenty-

nine year old: love on the ropes, work (productivity) on the ropes, philosophy

on the ropes, political beliefs on the ropes, ethical beliefs on the ropes,

idea and articulation on the ropes, and so on.

I asked (not without the suspicion that this could prove very silly and

futile) some friends who are already in or past their thirties, “Did your life

get better, I mean, more peaceful, or a bit easier after your thirtieth

birthday?”

Here, a silly but undeniably dazzling petite altar devoted to Ingeborg

Bachmann by Thomas Hirschhorn manifests itself in my head. So does

one of the bestselling poetry collections in Korea, written over a decade

ago by a young Korean female writer Young Mi Choi, which depicts her

reflections on and frustrations about her youth as well as the period of

the Student Movement that she was involved in. The most pathetic but

poignant piece in that collection was entitled Thirty, The Banquet is Over.

In it, the poet writes about how much she loved simply being with people

and not merely being in the Movement. She ends off by asking the

rhetorical question: “What on earth does it matter?” What she meant

was: what’s the use of her will for regenerating the disillusioned and

collapsed communality after all?
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Perhaps this sudden consciousness of my turning thirty has become

entangled with my untamed anxiety, which stems from my own difficulty

in being myself when with others. In other words, what mattered, bothered

and concerned me can be summed up as my “relationality” with her, him,

another me, different me, disappearing me or whatever, or the air, time,

space or something. With her leaving and being. With him next to me or

with him annoying me. With the density or stuffiness of air. With speed.

With intensity…

I am writing about turning thirty, but in doing so, I could be seeking to

deny or erase it. This piece is written in the present, about a somewhat

unknown future that we are in the process of progressing towards. I hope

that the significance of turning thirty will surface later on. You know, I will

never be thirty - I will only be two thousand, two hundred and and seven

years old next year, I bet.

Hence “writing about turning thirty” is a means of pulling myself out of

the preconceived position one has as part of one’s culture or society. It

is also a way for me to create an interstice for myself without deliberate

avoidance of particular cultural or temporal frameworks. I am trying to

prevent these aspects from governing me or my being with “others” within

and outside of these frames. I want to take responsibility for my life or

lives of others in mine, and ultimately grin — rather than laugh with sound

— in the face of my struggles, strengths, delights - like that mad girl on

a bus who glared at me as I stared back at her years ago.

Before I can reach this state that allows me to “grin”, let me pose a

fundamental question: why do I write? I’d asked this same question quite

a few times before, and I know that I have a problem with delving into it.

Actually I even doubt that I had ever “written” in the most idealistic sense

of that word. I reckon my fantasy is that writing for me is an opportunity

to communicate in silence, to compose and liberate what is a part of me,

be it my fascination, wonder, despair, concern, joy, beliefs, thoughts and

so on — without being dogmatic. I want to believe that I make friends

and love through writing.
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Anyhow, this does not elucidate why I write. So I look at other writers

who write about writing. Writers reflect. Here, Roland Barthes’ remark

appeals to me:

To write is to permit others to conclude one’s own

discourse, and writing is only a proposition whose answer

one never knows. One writes in order to be loved, one is

read without being able to be loved, it is doubtless this

distance which constitutes the writer.

What he is saying seems to coincide with what I wish to believe. However,

I realise that writing does not lead to fulfilment but rather the discovery

and sustenance of a distance and the impossibility of having me fully

loved.

This awareness immediately brings to mind Maurice Blanchot’s notion

of a community. He dreamt of (dreaming not as a naïve idealisation but

as a fuel to encourage a positive turn of our will) and evoked the nature

and possibility of a community to which we can accord our life and social

experiences, and perhaps offer a new political possibility. It is this

community that faces an inherent impossibility of productivity as well as

identification – or rather, according to George Bataille, whose concepts

Blanchot used to evolve his ideas, “a community of those who do not

have community.” Subsequently, according to Blanchot, readers of writings

remain anonymous and a community that we long for is only possible by

embracing this anonymity, this stranger, this Other. After all, I or we as

a community cannot come into being without taking into consideration

that which is left out - be it some other being or a stranger we are unable

to name. This may well explain why the eccentric philosopher Eva Meyer

once wrote, “Does one write in order to know oneself better, or does one

write in order to get involved in the dizzying moments of something that

is incommensurable and progresses in inexplicable responses?”
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The term “inexplicable responses” strikes a chord in me. Perhaps an

“inexplicable response” is that which is elicited, following the liberation

of oneself by becoming exposed, shattered, and thus “committed” to

others? What exactly is the cause of this ecstasy? What I can only tell

is that this ecstasy assimilates “responsibility” towards others within our

proximity, as well as indicate simultaneously the ineffaceable distance

between us – that is, the absence. Writing is an inactive act of addressing

this absence. It is an experience of distance but in a “responsible” form,

since your senses are concerned with and about the Other through the

distance.

