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IntRoDUctIon

What happens when a society is struck by disaster or fundamental change,
consequently forcing both human and nature to search for new strategies in
order to survive?
This question is at the core of body of work of Norwegian artist Siri Hermansen (b. 1969). Setting the tone in her works is a unique curiosity towards other
people, and a willingness to unveil other stories about our time. Not only
does Hermansen research complex and paradoxical strategies of survival, she
also sets the agenda when it comes to deciding what it is worth to direct our
gaze towards. Thus, alternative narratives are unveiled, supplementing our
frame of understanding with new approaches, often far from the polarized
and rather populist depictions that we find in mass-media.
It is precisely this active and conscious attitude towards whatever is being explored that makes Hermansen an important voice in contemporary art today.
In this respect, this book is a much welcomed contribution in the attempt
to shed light on an artist who not only reflects our time, but one who also
takes action and acts politically. As an artist of the 00s Hermansen works across media, alternating between photography, film, installation, sculpture and
site-specific pieces. Still, we see that film and video installations seem to have
been her signature in the past decade.
Three projects representative for Hermansen’s body of work are presented in this book: Chernobyl Mon Amour (2012), Land of Freedom (2012)
and Dreaming in the Stonebed Valley (2016). Through photographs, video stills, excerpts from dialogues and not least elaborating texts, each
project is given focussed attention in separate chapters. As reader you
are given insight to a unique material, and the book will prove interesting to both you who wishes an in-depth dive into Hermansen’s projects,

and you who may wish for a wider reflection concerning more sociopolitical aspects in connection to societies going through big changes.
As curator I have had the pleasure of working with Hermansen on several
occasions, and her dedicated approach to art is noticeable. A gravity, an
injustice or a fascination of something unexpected serve as fundaments in
her work, and Hermansen succeeds in her ambition of conveying something
important through a personal and distinct mode of expression.
Hermansen’s films draw on the documentary, and in several of her work, for
example Chernobyl Mon Amour, we find the artist with a handheld camera as
she embarks on a journey into the radioactive Ukrainian woods under the direction of local guides. The soundtrack alternates between music and conversation, and Hermansen’s open and curious questions help unveiling personal
stories from the people she meets. Life in the exclusion zone is beautiful, the
guides explain in the film, a statement which bears witness to a rediscovery
of a landscape normally associated with the nuclear accident—the symbol
of human kind’s ability for self destruction. Well aware of the health risk she
puts herself to, Hermansen still enters the zone in order to try to understand
the life that is lead there and research the consequences of an accident such
as this. The project illustrates Hermansen’s wilfulness, which also has brought
her to places such as Detroit and Jerusalem, in search of alternative outlooks
and subjective documentation.
In her own words, Hermansen speaks of her method as shared anthropology1,
evident in how she involves herself in the situations she encounters. Her work
displays a move from a classic interview situation towards building personal
relations, often guided by the people she meets. This is also the case with the
project Land of Freedom (2012), set in Detroit. We face the motor city after
the economic collapse, yet it is not a lost city that Hermansen portrays. By
letting us get to know an idealistic collective of artists, young people who explore new ways of living through urban farming, Hermansen instead expands
our view of Detroit, from the usual dystopic depiction of a city that crashed
to a city of possibilities.
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1

The term ‘shared anthropology’
was coined by French filmmaker
Jean Rouch, known for his films
where the line between fiction and
documentary is blurred.

IntRoDUctIon

Finally, in Dreaming in the Stonebed Valley, there is no dialogue, however
the film displays the same curiosity towards a tense situation seemingly without any solutions in sight. Through the documentation of a bird observatory
paralleled with Palestine workers in makeshift beds by the checkpoints, Hermansen shows us—without taking sides—how situations such as these affect
both human and nature.
I hope that you as a reader take your time to delve into the texts offered in
this book, written by the eminent curators and writers Selene Wendt, Monica
Holmen, Sarah Rose Sharp and Nora Gomringer. Last, you can also read an
interview written by Johnny Herbert that complements the texts and gives a
wider insight to Hermansen’s body of work and method.
Altogether, the book offers a rich material that deals with social, environmental and socio-political aspects of our society today. Complemented by the
imagery of Hermansen’s work all is set for the stimuli of all senses.

stories of survival

locations. The stories connected to these places can be understood within
political, economic, social, and cultural shifts on a global scale.

seLene WenDt

1

From Michel Foucault’s 1967 lecture ‘Of Other Spaces’, reprinted in
Diacritics, Spring issue, 1986. p. 22.

Chernobyl Mon Amour (2012), Land of Freedom (2012), and her most recent
work Dreaming in the Stonebed Valley (2016) relay specific perspectives surrounding methods of survival and processes of adaptation, offering alternate
views of common perceptions about the social, economic, environmental and
sociopolitical aspects that affect the lives of individuals in places as fundamentally different as Chernobyl, Detroit and Jerusalem. The work is structured around extensive research that involves meetings and conversations with
the subjects. Her participation in everyday activities with two state-employed
guides in Chernobyl, living with a group of activist artist farmers who live in
one of the most impoverished areas of Detroit, and her recent residency in
Jerusalem all resulted in very personal and thought-provoking works. While
the immediate link between such disparate places and situations may not be
evident, a very significant connection does exist between these geographical

Hermansen’s own description of her approach reveals some of the motivating
factors in her work in general: “Societal transformation and political shifts
make people and societies adapt their survival strategies to cement their positions in relation to the whole—on a personal, national or transnational level.
Adaption and survival strategies in humans and in nature create new models
for existence.”2 These new, and often unusual, models of existence have become a recurring theme throughout her work; visualized through individual
stories that are woven together into a comprehensive narrative. Her ongoing
sociopolitical critique revolves principally around an investigation of the dire
effects of industrialization, conflict, and poverty seen through differing spaces
and circumstances. Throughout her work she negotiates the conflicted terrain
of societies that are shaped by tragedy. In her role as an artist she plays the
part of a conscious observer who engages in active dialogue with the individuals whose stories she conveys. Whether she addresses the tragic effects
of environmental disaster in Chernobyl, severe economic decline in Detroit,
or an ongoing state of territorial conflict in Jerusalem, she does so through
films that are often presented as installation with photographs and sculptural
objects.
The idea of stories that are shaped into a larger narrative is worth discussing
in more detail before moving on to the specifics of Hermansen’s work. Stories from specific geographic locations, in this case Chernobyl, Detroit and
Jerusalem, can be understood as part of a narrative that extends beyond
where these places are situated. This bears particular relevance in relation to
Irit Rogoff’s term ‘exhausted geographies’, which has become an important
source of inspiration for Hermansen’s critical approach. Rogoff initially used
the term to consider the territorial claims of the highly mediatized conflict
between Israel and Palestine.3 Rogoff proposes that we view geography not
as a physical place, but as a way to point to the different ways a place is defined through narratives. This is precisely what unfolds in Hermansen’s work.
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Michel Foucault’s 1967 lecture Of Other Spaces provides valuable insight
into the theoretical underpinnings of Siri Hermansen’s artistic practice. Foucault spoke at length about notions of utopia and dystopia in this famous
lecture, and argued against the traditional notion of linear time, asserting
that concepts of time have been understood in various ways, under different
historical circumstances. As relevant today as it was nearly fifty years ago, his
theory relates to how our fundamental understanding of space changes with
time. Foucault discussed two types of space in particular—utopias and heterotopias. A utopia is understood as an unreal, imagined space, while a heterotopia is a real space that is simultaneously mythic and real. Hermansen’s work
is carefully positioned between the two, and relates to paradoxical spaces
where utopian idealism is deeply embedded within both heterotopian and
dystopian societal structures. As such, her work investigates how overriding
political, social and economic factors influence the underlying stories connected to various places.
1

stoRIes of sURvIvaL

Selene Wendt

2

From the artist statement. Subsequent quotes by Siri Hermansen
are also taken from this statement.

3

Siri Hermansen attended a lecture by Irit Rogoff in 2010, entitled
‘Exhausted Geographies’, where
Rogoff discussed this theory at
length. This subsequently became
an important source of inspiration
and a viable critical approach to
the artist‘s work.