Let me tell you a story I imagine about lovers. This happened in his room

as a youth. L laid on his single and narrow bed. C was on the guest

mattress which was obliquely placed to his. Separation. There are a few

explicit reasons for that, and although these are not necessarily discussed,

the lovers know them well. They somehow managed to fall asleep this

way, with something inexplicable densely filling that narrow but deep

distance. L, stricken with a bad case of the flu, was overcome intermittently

through the night by coughing fits.  He woke up in the middle of night

and whispered in a soft voice - bearing a hint of sorrow, discretion and

concern - to his lover over there, who was quietly asleep, “I love you”.

She vaguely heard him in her sleep and responded in a low and, yes,

whispering voice, “Me too.”  They remained separate and “knew” about

their love as well as the responsibility to be taken. Perhaps it sounds too

intimate to be imagined, or maybe it just seems pathetic.

There is another story about lovers. This is a video piece with the title

12 Minutes. It is made by S and N - yes, by Sung Hwan Kim and a lady

from the sea. 12 Minutes consists of five chapters —each entitled:

touching, sleeping, dressing, crying, and dying — in the whole period of

12 minutes. It is a story of lovers who were apart then. In its gleaming

and dazzlingly colourful sequences, S (then 29 years old) and L (then 23)

are separate, each in his/her own space - or more precisely, in the same

room, but with one in the daytime, and the other in the night - as each

meditates on his/her own’s memory of the other. In the last chapter, they
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imagine and act out different postures of their deaths, with a narration

(in Spanish by the voice of an invisible third person) reciting, “He thinks

he’ll die before he turns thirty;” “she thinks she’ll die before she turns

24.” By revisiting their past of being together in this manner, they promise

to be together, now determinately, in the absence of each other by facing

their ultimate distance, their insurmountable otherness. Here, I should

add that I do not find his turning thirty that significant; what mattered was

the 12–minute period disguising as a limitation on time, which consequently

denies any possible frame on nature of our time in reality.

Let a “response” resonate as a provisional presentation of an unfinished

inventory of monologues, like endless tides or an immeasurable abyss.

The sense of solitude in a monologue extends its temporality and transforms

it onto a spatial plane. This construction betrays its own lack of productivity,

regardless of how one plane is placed in relation to another (after, above,

beneath, even next to another).

In 1970, Bas Jan Ader laid all his clothes on the roof of his Los Angeles

home, and took a photo of it  from the yard. I imagined him there naked

(All my Clothes).

A well-clothed couple painted in Eduard Manet’s In the Conservatory

(1879): a lady sitting on a bench gazes at a space (out of the painting

frame) and a gentleman seems to talk to her with a dispassionate stare.

The lady’s arm stretched outwards, with a ring on her white finger, and

this ring meets the ring of the man. An uneven, unrealised dialectic of

engagement and detachment seems to assert the two figure’s paradoxical

coexistence. This becomes even more emphasised when a group of

young people are put together and articulately sing a song with a refrain:

“You don’t love me yet,” in the similarly titled film by Johanna Billing

(2003).

There is an evocation of a subversive potential, through acting in their

seemingly tranquil state despite their lack of a sense of belonging and

dearth of possessions.
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This potential is also affirmed in many instances in art: among others,

the film Sans Toi Sans Loi (1985) by Agnes Varda, and the video installation

Ueno Park (2004) by Wineke Gartz. The cameras in both works focus

their viewfinders on vagabonds whose wandering movements and

trajectories “on the road” are silent, and who are almost always whispering

when they encounter “others”. Such episodes do not last long, but every

conversation, movement, or interstice is meticulously articulated and

experienced.

There is certainly a risk in trying to constitute our time — which is

transferred into a space of the communal — by denying its symbolic

order and resisting any given or imposed social relationality to it. It can

create an abyss that leads straight into the darkness without any liminal

tangent to light.

Moreover, resisting the significance of turning thirty may sound simply

farcical.

Don’t forget the light in the darkness that is not visible in the daytime.

I have a book by H with a cover that has a luminous painted square. I

wouldn’t say that it is such a novel idea: Philip Parreno had once made

an entire book covered with luminous paint, and that seems to be more

radical. H once told me that it’s not an easy task to do something absolutely

original. I wouldn’t ask for originality. “You are already very original to

me.” What I would like to talk about is that brief moment when I saw, by

chance, light emanating from the book cover without really knowing what

it was at first glance. The book was one amongst an untidy and scattered

pile of books near my desk. When I lay down on the floor wearily, I noticed

this strange light appearing at the corner of my eyes. That obscure and

silent joy I derived from this discovery could be compared to the ecstasy

of Parangoles (by Helio Oiticica) experienced in the midst of his affectionate

shanty town in Rio. Indeed, light transmits an implicit and inherent nature

of movement.
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Similarly, a memory of a party comes to mind, one which has made me

very restless. It was a so-called arty party on the day of the official opening

of the last Berlin Biennale. H. had organised a party on the top floor of

a building in the middle of the city. On that day, I was not ready to be

“social” — something which is not unusual — but nevertheless I went to

the event. The minute I witnessed the crowd, I felt completely lost.

However there was one shimmering image that remains embedded in my

memory: that of a big lit balloon hanging outside the window of the same

building which was illuminating the dark and spooky party space.

Later I read a text by H which he had written for that night. Somewhere

in the text, he recalled his hometown Singapore: how small it is, how tiny

it is on a horizontal plane (“For example, if you take a car and drive from

one corner of the country to the other, it would take only 38 minutes at

80 kilometres per hour.”) He then introduced a new vertical plane in his

writing: for example, by riding “all the different elevators of a whole

spectrum of skyscrapers, zooming up in a metal box to the highest floor.”

The recollection of his clandestine performance brought another memory

to him, and here, I should quote his text again to allow his words to

reverberate as he meant them to:

The day before I left for Europe, my family and I had a

simple dim-sum lunch on floor of the tallest buildings in

Singapore. Somehow, the silence during that meal was

replaced by our gaze into the city, and I imagined how

this gaze is met by another family, dining in silence, in

the city we call home, having their last lunch together.

Blanchot ends his writing about the “unavowable community” with a

remark on (what is to me) the paradox of paradoxes. He argues that a

community that cannot demonstrate its communality but constitutes itself

only in its impossibility should demonstrate or assert itself through its

own process of questioning, without providing a definite answer to these

inquiries. He concludes in French :
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Ainsi trouver-t-on qu’elle a aussi un sense politique

astreignant et qu’elle ne nous permet pas de nous

désintéresser de temps présent, lequel, en ouvrant des

espaces de libertes inconnus, nous rend responsables

de rapports nouveaux, toujours menacés, toujours

espérés, entre ce que nous appelons oeuvre et ce que

nous appelons déscoeuvrement.

Therefore, someone who denies the meaning of “the thirties” to gain her

own time in order for her to be with others is inclined to find some delight

in this “political sense”. She feels that she may be able to celebrate her

turning thirty, H’s turning thirty, and the age of thirty of all who were born

in 1977.

As a gesture of that thought, she selects a series of texts, photocopied

from different commercial American birthday cards, just as Dustin Larson

had done in one of his works.

Here is one of the text she has copied (and imagine it being typeset to

a friendly, saccharine and kitschy font):
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Untitled
(They Became Silent Again)

Do so. Do it. Go in. Go on.

Go up. Go by us. If he be.

So we go. Am I to go? He is by me.

If we do so. Wo be to us. Lo! it’sup.

 

The First Reader,

author unknown.

 

The first question is: Who reads?

At a very young age, when children read cartoons, they might just as well

be holding them upside down. The way they retrieve information makes

no difference to them - no one has taught them right from wrong.

As we get older, we gain a sense of “how-to”. We start to understand the

world in a coherent form of narrative grammar, with an identifiable subject

in each sentence. Through this, we stimulate our own intelligence, creativity

and critical thoughts, because we humans want to move beyond what

is known to us (which could well explain why the philosopher Arne Næss

claims that it hurts to think
1
).

However there are barriers which hinder us from succeeding in attaining

the above. In order to break through these barriers, we need an input of

sorts, something that makes us wake up and smell the coffee. This input
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can be physical (for instance, it was when Newton was resting underneath

a tree that he was hit on the head by an apple, which inspired him to

postulate his theory on universal gravity) or mental (psychoanalytic theory

is rife with such examples). It can even be a discourse registered by any

of the human senses. In the latter case, we note that the act of seeing

is growing more prominent in today’s world. For instance, we are taught

how to distinguish one colour from another at an early age. This applies

as well in terms of our understanding of signs put together into a complex

system.