Although Detroit and Chernobyl are places with completely different histories,
they do share fundamental similarities. The car industry in Detroit and the nuclear technology and weapons industry in Chernobyl contributed significantly
to the national economy of both the USA and the USSR as long as these
industries were active and thriving. While Chernobyl´s citizens were immediately evacuated, and never able to return to their homes and lives, the inhabitants of Detroit moved from the city, leaving vast areas completely deserted
in their search for a better life elsewhere. In both cities, nature has gradually
taken over the desolate, abandoned areas, and wild animals have begun to
move back, signaling the ultimate triumph of nature over industrialization.
The collapsed societies of Chernobyl and Detroit are powerful symbols for
the failed ideologies of Capitalism and Communism, while the ongoing con-

Chernobyl Mon Amour is structured around the artist‘s meetings with two
state-employed guides, Dennis and Maxim. As she explains it, the work focuses on their individual perspectives and the details of their relationship to
the forbidden zone of Chernobyl. She captures this in a film that reveals the
surprising ability of both humanity and nature to adapt to the most difficult
circumstances, in this case a place that is still radioactive thirty years after the
environmental disaster. We are introduced to the paradoxical realities and
unique survival strategies that have become an underlying theme throughout
Hermansen’s work, conveyed through stories that provide a far more personal
take on the social, political and economic situation than what we are normally
exposed to through the media.
On a daily basis, locals take ‘catastrophe tourists’, journalists and scientists
into the radioactive zone of Chernobyl. Despite their in-depth knowledge
of the life-threatening health risks, they still choose to live and work in the
radioactive zone. They explain that living and working in the radioactive zone
offers them freedom and hope for the future when considered in contrast to
the hardships of Ukrainian society. They describe Chernobyl in paradisiacal
terms, and in looking at the work, we gain a sense of what this really means.
Hermansen’s quietly poetic photograph of Dennis fishing along the river immediately brings to mind one of the masterpieces of Norwegian National Romantic painting, Christian Skredsvig’s 1889 painting Seljefløyten that depicts
an idyllic scene of nature and humanity.
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Hermansen describes some of the issues that link these three projects together: “Just like Israel and Palestine, Chernobyl and Detroit are highly mediatized, politicized places within the collective consciousness. The constant
flow of mediatized information enables a global audience to witness and take
part in the tragic events that are linked to these locations.” When it comes to
Chernobyl Mon Amour and Land of Freedom, these individuals have made a
voluntary choice to move away from mainstream society. Clearly, when it comes to Jerusalem the circumstances are quite different. As conveyed through
their own perspectives about their existence in such conflicted spaces, the
economy of human survival in post-industrial and war-ridden societies is infinitely complex, and often paradoxical.

flict between Israel and Palestine speaks of the failure of democracy and human rights. The implications of these conflicted situations are infinitely complex and the work is riddled with the kind of questions that inspire us to
consider a whole range of factors that contribute to the whole. Hermansen
strives to create balance in the various perspectives that she presents, which
results in the kind of layered, interconnected stories that create a nuanced,
multifaceted perspective of a location and the factors that ultimately shape
its underlying narratives.

stoRIes of sURvIvaL
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Rogoff is interested in the concept of places of long-term conflict as ‘exhausted geographies’ where the prevailing way of understanding and defining
the site of conflict, as conveyed by the mass media, does not correlate with
the more complex realities of that place. These complex realities, the intricacies of each story that is told, and the paradoxical nature of these narratives
provide us with a more multifaceted understanding of these geographical
locations.

If we didn’t know better it would be easy to be swept away by it all. Is this
presumably idyllic place where animals roam free and the grass is greener
than anything we have ever seen really so dangerous? Have we simply been
misinformed by the media, as Dennis and Maxim strongly believe? Unfortunately not, which makes it really difficult to see Dennis fish along the river
almost as if he were on a weekend fishing trip with some buddies. Repeatedly, we hear them refer to the radioactive zone as a beautiful paradise that
they actually long for when they aren’t there. It’s hard to say how long they
will actually survive within these surroundings, but for them, this is the only
viable option. This is their survival strategy.

These artist activists, or ‘creative gangsters’ as the local bar owner Larry
D’Mongo calls them, seem prepared to live by their convictions and ethical values in their aim to liberate themselves from the global economy that
governs the surrounding society. Yet, watching them ‘live the dream’ is an abrupt wake up call to the harsh reality of their utopian idealism. In a rather disturbing scene in the beginning of the film, where we see young girls learning
how to slaughter rabbits for food, the whole idea of urban farming seems like
a nightmare. Sure, the idea of creating a sustainable lifestyle, planting one’s
own vegetables, and trying to maintain what Kt describes as ‘a stream of positive exchange’, are all well and good, but one can’t help but wonder when
these artist activists will be stripped bare, left with little more than an empty
house and a barren garden of utopian ideals.

Similarly, Land of Freedom explores alternative methods of survival following
the collapse of the car industry and the financial crisis that turned Detroit into
one of the poorest, most crime-ridden cities in the United States. As Hermansen explains, Detroit has slowly begun to attract individuals interested in
creating new ways of living, away from mainstream society. They are intrigued
by the opportunity for cheap housing and free studio space, as well as the
possibility to live an alternative lifestyle driven by artistic and intellectual freedom, centered around the idealism of urban farming.
Land of Freedom conveys the interconnected stories of a group of white
artists who have chosen to settle down in the primarily Afro-American neigh-

Hermansen takes a distinct shift away from the ideology of romanticized notions of utopia with Dreaming in the Stonebed Valley, taking a step into the
highly political minefield of Israeli-occupied territory. The touching personal
narratives enable her to do so without necessarily taking a side in the conflict.
As with her other works, she plays the objective role of observer. She refrains
from taking a clear political stance, directing her social critique instead at issues such as migration and habitation. Whatever side of the conflict you may
believe in, or fight for, you cannot help but be moved by these captivating
personal stories. Describing the framework for Dreaming in the Stonebed
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borhood of Farnsworth Street in East Central Detroit. The cast of characters
includes the visual artist Kt, who is also the founder of the artist collective
The Yes Farm, the urban farmer and poet Emily, and Monk, who grew up in
the neighborhood and who quit school after the third grade. As Hermansen
describes it Kt and Emily implement urban farming as an artistic strategy to
create a sustainable life for themselves, hoping to influence the poor neighborhood to also use urban farming as a way out of poverty. Trying to free
themselves from the global market, the urban farmers have developed an
exchange economy, where they trade food from their gardens against goods
and services.

stoRIes of sURvIvaL
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Dennis and Maxim’s story reflects the paradoxical nature of the lives that they
lead, where what is fundamentally detrimental to their health has become
normative and ultimately a means of individual survival. Dennis describes
how, after having lived five years in the radioactive zone, his body becomes
acutely ill when he returns to the normal world. Similar to a heroin addict who
is dependent on a fix, he feels fine as long as he breathes in radioactive air.
Having adapted to this environment, both guides stay for increasingly longer
periods of time in Chernobyl, ignoring the warnings of their doctors to take
breaks. There is an overwhelming romanticism to this kind of existence, which
is powered by an unfailing belief in their convictions.

In the second part of the film the Palestinian photojournalist Atta Awisat guides us into Bethlehem and the checkpoint area that borders Jerusalem. On
the Israeli side of the checkpoint there is an olive grove where workers have
set up a temporary camp. The people who sleep here are Palestinian laborers from Bethlehem who work for Israeli employers in Jerusalem. In order to
avoid the long morning lines, and the risk of losing their jobs due to showing
up late, the men arrive at midnight to sleep for the night. These stories convey the extent to which humanity, nature, and politics are all interconnected
and affected in different ways by the long-term conflict between Israel and

In his seminal essay The Storyteller, Walter Benjamin writes beautifully about
the qualities of a true storyteller. Although the essay relates specifically to
his observations about the Russian novelist Nikolai Leskov, his observations
are highly relevant in relation to Hermansen’s narrative approach and help
to highlight what makes her work resonate on so many levels. What is it that
transforms her documentary-style films into comprehensive works of art?
While the combination of presenting Hermansen‘s films along with photographs and sculptural objects is integral to the final result, and undoubtedly
heightens our aesthetic experience of the work as a whole, the films are still
the central axis of her practice.
With the gift of a true storyteller, Hermansen weaves the stories and narratives in her films into powerful works of art. Writing about the nature of every
real story, which these films most certainly convey, Benjamin explains that
“[…] it contains, openly or covertly, something useful. The usefulness may, in
one case, consist in a moral; in another, in some practical advice; in a third,
in a proverb or maxim. In every case the storyteller is a man who has counsel
for his readers…council woven into the fabric of life is wisdom.”4 Indeed,
more than a few of the individuals whom we meet in Hermansen’s work are
also storytellers in their own right, and even if they don’t all come across as
equally wise, there is wisdom in their tales, there is council in their words.
From Larry D’Mongo’s surprisingly astute observations about the downfall of
American society to Maxim’s insistence that the media has misinformed the
public about the dangers of Chernobyl, or Kt’s persuasive arguments about
the benefits of urban farming, we are introduced to individuals who have
stories to tell, and who live by their convictions.
According to Benjamin “the storyteller takes what he tells from experience –
his own or that reported by others. And he in turn makes it the experience of
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In the first part of the film we follow the artist and activist Amir in his daily
work at The Jerusalem Bird Observatory, which he founded. Text captions
reveal that The Bird Observatory was founded 20 years ago as an activist
project to protest heavy building-activity (in Israeli-occupied territory). As explained in the film, urbanization of rural areas destroys the natural habitat
where migratory birds have followed the same routes for thousands of years
and used these habitats as nesting and breeding grounds. In this idyllic manmade bird sanctuary, Amir teaches a group of children about the millions of
migrating birds that pass through twice a year on their way to and from their
Euro-Asian breeding ground. It’s not hard to see the beauty of this gesture, or
to appreciate the value of maintaining stability and balance of wildlife, under
any circumstances. More problematic within this particular context is the idea
that the protection of these migratory birds has been adopted as a political
symbol of peace and humanity. What began as an activist’s protest against
the politics of occupation has subsequently been appropriated by the Israeli
government and turned into a symbol that celebrates their politics. Meanwhile, the continued urbanization and occupation of these areas continues.