Now, I know that not all of us are readers (you, my dear reader, are). There

are those that only read letters that happen to arrive in their mailbox

stating payment dues, or the subtitles of a film. These acts do not

constitute reading. They just indicate a registration that has nothing to

do with the world of reading. In other words, those who read are those

that actually want something out of it, that are not afraid what the Zone
2

might offer them (be it eternal life, happiness or otherwise) - because the

Zone gives you what you really want, but which you are unaware of or

do not want to admit to yourself. Readers are, in other words, dreamers

who don’t know what they want.

The second question is: Who writes?

Who came first, the writer or the reader? I don’t know. What I do know

is this: The human mind cannot rest; it cannot settle with being blissfully

ignorant, with accepting the status quo. It needs to understand more

all the time.

Reading, like writing, is a rather new way of learning. Prior to this, it was

largely dependent on speaking. Speech is the base of all written

communication, so it must have preceded the written language. However,

the question remains: was it the producer or the reader that wrote first?

In order for successful technological development, it is not enough for

someone to have a great idea. Rather, it is human relationships which
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drive us to struggle and implement a technique in our common system

- even if it takes decades, sometimes centuries, to do so.

We all write, of course - letters, emails and text messages - but these do

not constitute writing. A text is not a text until someone reads it. The act

of writing is a solitary practice that never brings you closer to anyone or

anything. Rather, it removes you from everything. Thinking removes you

from wisdom and writing removes you from understanding. I believe the

first reader must have been the first writer, simply because in order for

such a technological development to take place, one must have the wish

to use it in some way or another.

The third question is: Who speaks?

I come from a small group of islands out in the ocean, blessed with many

fjords but not that many roads. Before the ‘50s, there were no roads at

all and even less people than today (now, there are 24,000 inhabitants;

there might have been half this amount in earlier times). Back then, people

lived isolated in different fjords or headlands- one family here, five or six

families there. They all spoke the same language - Norwegian - but they

developed distinct differences with different dialects. This division was

more or less erased with the building of roads, and nowadays one can

hardly separate one dialect from the other geographically. This is not

strange because we all speak to one another and desire approval and

comprehension. Hence spoken language always precedes written language.

The exception is, of course, the case where the written language differs

distinctly from the spoken one (i.e. parts of Internet and short-message

lingo). This will also happen more thoroughly and extensively in the

decades to come. Parts of Europe that are non-English speaking will

develop two languages: the Zu Hause 
3
 language will be your mother

tongue, whilst the working language will be English, in one variant or

another. Will this weaken the language as such? I don’t know, but there

will be a stronger influence on the Zu Hause language due to a high
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specialisation in the language you use at work - for instance, words will

be invented as the techniques and systems they describe are developed.

This is probably already very well known in parts of the world where

masses of people are joined together in countries so large that the dialect

of one person is not understood by another. It is like another language:

vaguely familiar but not identifiable. In these cases, one isn’t able to

differentiate words, and therefore unable to decode the message.

We all speak, in one way or another, just as babies strain themselves to

understand and communicate with their surroundings. What does it mean

to speak? Speaking, like reading, has nothing to do with the mechanical

movement of lips, tongue, teeth, hard and soft palates, uvula, larynx,

lungs, and so on, in order to make sounds. One can even speak inside

one’s own head. There is an element of truth in the saying that  those

who talk, those who form sentences that are meant to change the world,

are the only who speak. All the others just float by in the current of daily

life, without ever speaking. Maybe they do speak once in a while, in an

attempt to unfurl the magnitude of something they have read, thought or

experienced. Most will notice that their words do not cover the ground

that they want to cover, and they become silent again.

 

The fourth question is: Why write?

We all produce - that is the ghastly ordeal of being human. It’s an imperative

that the human brain and body cannot escape. We have to learn, to

wonder, to study, and to ask questions. Like sponges, we arrive in this

world, and no matter where we are brought up, we soak up and learn the

language or languages spoken to us. In his essay Why I Write
4
,

George Orwell claims that if one has to explain the way any person

produces anything (and we all do), one must look into his or her emotional

development.
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He also claims there are four reasons why someone writes:

IV           Political purpose

III           Historical impulse

II            Aesthetic enthusiasm

I             Sheer egoism

 

He might be right in claiming that there are different and even rebelling

forces within his schematic, and he rightly corrects himself later, stating

that these four categories are not sufficient. Orwell claims this is because

we don’t know why someone writes: it’s an enigma.