Palestine. More specifically, these two parallel stories reveal how the ongoing
conflict turns what is abnormal and presumably temporary into something
normative that exists and continues to adapt over time.

stoRIes of sURvIvaL
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Valley, she says: “The location of the film takes place in and around Israeli
controlled Jerusalem and the bordering zone of Palestinian controlled Bethlehem. From opposite positions of the territorial conflict two muted men present two different perspectives of how survival strategies emerge in order for
humanity and nature to survive within the conflicting territory.”

4

From Walter Benjamin’s essay
‘The Storyteller’ featured in Illuminations, Pimlico Press, London,
1999. p. 86 (Essay originally published in 1936, first translated into
English in 1968)

those who are listening to his tale.”5 And this is where the magic begins. The
tales that illuminate Hermansen’s work are stories of survival, of hope, of idealism, of a struggle for a better life. These are stories of an imagined utopia,
whether connected to the idealistic belief in a sustainable urban lifestyle, in
the midst of an urban tundra ravaged by the effects of poverty, crime, drugs
and violence, or connected to the belief that the radioactive zone of Chernobyl is actually a paradise.

seLene WenDt

These individuals, and the stories they tell, are caught in an intricate web of
cultural, political, economic contradictions from which they attempt to break
free by finding ways to survive. We realize that it would take more than a
miracle to ensure that their survival strategies remain temporary. Tragically
enough, the lives of these individuals, and millions more like them, are defined by the paradox of an existence that is precariously positioned between
the challenges of mainstream society and the equally difficult challenges that
are linked to their individual survival strategies.

5

Ibid. p 87
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– Life inside of the exclusion zone is very beautiful.
Maxim, Chernobyl Mon Amour

1.
For citizens in the western part of the world, the situation depicted in Siri
Hermansen’s Chernobyl Mon Amour is probably not even remotely familiar.
Still, chances are that Chernobyl means something to quite a few of us; it
might resonate with something in us, be it associations to environmental destruction or as a symbol of the Cold War.
As an adolescent during the late eighties and the Cold War, Hermansen has
told me about the vivid memories she has of the tense political situation at
the time. Half a generation younger, I for my part only vaguely remember
news reports about the fall of the Berlin wall. Since I was only four years old
when the Chernobyl accident happened, it is the aftermath—not the event
itself—that I recall. For me, Chernobyl is an event I have learnt about through
comments garnered from the news and a few remarks in history classes in
school. A catastrophe that happened in a far away land, at a distance I could
not even begin to grasp at the time. What I do remember is talk of pollution
in the rain and air due to Chernobyl, and how even Norway, despite being so
far away, was affected. All in all, these fragments add up to a mental image of
a disaster zone, of a place that is anything but a paradise.
Although Chernobyl happened some 30 years ago, the event still lingers in
our collective memory—across generations—albeit deep down. Not forgotten, just hidden away, ready to rise to the surface when triggered. A memory
brought back by events such as Fukushima1, or whenever politicians revisit
the discussion of whether or not nuclear power plants should be built as a

2.
In her PhD thesis The Economy of Survival (2016), Hermansen asks herself
whether it would “be at all possible to make catastrophes in far away places”
the topic of her projects, Chernobyl being an example of such. Consisting of a
film and twenty photographs, her project Chernobyl Mon Amour—when viewed from a universal perspective—illustrates the potential of contemporary
art to shed light on aspects of human nature, and how we deal with the consequences when capitalist, industrial or violent endeavours fail catastrophically.
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Monica Holmen

source of electricity. The catastrophic consequences of a failed nuclear power
plant linger in our collective consciousness, as worst-case scenarios you pray
you will never experience.

paRaDIse peRceIveD

paradise perceived

Conceptually structured like a butterfly—as viewers we enter the story in the
spring and exit in the winter—and set to the sounds of Eduard Artemyev’s
music for Tarkovsky’s motion picture Stalker (1979), the film Chernobyl Mon
Amour takes us on a journey into the exclusion zone that was set up around
the Chernobyl power plant after the catastrophe of 1986.
In the form of a documentary, the film was shot on a handheld camera that retains small shakes here and there, thus emphasising the rather subjective approach. Through the artist’s (unsteady) lens we meet Dennis and Maxim, two
guides who take tourists, journalists and scientists into the zone. We are led
into abandoned buildings, join fishing trips, go hiking in the forest, and listen
in on intimate late-night conversations over vodka. As viewers we get to experience both the desolate location of the exclusion zone and the nature that
now flourishes there. Hermansen’s rather personal approach and her role as
the one being guided offer first-hand insight into a much-discussed and highly politicized geographic area that few of us really know. And after seeing the
film, the main question that remains is how one deals with the aftermath of
something like Chernobyl? How can one lead a normal life after such an extreme event, even generations later? What survival mechanisms do we employ?

1
The Fukushima accident was initiated by the tsunami that followed
the Tōhoku earthquake in 2011
on Japan’s coastline. The tsunami
disabled the emergency generators, and the insufficient cooling
led to three nuclear meltdowns
and hydrogen-air chemical explosions. The Fukushima accident is
considered to be the worst since
Chernobyl.

MonIca HoLMen

Some cognitive psychologists would perhaps explain a case like this by employing the theory of cognitive dissonance. First coined by Leon Festinger in
1957, cognitive dissonance describes situations that involve a conflict between our thoughts and assessments on the one hand, and our attitudes and
values on the other.2 This conflict is usually subconscious, yet when confronted with our views and actions, most of us will seek explanations that support
our choices, even though we know they are wrong.
Thus the theory of cognitive dissonance offers one possible way to explain
why people do things they know may be harmful to them. Fully aware of the
risks they are exposing themselves to (due to their choices); they still choose to act in a certain way, but rationalize their choices by searching for and
employing explanations that support their actions. At the same time, most
people will strive to avoid evidence that produces cognitive dissonance, i.e.
information that conflicts with their choices, exposing themselves instead to
information that supports their views on things, often avoiding evidence that
tells them otherwise.

Dennis and Maxim know very well that the environment in the exclusion zone
is bad for them, yet they choose to spend a considerable amount of time there. They speak of the area as ‘paradise’, and support this assessment with explanations about how nature has returned to normal. “If nature can, we can,”
seems to be the logic employed, an assertion they follow up by claiming they
feel sick if they stay away for too long, thus suggesting a (negative) physical
reaction when their psychological perspective is put to the test. Consequently, it would be reasonable to say that there is a discrepancy between Dennis’
and Maxim’s worldview and that of the scientists and people who live outside
the zone, a discrepancy that reminds us how subjective our worldviews really
are.
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For people living outside Chernobyl and Ukraine it undoubtedly seems rather
surreal to choose to live inside a closed off area saturated with radiation. The
exclusion zone around Chernobyl, which has a radius of some 30 km, is an
area still polluted by nuclear waste. To some, however, the zone is considered
a safe haven, a paradise, an arcadia. How can that be?

4.
Well aware of the fact that the surroundings are unsafe, Dennis and Maxim
choose to live in the exclusion zone for increasingly longer periods of time.
The theory of cognitive dissonance could help us to explain their decision
to live in an area that is undoubtedly detrimental to their health in a nonjudgmental way.

paRaDIse peRceIveD

3.
In many respects, Chernobyl Mon Amour describes human survival mechanisms and aspects of human adaptability. If confronted with an equally extreme situation, most of us would be amazed to discover our ability to cope,
not only in terms of what we have to do in order to survive, but also what we
choose to do, simply because it seems the most reasonable choice then and
there, all things considered.

5.
Enabled to visit the exclusion zone through Hermansen’s camera lens and
Dennis’ and Maxim’s eyes, we soon discover that, if not a paradise, the area
is undoubtedly a place where nature seems to thrive. There is a wealth of flora
and fauna; wild animals have moved back into the deserted area, there are
fish in the river, the trees grow, the grass is green. The exclusion zone has—
paradoxically—become a rather unique sanctuary for biodiversity.3 Nature
has adapted. A quick glance at the trees around Chernobyl—beautifully depicted in Siri Hermansen’s black and white photographs—reveals the same.
Surprisingly, they have not died and withered away. Instead their genes have
altered, changing their shape and pattern of growth as a result.