I believe more in an explanation akin to Aphex Twin’s
5
: he produces the

type of music that he himself wants to hear. Writing happens to be the

prominent way of producing anything, because it is the most precise

method of documentation we have in today’s world that is accessible

to all.

Lets do a Gedankenexperiment
6
. Let’s say that there is a certain amount

of knowledge in the universe or in the human mind. Nothing less, nothing

more (I do not believe that we ever will discover everything there is). Let’s

say that we humans have to discover this knowledge, the same way that

we have discovered all the blank spots on our map. What’s the best way

of passing on our knowledge? By documenting them. And what is, almost

always, the best way of doing this? Writing, in one form or another. If we

did not write things down, they would not be accessible to others.

The fifth, and most important question is: Why read?

This is a rhetorical question. Like medical doctors, anthropologists,

researchers and others, artists need to read, because they need “objects”

to study in order to advance. Currently, these “objects” have a wide range

of subjects, and I am not going to try to identify them here. I would rather

point out that these are important. These do not need to be “written in

blood” as Zarathustra spoke, but it should have a certain relevance to
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the reader as such. There needs to be a common interest besides a

common language. Also, it has to give a small shock to the reader, a little

resistance in order to make the reader go on (but then again, if the gap

between the reader and writer is too big, the reader will cease to be a

reader). We need input; creativity does not develop out of a void. Interests

have to be looked after and nourished, otherwise they perish in time. In

other words, we need input in order to produce, but as Paul Rae once

said: “Reading is a practice in itself”. I have to concur, maybe with a small

change, “Reading is a production in itself.”

Appendix I: What to read?

Let’s say there are a library and a reader. This reader wants to, in her

autistic euphoria, read all the books and prints - everything ever published.

Nothing less. This is, in the physical universe we occupy, normally not

possible (given a huge amount of volumes to read within a rather limited

time frame). So there has to be a radical selection process. This problem

is not easy to overcome, because each book that you pick up relates to

one or several other books, and they again to others, and they might all

just be interesting. In order to help a reader in conflicts like this, there

might be something close to a natural law that one can trust: As much

as, say, 85% of everything made, even written material, is deceitful. The

last 15% might just be good. Trust this lie, and it will be easier to understand

everything. Furthermore, we would have been told another lie that in

earlier times it was much easier to “know everything” – and that the mass

of production within every field, together with the ever-growing number

of fields, makes it impossible to do something like this now. David Deutsch

combats this very elegant in his book The Fabric of Reality
7
. He

discriminates the word “known” and turns it in to understanding everything

that is known. This is possible, he claims, because understanding does

not depend on facts, but rather on “right concepts, explanations and

theories.” This might be true for readers as well.
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However the problem at hand is: How does one get an understanding of

books never read? Will you gain a deeper and more intuitive understanding

of a book not read? No, every book that is to be “understood” must be

read. If the understanding of the book relates solely on secondhand

information, this is not enough to get a sense of the micro-narrative

following the book, even though it might be enough to understand the

grand narrative. Deutsch’s Theory of Everything
8
 does not apply to the

written production of, let’s say, Raymond Carver’s short stories and

poems.

So what is there to do?

Well, all we can do is to keep on reading.

1
Is It Painful to Think?: Conversations With Arne Naess by David Rothenberg, 1992.

2
Stalker is a 1979, directed by Andrei Tarkovsky, based on the novel Roadside Picnic by Boris

and Arkady Strugatsky.

3
i.e. mother tongue. I think the German expression Zu Hause, that means “at home”, or just

“home”, is more precise. It can easily be used in combination with other words. I doubt that the

term “mother tongue” would be correct in this usage as the way we understand it, since here,

we are talking about the usage of this language only within the four walls of the home.

4
First published: Gangrel. — GB, London. — summer 1946.

Reprinted:

— ‘Such, Such Were the Joys’. — 1953.

— ‘England Your England and Other Essays’. — 1953.

— ‘The Orwell Reader, Fiction, Essays, and Reportage’ — 1956.

— ‘Collected Essays’. — 1961.

— ‘Decline of the English Murder and Other Essays’. — 1965.

— ‘The Collected Essays, Journalism and Letters of George Orwell’. — 1968.
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5
Aphex Twin (Richard David James, born August 18, 1971 in Limerick, Ireland), claimed this in

an interview with one of his fans in 1999.