2

https://www.simplypsychology.org/
cognitive-dissonance.html

3

www.greenfacts.org

herently good for you”, Dennis and Maxim’s choice and arguments make
sense, at least to themselves. Their choice is supported by a nature-biased
perception, one that most of us can relate to, and which hits you with even
more force when confronted with the unquestionably beautiful nature within
the exclusion zone. There is more to the Chernobyl exclusion zone than the
post-catastrophe images that first come to mind, and it all adds up to one
big paradox: an industrial disaster zone, a zone of societal freedom, a natural
paradise.4 There is life in these otherwise potentially life-threatening surroundings, leaving people such as Dennis and Maxim with a choice between a
seemingly safe life in a (relatively) unpolluted city somewhere, or their own
safe haven in polluted—yet secluded and paradisiacal—surroundings.

After the Chernobyl accident people were relocated through the use of zoning principles, such that they were instructed where to live and what activities to do, a form of authoritarian control that most likely left the former
inhabitants of the area feeling they had little control over their own lives. Despite the fact that these governmental measures almost certainly saved many
lives, research has in fact shown that those who remained in their villages,
and the so-called self-settlers (those who came back after evacuation despite
warnings), have coped better psychologically than those who were resettled
to other areas.5

Yet the question remains: how can someone choose to live in an area that
has been scientifically proven to be detrimental to their health? Siri Hermansen asked herself the same question when she first met Dennis and Maxim.
A non-judgmental explanation would be to point to their subjective perception of this area. To them, this is paradise. Thus another question comes to
mind: What is a paradise anyway?

4
Siri Hermansen, Economy of Survival, 2016.
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people who have been exposed to catastrophes are (undoubtedly) victims.
Yet treating people as victims of misfortune has never been an effective way
to help them recover.

paRaDIse peRceIveD
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Nature appears to have prevailed. So why should humans not be able to
stay here? When viewed in terms of the fact that nature has evolved, and
acknowledging the postulate that “all that is natural and from nature is in-

7.
Facts such as these may shed some light on Dennis’ and Maxim’s choice to
live in the zone. No matter how ‘wrong’ their choice is, it is still their own, and
as such it makes them feel more in control. Add to this their perception of the
area as a paradise and their accounts of how they feel physically if they leave
the zone for too long, and their arguments for choosing to stay in the zone,
have all the appearance of validity (assuming we adopt their perspective).

6.
The idea of a paradise is a notion of a safe place, a place with a certain added
value or mythic quality. Most tales of paradise are no doubt mythical, yet the
one that probably first comes to mind is the biblical one: a tale of two people,
a snake and an apple, in a garden beautiful beyond belief. A place described
as so enchanting that it has become the metaphor for a safe haven and the
benchmark for other places that resemble it.

At the same time there is a precariousness to the way Dennis and Maxim
choose to live, spending time in surroundings that they know to be hazardous, even if beautiful, all the while insisting that they have gotten used to
it. A duality surfaces—a paradox even—which is further strengthened by the
fact that every day Dennis and Maxim warn other visitors of and protect them
from the dangers in the zone. They live by one perception, yet guide others
on the basis of another.

But the notion of paradise also entails the idea of danger lurking in the shadows, in one form or another. Consequently, the idea of the exclusion zone
as a kind of paradise somehow makes sense. Threats presuppose victims, and

Characterized by ambiguity, their choice reveals that when confronted with
extreme situations, people form their perceptions of what is preferable in
relation to the options that are actually available. Dennis and Maxim do not

5
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wish this situation on others, yet it seems to be the best option for them.
Thus, one of the many interpretations we can lay on Chernobyl Mon Amour is
that it shows us the inclinations of the human mind and its ability to perceive
and adapt to what it prefers. The individuality that lies beneath such judgements is part of what makes us human.
In the end, what is perceived as paradise by some is quite possibly a hell to
others. What makes Dennis and Maxim prefer the exclusion zone is ostensibly
their perception of it as a kind of paradise and a haven from societal constraints. To an outsider it may seem like an escape from the real world, yet who
can claim never to have wanted to escape from harsh or boring reality by means of an altered outlook? Suffice to say, reality is in many ways subjectively
perceived. My paradise is not your paradise.

chernobyl mon amour

Maxim: Our scientist told that Chernobyl exclusion zone will stay
dead forever. Forever. But! That is some kind of phenomenon so

HD-FILM 19:20 min.

like nature regenerated a lot. A lot of wild animals and birds.

DIALOGUES (SIC)

So it´s like Paradise, Paradise.
Siri:

I heard that it was like 500 000 soldiers whom was cleaning up.

cHeRnobyL Mon aMoUR

Dennis: Official Guide
Siri: Artist

How many people died after having worked...

Dennis: Almost all of them died. More than half a million.
Siri:
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Maxim: Official Guide

Oh my God!

Dennis: That‘s the statistics for the 20th anniversary.
Maxim: I dream to obtain my house, my piece of, area of ground here.
That very place.
Very peaceful place.
You know that is forbidden because the level of radioactivity is different in different places. Here it can be natural, lower than in Kiev
but in a few meters it can be enormously high level of radioactivity.
There are Gamma, Beta and Alfa doses of radioactivity.
And you have to be careful, very careful.

DIaLogUes

PROTAGONISTS

Dennis: So it was my first group was 2003.
It was the Americans. Biologists.
So after that I did not want to leave the place. So then in 2006,
they proposed me to work here.
Siri:

Full-time.

But your mother used to work here too, didn`t she?
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Siri:

Dennis: Ah! She was a Guide.
Siri:

She was a guide too? Really!

Dennis: In the 80`s.
Siri:

Was it many visitors in the 80`s?

Dennis: No.
They started to allow tourists in 98.
So before that it was only journalists, scientists.
She was inside of the sarcophagi guiding the scientists.

DIaLogUes
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Dennis: Yes. I said; Ok, no problem.

Maxim: Have you heard about the computer games ‘Stalker’ and ‘Call of
duty’ number 4? The creators of the computer games where
guided by our guides.
Siri:

Yes?

Maxim: It´s strange but after the appearance of this computer games the
number of visitors where mainly young people grew up, became

the real life.
Dennis: It is different. Absolutely.
I played Call of Duty...
In the game when I come to Pripyat I am lost.
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play computer games and they have decided to visit just to see in

DIaLogUes
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higher, the number of visitors. After people are coming here they

Dennis: So they say now the radiation levels are... Nothing.
I showed you the levels today.
Siri:

Yes. It was much higher.

Dennis: I didn`t show you the highest levels.

Dennis: I am just worried for your safety. I don´t care about the radiation
because I am used to it. In some places, it´s really high.
Siri:

Like the water tower. Cooling tower?

Dennis: Cooling tower? Nothing.
It´s in Pripyat. At two, no—three places.
Siri:

I am glad you didn´t show me.

Dennis: I can show you tomorrow. No problem.
Siri:

No. I don´t want to worry about that now.

Dennis: I want to buy a professional device.
Our counters, geiger counters.
Siri:

They are not professional?

Dennis: They are toys.
Siri:

It‘s nothing to laugh about, but I have to laugh. I‘m sorry.
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I know. I am glad you didn‘t.

DIaLogUes
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Siri:

Maxim:

I am trying not to think about sad things. I am just doing my work
automatically.
And I am enjoying my self here. The nature. And, that is very
attractive place for me.
When I am at home I feel the attraction of Chernobyl.
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I am happy here.
I like to listen to birds songs.
I go out of the hotel to just to smoke and I am enjoying—That is
just like an opera.
Dennis: You can go outside the hotel.
So you can here the nightingales.
You just sit. Drink bear and listen to them for two hours.
That’s really beautiful.

DIaLogUes
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I am...

Maxim:

When journalists they are coming here.
Very often they are changing the information.
They disinform people on mass media.
There are photographers that are coming here they are removing,
replacing the objects just they are trying to create some kind of
atmosphere of fear. To make afraid people.
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foolish. Stupid people.
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They are taking on gas masks on the heads of dolls. They are

Maxim:

Because of my job for example, I have got to much conflicts with
my wife. She doesn´t believe me that I am safe here. And nothing
wrong will happen with me. Because I respect our rules.
So like... There is one rule.
To respect other rules. And nothing wrong will happen with you.
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And people don´t understand.
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Nothing wrong.

Dennis: When I work 16 days and I come to Kiev. I feel sick.
So here I feel fine.
Siri:

Isn´t that strange?

Dennis: Yes. You get used to radiation. So two weeks. 15–16 days.

Dennis: Doctor told me.
I didn‘t believe him. But then I noticed, cause I work here
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Have you felt like you are so mentally...?

almost five years
Siri:

So your body almost prefer the radiation, than natural...

Dennis: Yes. So I spend most of the time here.
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Siri:

Siri:

Because he can fish?

Maxim:

Because he likes it.

Siri:

Ok. Yeah.

Maxim:

I like swimming with you

Siri:

Do you do it here?

Maxim:

I didn‘t do that here, in the other place, but not here

Siri:

Is it another place to go bathing?

Maxim:

Yeah

Siri:

And people do?

Maxim:

Yeah

Siri:

And they are not afraid?

Maxim:

They are not afraid.
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I am jealous to him...
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Maxim:

Travelling to Chernobyl for the first time, I noticed the trees.
The patience of their rooted position, never moving from the place where a
tiny seed took root. Trees grow at once downwards into earth and upwards
towards the sky, changing with the seasons, reminding us of the passing
of time. They were still trees, yet different from the trees they should have
become. The trees’ DNA had changed.
Some alleys were completely dead; others contained rows of trees that
looked abnormally high, or stunted, twisted into mysterious shapes, unlike
anything I had seen before. Many trees had galls, burls, tumor-like outgrowths sprouting from their branches.
Siri Hermansen, Field Notes

saRaH Rose sHaRp

In the opening movement of Land of Freedom, Siri Hermansen chronicles the
slaughter of a rabbit, raised for that purpose. In this day and age, most documentary film audiences are separated by several degrees from the bloody
and dedicated work of food production—even the yet-unseen farmers tasked
with slaughtering the rabbit seem to be figuring it out as they go—and it
makes for a jarring first act.
Hermansen takes as her subject one of Detroit’s most unique and elusive
subcultures—a community rooted in agriculture, animal husbandry, and education—and their connection to one of the city’s most unusual learning institutions. The school building lies just west of the city center, but most of its
volunteer corps of farmworkers reside on and around Farnsworth Street, an
eastside Detroit enclave. Farnsworth is a difficult place to capture, maybe
because it is always changing, and maybe because the priority there is collective effort, harmony, and well-being, rather than social media presence. Yet,
Hermansen has managed to capture some of the aspects of this community.
In her documentary short film, we meet some of the Farnsworth residents,
who divide their time between conventional professions—schoolteachers,
short-order cooks, contractors, artists—and the cultivation and maintenance
of an agrarian farm neighborhood, where residents live semi-communally in
an intentional community. Intentionality is the stock-in trade of life on Farnsworth, with many of the original residents and an ever-rotating cast of newcomers drawn to the appeal of a lifestyle that consciously seeks to reevaluate the
cultural norms that place progress, ambition, ruthless personal success and
exploitation of the weak at the center of mainstream life in the United States.
Through interviews with Farnsworth folk, including the film’s central character,
California native and longtime Farnsworth stalwart Kt Andresky, cross-edited
with sceneries from Detroit at large and daily life on Farnsworth Street, out-

However, to better understand the first thing about Farnsworth Street and
its quixotic residents depicted in Hermansen’s film, and to get a picture of
the context in which it takes place, perhaps a word is first due about Detroit itself. Most cities are driven by economic factors, and as Detroit enters
a much-applauded period of redevelopment not seen for some fifty years,
the economic boon and ‘comeback’ to the city is often the front-and-center
narrative. What receives less airtime is the question of what might be lost or
threatened in this process.
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siders get an insight to the community and how people driven by ideology make choices to better their lives, and the lives of those around them.

HanDs, HeaRts, soIL

hands, hearts, soil

It is easy, at first pass to Detroit, to fall prey to so-called disaster tourism. To
ask, “What happened? How did it get this way?” is a natural response, but
the subtext of these questions is often a search for some kind of reassurance
that this could not happen to the places you hold dear.
Hermansen’s film asks a better question, one that seeks to answer, albeit indirectly: not how did a city like Detroit fall apart, but how—against unimaginable
odds, economic abandonment, institutionalized racism—has it held together?
Beginning shortly after the turn of the 20th century, the wealth of industrialization auto manufacturing hit Detroit’s bloodstream like so many Twinkies,
and the economic sugar high was legendary. But with a spike comes the fall,
and that crash, beginning in the 1950s, was catastrophic. Most of what has
been done to Detroiters from on high—from the dismantling of a working
streetcar system,1 to the use of highway infrastructure to literally raze and
pillage the strong middle-class black communities of Black Bottom and Paradise Valley—has been intentional. The 1967 Riots2 are often thought of as the
triggering of a racial schism in Metro Detroit—black city, white suburbs—but
in reality, it was simply the breaking point after decades of attempts to stifle
the civil liberties and sovereignty of city’s growing African American population. It is a complicated history.

1

The street cars were sold to Mexico City in 1955 to make automobiles more necessary.

2
The 1967 riots are usually better
known as the Rebellion or Uprising
to those who are sympathetic to its
conditions.

Central to Hermansen’s narrative is Catherine Ferguson Academy, formerly
a magnet high school3 at which a man named Paul Weertz was the longtime
science teacher, and whose entire student body was comprised of pregnant
teenage girls. Young motherhood is a common condition in the city, and
Catherine Ferguson’s mission was to ensure that these new and soon-to-be
mothers, at minimum, got to complete their high school education. In practice, exceptionally high numbers of them went on to attend college, as well.

3
In the U.S. education system,
magnet schools are public schools
with specialized courses or curricula. ‘Magnet’ refers to how the
schools draw students from across
the normal boundaries defined by
authorities (usually school boards)
as school zones that feed into certain schools.

The focus of Hermansen’s film is largely on the livestock program at Catherine Ferguson (now sadly defunct, following the school’s closure in late 2014).
Running hand-in-hand with conventional educational curriculum was an onsite farm, which enlisted the students in the care of several types of livestock:
goats, chickens, rabbits, bees and horses. In a stunning demonstration of
practical pedagogy, Weertz, Andresky, and a rotating crew of other dedicated farmhands, mostly from Farnsworth, maintained the farm as a learning
lab where the students could learn about consistency and care of dependent
living creatures—obviously a relevant skill set for new mothers who may not
have otherwise been prepared for the magnitude of responsibility posed by
their decision to reproduce so early in life.
Through Hermansen’s camera, we visit the school and the livestock handled
by Andresky and others, and get the sense that, just as they hope that stu-

dents will learn from the process of animal care, the farmers are also engaged
in a process of learning about active choice, self-determination and separation from some of the toxic paradigms of modern life.
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The new wave of mainstream development notwithstanding, Detroit has long
done best by the types of people who take things into their own hands.4
When it has been decades since the infrastructure so easily taken for granted
in many a city has fallen away, the only people remaining are the ones who
roll up their sleeves and figure it out for themselves—and as depicted in Land
of Freedom, Farnsworth Street is rife with this type of person. To learn from
scratch how to meet the basic needs of clean water, feeding a family, and
waste disposal represents a kind of primal awakening. Sure, Farnsworth did
not invent this notion, yet it has served to model ways in which Detroiters
can better depend on themselves and each other, rather than some hope of
outside help that has not come for more than fifty years.

HanDs, HeaRts, soIL
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Today, embedded in the wilds of a largely abandoned neighborhood in Detroit, sits the small farming community of Farnsworth, the area around which
Hermansen’s film revolves. I had never considered that the churning biomass
of a city might look like fields of chicory flowers humming with pollinators,
a grinding tractor engine, makeshift greenhouses cobbled together from
discarded windows, and the air ringing with the indignant squawks of rutting pheasants. Along one section of Farnsworth, with an unusual density of
functional houses, any vacancies filled in by orchards and small farms—are
a quixotic mix of urban toughness and acuity, rural farming knowhow, and
small-town care for their fellows.

“This young group—and I’m going to say white kids, as a whole—they actually doing by example, and making a lot of black people in this city say: you
are poor, only because you’re poor in the mind, not because you have less
money,” says Larry Mongo, owner of D’Mongo’s speakeasy downtown, and
about as old-school a Detroiter as one can find, to Hermansen in her film.
“It’s waking up a whole generation of black people who always felt they were
poor, and nothing could be done about it.”
To come to understand the depth of human resources that have held this city
in trust, all these long years, might take your breath away. Detroit’s wealth was
not factories (as the usual understanding of the city implies), nor is it now the
preponderance of open spaces—it is the people, people like Weertz who saw
streets lying fallow and thought, what is to be made of them? Weertz belongs
to an older generation than the one featured in Hermansen’s film, but he and
his family are directly responsible for standing against blight on Farnsworth,
having bought up as many surrounding houses as possible, found some other
like minds, and founded an urban farm community from out of the rubble.

4

Other cities have an infrastructure, for example, you stand on a
corner and a bus will come, but in
Detroit, you have to figure out how
to get around by yourself. This is
shifting a bit, but as recently as
2009, there was almost no infrastructure, and hadn‘t been for decades. Many neighbourhoods had
no pick-up, no law enforcement.
You do it yourself, or it doesn‘t get
done.