6
In English: Thought experiment. Used to set up a imaginary situation to go though every possible

reactions to this. One bases the results and conclusion on reflection rather then observation

and/or physical experiments.

7
Deutsch, David, The fabric of reality, Penguin Books, 1997

8
Explained in depths by Deutsch as a theory based on four strands:

— quantum physics

— epistemology

— the theory of computation

— the theory of evolution

In short one could say that instead believing the modern myth that we are moving away from the

state where one could understand everything, we are moving towards it as we have more theories

that are more to be understood together, not alone. One theory is always replaced by a new one

that explain more, easier. This way Deutsch means that we gain depth. “Depth is winning” he

claims.
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Nostalgic Fragments

When gazing at Earth from the moon, this marvellous spherical body

seems to float within an obsidian background, with a slight blue florescence:

just like the peaceful respite of a soul during sleep.

just like a candy that remains unwrapped as it is revealed by the first rays

of dawn.

One can spot the train terminus from her balcony. In the still of the

night, the carriages will make their way through the woods back to their

site of repose.

One carriage, two carriages, three... Each of these knackered bodies

slowly huddle together, tranquil and restful, recuperating their energies

for the next day.

Awaken from a wet dream in the middle of the night, The cold moonlight

is sprinkled across the sheets which are whiter as snow. Outside the

window, the full moon.
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He detests having to pack his luggage before a trip. It elicits within

him an impression of some sort of ending that is imposed upon him – or

the feeling that he has to be derailed from his smooth, uneventful existence,

if only for a period of time.

It is only after he arrives at the airport that he is able to relax a wee

bit. In some inexplicable way, the interior of the airport resembles – for

him – that of a cathedral. One always seems to be able to find within that

gigantic space places for meditation – for instance: the empty elevator

would suddenly be bathed in the gentle glow of the ceiling lamp, as if

some miraculous apparition has materialised in the space of a second.

The transits and periods of waiting between his journeys have become

familiar ways to prolong his life.

The bus negotiates its way through the dusty roads. A pair of twins

(whose feet do not as yet reach the floorboards of the carriages) crane

their little necks to take in the sights – a smooth and shiny road bordered

by a landscape without vegetation.

A young man rests his head against the carriage window, his body

jolting in tandem with the movement of the train.

On the opposite side of the carriage, a chap passes his earphones

to his girlfriend so that she can listen to his favourite tune.
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The train leaves Guangzhou for Shenzhen. As a young mother sitting

opposite him dozes off, the milk bottle cradled in her hand slides down

to the bench, leaving a tiny trail of milk dribbling down the baby’s mouth.

Life seems to be all about choices. She could have chosen to get

married to a guy, and then go on to have children, weave her life into that

of another, akin to how you could hold the ends of a quilt and fold them

neatly one into another.

As daylight recedes, the bleary-eyed and exhausted travellers realise

that they can no longer find their way home, whilst the locals begin to

turn on the lamps in their abodes to dispel any sense of loneliness.

He smells that familiar and heady mélange of sandwiches, olive oil,

perfume and expensive leather. It is a comforting and warm scent that

evokes his nostalgia for home – for the Europe which he had called home.

The airport is covered in heavy fog. You find yourself in a shaky

compartment within the Heathrow Express, listening to the whistling

sound emitted by the carriages. They resemble, at times, the screech of

plastic being ripped apart, or the thud of hail pummelling the roof of the

carriage. It’s April 1st, 7am in the morning. The carriage has no one else

in it – until the ticket conductor suddenly appears before him.

It’s raining in London again. The inspiration behind Orwell’s 1984

remains as grey and distant as he had described it. As he grasped the

clammy handset of the public phone, he remembered that sensation of

the city’s humidity enveloping his body. He stuffed a coin into the coin

slot, and was immediately catapulted back into the days when he would

perform the same action to bell a former lover. Love and carnal relations

were probably the most convenient means of establishing a link between

the city and him.

Outside the phone booth, a billboard advertisement featuring a lass

with a winsome smile attempts to rupture the dreariness of the atmosphere.

One should always bring along a “Book of Changes” whilst on any

journey, to echo the unpredictability of being on the road.
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She watches two trees bent over under the excruciating weight of the

humid night sky.

On a misty night like this, you could almost hear the distant whistle

of a train.

She likes looking at industrial estates in the afternoon, when the hustle

and bustle is over and the space is devoid of a single soul. Sunlight falls

on the neat row of shrubs that borders the factory areas, reminiscent of

a country scene in Last Year in Marianbad.

Walking along the long corridor, she realises that it is only within the

elevator that she can really be alone.

A huge mushroom cloud appears in the horizon as people make their

way slowly from the working place towards home.

Makeshift food stalls and brightly hued plastic chairs begin to bloom.

A bonfire blazes silently in the gloomy shadows under a viaduct, its

outline imposing sharply against the post-mizzle twilight.

The city whizzes by through the heavy drapes of night. In the distance,

dim streetlights illuminate the network of streets that resemble one another,

as well as scattered bodies of human presence and activity. The rhythmic

screeches of the wheels of the carriage against the railway tracks

accentuate the melancholy of the atmosphere.

She draws back her focus on the view outside and notices her reflection

against the windowpane. A gaunt face stares back at her, and she imagines

that it resembles the demeanour of Cui Ying Ying, the young protagonist

in the Chinese classic Romance of the Western Bower. Outside the

window, a nameless path attempts to speed alongside the train, only to

be flung back time and time again.
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Hurtling through an endless hotel corridor of darkness.

Dawning.

Occasionally, the windowpane – like the dark and shiny surface of a

still pond – reflects the headlights of an oncoming car before surrendering

its grasp of the illuminated shaft as it glides into the gloominess. The

television continues to broadcast updates of the latest number of people

infected with SARS, which alternates with news about the Iraq war, and

ominous predictions of a typhoon moving towards Hong Kong.

At times, you would suddenly recall a plane flying over a nameless city.

You imagine you can see the vapour trails emitted from the tail fins of the

aircraft from the corner of your eyes, as you watch the twinkling lights

of the city quivering incessantly like frail wildflowers in the wind.

As daylight gradually permeates from the east, you become aware of

the fragrance again.

The way sunbeams filter through day curtains into the hospital ward

is similar to how they seep into a hotel room.

Just like flight schedules and timings for pills and injections upon the

doctor’s order - they are analogous, are they not?

My lung feels like it’s burning up

just like the rosy glow in the sky following sunset.

There are thousands and thousands of different lives, inhabiting the

market, the streets, the overhead bridges, the salty and pungent breezes

of the sea, the factories hidden within the thick banana forests, the single

dormitories, yet he or she can only choose a single kind of life, just as

each of us can only have a single corporeal form.
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In those days, she would travel to the suburbs each weekend to visit

her boyfriend. Just before she had to leave, they would stand, separated,

one on each side of the carriage's windowpane, gesticulating to each

other wildly, mouthing silent words which the other understood lucidly

– that moment  was, for them, a happiness.

“What is your name?”

“...”

The passenger seat opposite her had a bizarre-looking streak that

looks just like the stripes on the robes of patients in a mental asylum.

Under the spotlight of the stage, she transforms into a young and

beautiful creature. She nimbly manipulates the puppet, as I gradually

become unconscious of her existence.

  It is only when she two-steps with the puppet that I suddenly remember

the one dancing with her was but a lifeless shell.

Sometimes I think that the sole purpose of my existence is just you...

I remember when we danced together on the para-para machine.

You pranced around like a child to the chirpy melody. Although we could

never catch up with the rapid rhythm of the beats, we would always feel

like our troubles have dissipated into the ether.
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On the platform, two people kissed lightly on the lips. She wasn't

looking at him – instead, her eyes were fixed on an unknown point before

her.

Once, his wife told him that she hated how he would shut himself in

and appeared numb to the world.

He asked, “Is it really hate?”

She couldn't be sure. It has been such a long time, and she has slowly

become accustomed to being less emotional about these matters.

  “You only love yourself,” she replied before turning around to return to

her own room.

One day I'm going to vanish from here, he mulled bitterly.

At this moment in the midst of one's journey, how easy it is for one

to go missing.

The raindrops glide down the windowpane in the direction of the

carriage's movement. Initially, they manoeuvre themselves haltingly, as

if they are testing to see if they could budge just a wee bit more. Then,

suddenly, they will accelerate, following gravity's pull downwards, leaving

faint traces of their slanting liquid descent. These watery paths start to

intersect, forming an animated network of arteries. Each raindrop would

repeat the same journey, morphing from a bead of water to a streak and

then to part of a whole, ad infinitum.

The two girls beside her start to chatter.

“Do you plan to get married?”