“We ripped off all the roof and we just left one wall,” says Blake Carroll, giving Hermansen the tour of the gutted two-story home on the end of Farnsworth that he bought for less than the cost of fencing a yard in most modern
cities. “When I rebuilt all this roof, I put in all these windows. When I rebuilt
the chimney, I put in a wood stove. It will keep you warm in the winter. This
will be a nice room, and you can look out on the garden.”
Carroll has worked for years, drawing on his own skills and a slow accretion
of salvaged materials, to make a dream home for himself and his wife. Much
of the vision he outlines for Hermansen’s camera has been subsequently realized through years of dedicated labor.

“The artist’s role in gentrification is something we all know, and developers
love,” says Andresky in the film. “But the other part, that is more interesting
to me, is that we are also acting as developers. We’re buying the lots that
we’re gardening on, we’re buying the houses, we’re fixing them up ourselves. So we’re not really interested in knocking out the community that we’ve
moved into, that’s inspired us so much, that we’re feeding information to and
collaborating with, and sharing our worldly adventures with their young kids,
so they can be inspired to have adventures themselves.”
Much has changed in Detroit, even in the few years since Hermansen came
to film—though in its timeless way, Farnsworth remains largely the same.
The people featured directly and indirectly in Land of Freedom represent
the wealth of human effort at work in Detroit. Given the history of the city, to
an outsider the case of Farnsworth as depicted in Land of Freedom might at
first sight seem like a story of survival. However, this is not the case, as the
Farnsworth residents are choosing their way of life. Coming from outside of
the city, they are an intentional community driven by a certain ideology. The
things that they deem necessary are different than mainstream priorities in
life. Thus, just as Detroit inspired Farnsworth, Farnsworth inspires many who
are lucky enough to discover it. Hermansen is one of these, and has taken
that inspiration as her cue to bring Farnsworth’s story to a wider audience.
One hopes that her efforts contribute to an understanding of the necessity of
Farnsworth, and its protection and preservation, even as Detroit’s fates and
fortunes are once again in a state of transition.
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Detroit is a place of practical skill sets—people built things here, and taught
their children to build things. Aside from a few rapidly gentrifying neighborhoods, you are more likely to find a person who can perform an oil change
than assemble a spreadsheet. Unlike most cities, with population density and
enforcement of code restrictions that controls individuation, in Detroit, decades of attrition and city governance spread too thin to closely monitor its 140
square miles leaves room for whatever type of life you can imagine and build
with your own two hands. The open blocks of open fields were not always so.
Basically everywhere you find an empty lot, a family home once stood. Now
the blocks stand with holes like missing teeth, some gutted and devoid of
houses entirely, the result of accidental fires and intentional arson, scrapping,
or simple, long-term neglect.

Gentrification is a dirty word to many, because it connotes development from
the outside, which inevitably displaces the existing culture. Farnsworth however represents the kind of community development that is a thoroughly inside
job.

HanDs, HeaRts, soIL
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“Both farmers and artists are kind of in that same position of the underdog,”
says Kt Andresky, one of the central figures in Hermansen’s film. “When you
look at suburban sprawl, they just bought up all the farms. There weren’t very
many farmers that were standing their ground—they’ll take the small amount
of money from the development companies, just like the artists would, because we’re not high up in society. $10,000 means a lot to us, it’s not just
pocket change.”

land of freedom
HD-FILM 31:49 min.
DIALOGUES (SIC)

Larry:

Well… if you actually look at the financial collapse of Detroit you
truly looking at the first city to fall who truly benefited from the
industrial revolution with the cars… car making, the production
lines thousands of people came from all over the united states here
because of the $5 a day pay that Henry Ford was pay’n. And the

PROTAGONISTS
Larry: Native businessman and Kt’s mentor

only qualifications that you needed, was a physical. Detroit was not
built upon massive brainpower.

Minni: Journalist and urban farmer
Monk: Native to the district of Farnworthstreet, Detroit
Tim: Digital farmer
Blake: Artist
Siri: Artist
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Emily: Poet and urban farmer
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Kt: Artist and urban farmer

Kt:

Was that the first time you killed an animal Emily?

Emily: Me?
Kt:

Yeah.

Emily: Besides fish, yeah, I mean I was…I was holding Sweater when Kevin
killed her but I’ve never actually done the killing. So yeah, that’s it.
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through your body.
Emily: Ok.
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That is so, its like draining, there’s so much adrenalin coursing

Minni: And then if you can get out of the way as much as possible so that

Emily: Ohh.

he can swing as high and as freely as possible.
Emily: Should we start cooking early tomorrow then?
Emily: Ok, here I am.
Minni: Mmhmm.
Emily: What time?

Yeah, I understand. I understand. Alright.

Minni: Early meaning like… Oh Shit I have a fuckin’ meeting. God damn it.
I don’t know but the meeting is…

Emily: Oh,
Emily: What if we just set it all up, what if we’d set all up. Could we just put
Minni: Oh,

it in the liquid and everything today? Like put it in all of it’s cooking
whatever, however you do it.

Jack:

Oh shit.
Minni: No, I haven’t, no because I brown it first.

Emily: Oh god, oh god oh god oh god I think it’s dead I think it’s dead.
Emily: Oh.
Minni: It’s dead yeah.
Minni: I fry it in a pan, like, not fry it but like put it in a scorching pan and
Jack:

It’s good?

sear the outside.

Minni: You can try one more time, you can try but it’s dead.

Emily: Ah huh.

Emily: Its dead. Its dead. Ahh! Oh.

Minni: Before I stew it.

Minni: Reflexes are, man… mother. Look at that!

Emily: Ok so…

Emily: Poor thing…
Minni: Spasms.
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Jack:

want it to be done right. That’s the only thing I hate about this.
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Minni: And you can even do it with both hands if you want. Like, I, I just

Kt:

We’re, we’re all acting as farmers here. We’re not necessarily farmers

Siri:

Can you sit a little bit more together?

by life, a lot of us are artists. A lot of times I like to say that we are
artists acting as farmers and if we’re gonna act as farmers we have

Monk: Now I was just telling the other day that, you know, Detroit is like

to, we can’t skip these important part of, like, the slaughter. You

82% black and less than, say like a half an hour, a half an hour away

know, we can’t just be like oh we’re taking care of animals their

you can go to this suburb called Lavonia which is 82% white.

Larry:

Siri:

Did you go to school here?

For me its mostly how, how do we use all of the things of the animal,

Monk: Ohh school, no school, didn’t go to college, didn’t go to high

you know its not when there’s so many bad practices of farming that

school, I didn’t even go to middle school, so like third grade was the

just throw away so much.

last grade I went to.

When you talk about urban farmers, one of their biggest oppositions

Siri:

Is there a lot of, ah children who are not, doing their regular school?

what they I don’t know if they realize its not so much the citizens or
the local government, it’s truly the major food producers. That’s

Monk: Yeah,

who’s fighting them that’s who’s lobbyin’… pay’n the lobbyists do
not let this happen.

Siri:

Yeah?

Monk: My case was a little bit more unique so but yeah they play a lot of
hooky they miss a lot of time, quite a lot of kids are held back so,
Siri:

How did you, how did you, do you read or write?

Monk: I read and write yeah, I learned to read and write before kindergarten, so.
Siri:

By yourself?

Monk: Ahh, no I went to school until third grade but, ya’know I knew how
to read early and…
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pets and we’re not farmers anymore.
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so fun and they’re so soft and cuddly and then, then they become

Siri:

That’s why of course think its really interesting the urban farming
projects.

Larry:

Detroit have 44 square miles of vacant land, majority of it is not
contaminated with anything. We have huge factories that could
easily be turned into hot houses and feed the poor, I mean we have

Monk: Yeah.

a governor say’n we don’t have enough money to feed the poor.
Well, lets employ this poor, educate ‘em in horticulture while they

Siri:

And is that something that your, the old residents, are interested in?

helping to grow they own food. We got the abandon factories the

Or, as a way of surviving?

abandon everything. And you know what happened? None of these
brains could think of that and that’s why I say I love these creative

to umm you know I guess like they did down south, just about every-

out of the box, they have the nerve to do it on there own it might be

body in Detroit is originally from down south. So they still on a you

going against the law but they say I’m doing a good thing.

92/93

gangsters. And what make them a gangster, not only do they think

know, the farm tending, they got a little farm you know got a little
garden in their back yard, grow whatever they grow, umm but they
still do it but the younger generation you know, my generation and a
little bit older don’t do it ‘cause they think it’s a kin to slave-slavery
you know its like working the fields is like somethin’ slaves do.
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Monk: Yeah, their still older people that got farms people still old enough

Siri:

Yeah?

Kt:

With your thumb, and your hand right there.

Siri:

Yeah.

Kt:

So that you pinch the milk so it stays down and then use these fin
gers to let it out and then open it up to refill it. You wanna try?

Siri:

No, I just want to film a little bit.

Kt:

Alright I’ll get this one.