“I used to have a boyfriend in Shanghai. But since I've moved to

Guangzhou, things have sort of petered out.”
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With the passing of time, he began to believe that although he does

not dispute the existence of deep, soul-stirring love, it simply was not

something that would happen to him.

Perhaps he would disappear into the bewildering hierarchy of his

organisation, just as animals become extinct when they cease to adapt

to the ever-changing environment they live in.

Sometimes he feels that humankind is totally despicable. Even

corpulating animals appeared to have more sincerity than us. No one

knows this, but at the very last moment before the eruption of Mount

Vesuvius, some lizards must've been boldly and unselfishly making love.

Retelling someone else's story in one's own words is always different.

There are innumerable ways of starting a story, for instance:

There are different colours for clubs;

Each time he returns from a business trip, there is always some woman

who trails him from the first phonecall to his gaff. The story begins from

the moment the plane makes its descent;

It starts with the crowded airport, where he will fritter away his time

whilst in transit. There will be the unpalatable economy-class cabin meal,

the cunning cab driver in a foreign city. There will be the same reiteration

of the use of oxygen masks by the air hostesses, who will not fail to

remind him to read the security information on the card stuffed at the

back of his seat. He will then travel miles according to the will of the

company he works for;

A 16-year-old girl comes to Beijing on her own, and now that she has

used up all her money, she is unwilling to go home;

She meets someone at a trade fair for cosmetic products. Something

then happens between them;

After she has participated in a cosplay event , she returns to the office.

“She was captivated by the beauty,” they say;

They just saw the murderer's photograph on the news. Someone

knocks on the door;
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  She steals surreptitiously into the hotel that the lovers are meeting for

their rendezvous;

At the beginning, he was bidding his girlfriend goodbye when he became

conscious of the delicate fragrance in the elevator. The woman is not

very pretty, but her silhouette is extremely alluring as she walked down

the empty corridor; Hence, the plot develops a new twist between him

and her – and her.

(A book needs to be written from the beginning. The best way to

resolve the plot is to work through a linear narrative.)

As time passes, you will begin to feel more relaxed.

A man or a woman loses a job.

A mother or a father loses a child.

A child or an aged person loses a dog.

Someone loses himself.

A person loses another person.

If you want to know the truth

I must tell you

When I think of you, I will not cry

It is during autumn that I finally caught a glimpse of a smile on the

face of the girl in this grey city. A man turns around and returns the girl's

smile as he walks by.

Lights start to come on in the factories bordering both sides of the

neighbouring highway. Occasionally, you can clearly see workers bustling

around the machines, as if they were illuminating the huge buildings with

their individual inner energies.

The city remains enveloped by night.
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The operation takes a long time. The brain needs to be penetrated

very slowly and carefully by ultrasound waves, because “it is structured

like a soft tofu.”

In the cerebrum, the metallic points of the ultrasound needles are

trying to distinguish between the positive and negative electrodes. Once

the target is located, the fusion between the opposing ions causes rapid

movement,  resulting in a phenomenon akin to that of an asteroid striking

Earth. Memory, which is lodged within the cerebrum, therefore deliquesces

and remoulds itself, forming new textures, forms and structures.

They seem so small and imperceptible.

This is what happens to us after our death..

Through the circular viewing porthole, he can see other passengers

disembarking the aircraft like sheep. They narrow their eyes in the wind.

The middle-aged lady from Shanghai has a greenish discolouration in her

eye socket that now seems oddly sexy.

The scarred surface of the cement floor emanates a pale glisten not

unlike a water puddle. At the corner of your eye, you can see the

shimmering tail lights of the plane. The sky's horizon has the strange pink

tinge of sunset.

The story has perhaps ended at the moment the plane made its

descent.

Your luggage is transported around idly on the conveyor belt along

with other suitcases, all of them resembling forgotten components on an

assembly line, awaiting for their masters to retrieve them. Their masters,

meanwhile, are lost within the sea of human bodies in the airport.

Perhaps he has become mysterious once again. Yet it is precisely this

sense of mystery that reinforces the relationship between two people.

They reassure each other, “In my opinion, love has not faded at the least...”

or “Our happiness is not merely some sort of formulaic happiness.”
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Another tomorrow.

  The plane zooms over the heads of construction workers standing on

the rooftop of buildings.

A baby's cries resounds as swiftly as a match lighting up as it is struck.

How does one establish a relationship with a city?

Especially when more and more of one's friends have

disappeared there?

I will keep the last pill for you.

As the noise dies down, there is silence.
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