Siri:

And then I’ll try it.
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You squeeze umm, the utter.
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Kt:

Larry:

Can you imagine if these young kids ideas catch on? Look at the

Kt:

We live in the hood, we live amongst people, that have been raised

drop in their profits. If people truly return to just using they back

by drug dealers, that have been raised by people that umm,

yards, like they use to do in the city, as gardens, and our parents use

support themselves through the black market, weather it’s the sex

to can food and everything, I mean look there, you control people

trade or the drug trade or umm, you know using the materials

food you basically controlling everything in their life.

around here scrapping to scrapping houses to cars to everything

As artists in any city, most of our money, that we make, goes toward

to figure out how to feed their families put food on the table and

rent and umm my personal philosophy with how I deal with money

shelter themselves through these different industries that never go

and the exchange of money is umm, I am very aware of who it

away and they actually, you know, become stronger in, when the

comes from and where it goes and keeping that stream of positive

economy goes down people are doing more drugs so the drug

exchange, weather it be through trading or even through money

industry becomes stronger so you can feed your family better.

exchange is very important.
Siri:

Ok.
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and so the economy here is really bad so people have been able

Larry:

America has a lot of waste money and its I guess this is why you
see’n what’s happening in New York, what happened in the middle
east about government is going to happen here about economic
government because its, its, its unbelievable. It is unbelievable of
the amount of money that’s just in a few hands, of a few people.
Do you want a great country or do you want to say I’m worth a
hundred billion dollars and its only gonna last maybe another year

And what a lot of rich Americans don’t know, if our society ever go
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honor. That’s all it is. But once the system is overturn it’s overturned.
poor, and they think they can return to Europe and stuff, Europeans
gonna maybe give them a taste of their arrogance. I’m say’n you
know you were some ugly Americans. We don’t want it here. We
don’t want your greed here and everybody loves a winner but a lot
of the time when that winner drop you see your real enemies.
America better realize that. It was made great with that great middle
class that great middle class went and fought three wars for ‘em
without real argument now we have kids over there dying in Iraq
Afghanistan and can’t come home and get a job, or they over there
fighting and hear that their mother and parents lost their house
because some government and some bankers who wanted to be
worth more than they can ever spend. Hey, I always said the worst
riot that’s gonna take place, if it happen, is the white riot. See
minority riots, all we were was bumps like a pimple in the system but
if the white riot, the majority riot, its over for a lot of people.
We might have a lot of Marie Antoinettes out here. No joke because
again that young creative class, they’ll try to do it right and that’s
what’s beautiful but if you take those creative minds and make it turn
to evil against you you gotta problem, you gotta big problem.
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or two because money is really nothing but dirty paper that we all

Tim:

It’s a big mess in here.

Larry:

Again this young group of umm, and I will say white kids as a whole,
they actually doin’ by example and makin’ a lot of black people in

Siri:

It‘s incredible how many houses that have burned down.

this city say you are poor only because you poor in the mind not
because you don’t have money ‘cause the majority of them have less

Tim:

Yeah.

money than the neighborhoods they helpin’ but none of them is
poor in the mind and its waking up a whole generation of black

Siri:

It’s like hmm.

people who always felt they was poor and nothing could be done

Yeah it’s amazing. I mean if you think about it fifty years ago here

them that yeah this chicken came from this you understand the

there wasn’t a single open space it was all houses.

loving of this baby chicken which she taught us actually she took a
baby chicken in a strip club and believe it or not to show you abut

Siri:

It‘s always porn you know.

human nature these strippers their natural motherhood came out of
‘em and they all went lovin’ the baby chick and I’m look’n there

KT:

Yeah, right.

say’n hey we loose’n money. But at the same time I’m fuss’n with her
about it she said Larry we do that on the farm and stuff because if a

Blake: We ripped off the roof and we just left the one wall so this was like a
deck outside. And then I rebuilt this roof and when I rebuilt it I put in

own children or somethin’ so I had to back out of it. I had to take a

these windows so one day it will be a bedroom after I finish. And

loss on my profits.

then when I rebuilt the chimney I put in a wood stove so there’s it’d
be a nice room with a wood stove in it to keep you warm in the
winter.
Siri:

Nice, it’s a

Blake: And you can look out and see the gardens.
Siri:

child learn how to love anything that’s a baby that would love its

And the Yes Farm.

Blake: Yeah.
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about it and they are working with the younger generation showin’

Kt:

Both farmers and artists are kind of in that same position of the
underdog in that way because when you look at suburban sprawl
they just bought up all the farms there weren’t very many farmers
that were standing their ground saying I’m not giving my farm away
you know they’ll take the small amount of money that the development companies would want from them just like the artists would
because we’re not we’re not high up in society we’re not in the
world of like $10,000 it’s a lot more important to us than its not just

part that’s more interesting to me is that we are also acting as developers we’re buying the lots that we’re gardening on we’re buying
the houses that are around us we’re fixing them up ourselves and
so in that we’re not interested—we’re not really that interested in
knocking out the community that we’ve moved into that’s inspired
so much that that we’re feeding information to and collaborating
with and teaching and umm sharing you know our worldly adventures with their young kids so that they can be inspired to have
worldly adventures or thoughts themselves so because of our
connections with the community its gonna be a whole different
process of change coming and moving forward, because the artists
are staying and if they don’t stay and we sell our houses it just makes
us all more powerful because all the sudden we have $10,000 to
utilize in a better way when most of the time the artists fix up houses
like we are here and then the owner kicks’em out and says good
luck and leaves us with nothing and gets a bunch of free work done
for them practically.

102/103

the artists roll that we all know and developers love but the other
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pocket change so umm so one roll is that part of the gentrification

noRa goMRIngeR

Hope is the thing with feathers
That perches in the soul,
And sings the tune without the words,
And never stops at all,
And sweetest in the gale is heard;
And sore must be the storm
That could abash the little bird
That kept so many warm.
Emily Dickinson, 1830–86

The American poet Emily Dickinson’s poem touches upon two topoi of Siri
Hermansen’s greatly imaginative and yet documentary art: fragility and abstraction. To conclude a longer research-based visit to Jerusalem, the artist
dedicated her time and energy to a film project that is now being shown
in Europe. The film project has mesmerized audiences with its precise yet
charming craft, its cruel yet moving content. It speaks the language of duality and ambiguity, and thereby serves to raise new questions spanning from
politics to ethics. In the film, we join the artist on a trip most delicate, for she
is entering the sphere of strangers’ intimacy, the sphere of sleep, and of the
cultural—and here, the social—debasement therein.
The film, Dreaming in the Stonebed Valley, consists of two parts that together
form a whole, mirroring its subject, and indeed many other facets of human
existence. Part One takes us to the famous Jerusalem Bird Observatory, situated between the Knesset and the Supreme Court. One is tempted to assume
that the site’s importance is expressed by its very location. Birds, though, do
not concern themselves with human politics, let alone hubris. For them, the
observatory offers a place to rest on their migratory routes, which lead from

achievement is to understand that this observatory, so prominently located
and yet somehow trapped between two worlds, is a true sanctuary. This observatory maintains and preserves a phenomenon that transcends human insignificance. The birds’ ability to simply cross man-made obstacles in flight is
a wonder to behold; they might actually be Dickinson’s ‘things with feathers’,
embodying hope in a most unlikely place.
For Part Two, the filmmaker went to the very fundament of reality, part of the
ancient rock of Jerusalem itself. For decades, Palestinian men and women
working as housemaids, janitors, nannies, or gardeners in the Israeli sector
have shied away from the daily commute and the crossing of the border after
long hours of slow processing. They have made their beds in the so-called
‘Stonebed Valley’, which allows them an early start each morning, and a timely arrival at their workplace in Jerusalem. With the gaze of a fascinated yet
non-voyeuristic visitor, she went to discover the individuality of these beds, so
pre-historic in appearance. Mankind has always had to lie down to fully recuperate, preferably for at least seven hours of undisturbed nocturnal sleep. We
have made a ritual out of sleeping, and there is an entire industry devoted to
bed frames, mattresses, linens, and so on.
As for the stone itself—any large stone, be it natural or man-made—can fill
the observer with a sense of wonder. When sleep and stone form an allegorical alliance, the metaphors of death, as well as punishment, are omnipresent. There are biographies of saints that have them sleeping on stones, or
using stones for pillows, and many classical representations of Saint Jerome
in paintings and drawings depict him—as a repenter—hitting his own chest
with a stone. To represent earth, and the essence of earthly existence, stones
can be seen displayed in paintings embodying fortuna, paupertas, servitus,
or dignitas—but they can also stand for coldness of the heart, emotional
detachment. The stone, in connection with the grave, is strongly associated
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Africa to Eurasia (and back) along the Great Rift Valley. The birds—migrants
without passports, homes, belongings, political systems to obey—travel,
simply called by nature, and thereby indicate seasonal change, unaffected
by human quarrels, doubts, traditions, or preferences. Hermansen’s greatest

Hope Is tHe tHIng WItH featHeRs

hope is the thing with feathers

noRa goMRIngeR

An area bisected, yet belonging together, like a human heart, with its two
beating chambers, each incomplete and unable to function without the other.
Here—as in many formerly or presently divided cities—the two sides tell the
story of the entire situation. Hermansen connects the most borderless existence to the most restricted form. However, neither bird nor man can be sure
of their fundamental natural dignity; theirs is a shared fragility. Birds, though
resilient and effective in nature, suffer greatly from human impact on the environment. They are caught—some kept in cages for their song, others eaten
as delicacies—or they become confused by climatic or topographical changes and die on their extended travels. At times, hope is lost, just like those
‘things with feathers’. The stones which people gather from this vast and dry
land and place at the entrance to Jerusalem are old and heavy, yet the people making their beds here are itinerant; their existence makes no difference to
the elements. Here, man does not disturb nature—he is dependent on it, relying on it, then leaving it again; that which he leaves behind will tell his tale.
Stone beds are traces leading back to the people who laid in them, dreaming
dreams of social mobility, peace, and prosperity for generations to come.
The human struggle for survival in man-made social structures is just as defined by hope as the birds we see fit to call a symbol for it. Earthly bounds
stand in stark contrast to aerial freedom. An understanding of the fragility of
these systems is implicit in Hermansen’s work. Her travels and projects, connected with experiences on site, transcend personal perspective to achieve a
greater, more general insight, one that every audience can benefit from and
participate emotionally in.

The long-term peace process is given a bold monument in this film by the
Norwegian artist Siri Hermansen, a foreigner who simply but powerfully directs our gaze towards abstraction and fragility, the man-made and the natural world, and the interdependence of these spheres.
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cause of someone’s death, if we remind ourselves of the countless events of
stonings, perpetrated since pre-Christian times, which women have often had
to endure for crimes in a justice system created by men.

Dreaming in the Stonebed Valley, flown over by birds unmoved by the manmade human dilemmas of politics and war, is an exhausting habit. It is the
sleep of the worker, the family breadwinner; it is the sleep upon which survival
is dependent. One could argue that a dream dreamt in a bed of stone is an expression of utter hopelessness. But man (and bird) is resilient, and sees chances to advance, will seize the day—and the night. The beds in Hermansen’s
focus show both sturdiness and an attachment to an idea of change, human
stubborness, yielding improved chances for survival. While the stone can express endlessness, human existence is bound to a finite understanding of
time, is measured in generations. The dreams dreamt in stone beds in one
generation might come true for the children of the dreamers of the next...
and birds will continue to fly overhead, as long as mankind does not interfere
too aggressively, too naively. In curiously interrelated worlds this two-part film
work brings a rare sensitivity to a subject frequently touched upon.

Hope Is tHe tHIng WItH featHeRs

with Jesus rising from the dead and leaving an empty tomb, with the stone
rolled away. A grave completely made out of stone, a sarcophagus (Latin:
sandapila), was for centuries part of the ritual of a rich man’s burial, and is
still mirrored in the tradition of gravestones today. Stones can also be the

dreaming in the stonebed valley

DReaMIng In tHe stonebeD vaLLey

HD-FILM 09:22 min.

Hundreds of long distance migratory birds pass through Israel during
spring and autumn, on their way to and from their Euro-Asian breeding
grounds.
The millions of birds represent a larger than usual bird strike risk to Israeli
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Air Force.

Increased building activity in the area decreases the nesting and breeding
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space for the migratory birds.

In protest, activists founded The Jerusalem Bird Observatory in 1994 to protect and offer the birds a safer living environment.
The migratory birds have become a symbol of freedom and humanity.
Today the Jerusalem Bird Observatory is granted the prominent location on
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the Capitol Hill of Israel, just below the Knesset and the Supreme Court.

Bethlehem is controlled by Palestine.
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Palestine is controlled by Israel.

To get enough sleep, and to avoid the long morning queues at the checkpoint, a semi temporary sleeping camp have appeared in an olive grove
near by.
The sleepers have built beds out of the stones they have found on site.
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Jewish patrons in Jerusalem.
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The sleepers are Palestinian family providers from Bethlehem working for

speaking nearby
Johnny Herbert

Your work seems to gravitate around partially or completely evacuated territories. Yet, the binding elements of these evacuations or expulsions have very different sets of interlocking narratives: they have
become nodes, or in some cases receptacles, in which previous and
current power operations can be traced. Can you talk more about
how you select the sites for your work?

SH:

I grew up during the 1970s and ‘80s in a very politically engaged family. During this period the world was polarized and divided due to
the Cold War. At a certain point I discovered that I have been revisiting
remains of sites and situations that in various guises are linked to
these childhood memories of the Cold War. As a child, the threat of
nuclear war was real in a polarized world in which it was West vs East,
communism vs capitalism, and nuclear war vs peace. My family household was under surveillance for years, and as a sensitive person, all
this must have made a huge impression on me, leaving unresolved
feelings. Within this global and personal anxiety, as a child and teenager I developed a deep curiosity about what life behind the ‘iron
curtain’ might be like. So, yes, I think the histories of the places with
which I choose to work are on many levels closely linked to larger political, economic, and cultural shifts in the world. This is
likely why I became so interested in engaging artistically with such
places in the first place. For me, going in person to these politically
significant places has been a way to engage with society and participate in the world. On a personal, artistic level, I have tried to develop

speakIng neaRby

JH:

137

Offering a context for her projects presented in this book, Siri Hermansen
(SH) talks with Johnny Herbert (JH) about the development of her working
methods and how, through notions of exhausted geographies and being guided, she approaches a thinking of place.

…and that this engagement is enacted through your experience of
these places, rather than only coming by way of a media outlet, say.

SH:

Yes. The motivation for a new project is a strong, urgent impulse to
go to a place—to see for myself, to learn from the place itself, to gain
a personal experience of it—an experience that is subsequently transformed into an artwork. The desire to experience these places for
myself is related to the notion of respect, a term that derives from the
Latin respectare, meaning ‘to look again.’ I have been working in this
way for some time and have visited places such as Jerusalem/Bethlehem, Detroit and Chernobyl.

JH:

Has there ever been an occasion where this ‘transformation to artwork’ you describe does not happen?

SH:

No, my instincts are strong and therefore a powerful driving force
in the creative process. Up until now I have always followed up on
these instincts and art projects have always subsequently emerged.
But of course this is also an intellectual choice, a choice to trust my
sensitivity and instinct as a tool, but also to take myself, and my
practice, seriously. All this being said, when processing material,
I spend a long time thinking before deciding in which direction I
want to focus the projects and how to express my sitespecific experiences.

JH:

To what extent are specificities of what you will work on in these places
planned beforehand? For example, do narratives and/or materials
mostly emerge before or during your trips, or, do you compose more
in post-production? Your process has perhaps changed through the
years?

By travelling alone into what one might call ‘unsafe zones’, working
with guides for fairly short, intense periods, I have developed an
artistic method that resembles shared anthropology1 to obtain new
information from places that get a great deal of media coverage.
Continually documenting what I experience with a video camera,
I repeatedly expose myself to risks or make myself vulnerable to
unfamiliar environments, environments otherwise closed off from
society. The feeling of the recorded materials depends on the
interpersonal relationships that occurs at the site between my
guide and I; micro-perspectives—subjective and intimate conversations—form the basis of my work.
Entering unfamiliar landscapes and situations as a stranger, there
are two different methods one can use to learn from new perspectives on places we all have knowledge of through the media: One
method is about not knowing what I am looking for in a place, but
finding knowledge from the place itself—this is by far my favourite
way of working and accounts for all my projects except the projects
concerning the neo-colonisation of Sapmi. The second method is to
look for issues you already know exist, having a predetermined agenda for a project. With the Sami-projects Terra Nullius and Sorry, I wanted to show aspects of our society that I think are not discussed and
taken up in the media and by society at large.

JH:

Reading The Economy of Survival, your final thesis from the time
you recently spent as Research Fellow at the Oslo National Academy
for the Arts, you take up the notion of ‘exhausted geographies’ initially developed by Irit Rogoff. Could you expand on how this idea
has been important for you?

SH:

My strong desire to work outside my own cultural sphere brought
intellectual and ethical challenges that I had to overcome. In the beginning of my research fellowship, important questions kept coming
up in various academic and artistic situations—questions like: “How
can I—a white, privileged woman from oil-rich Norway—travel to
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a space for practicing political art that is not directly moralising or
finger pointing but a space where different realities—even paradoxical
realities—can exist.

1

Coined by Jean Rouch, ‘Shared
Anthropology’ is the practice of
cultivating methods that are mutually developed by the previously
separated ‘object of study’ and the
‘studying subject’ (an approach to
filmmaking, in Rouch’s case)

JH:

So, again, the sense of countering the mass media seems important;
focusing on stories told within specific sites rather than taking a general, generic—and violent—politico-historical canonisation which
will help us understand the ‘real story’. It is in this respect, then, that
the guides or people living in the places you visit are really highly
significant figures in your work...

SH:

Yes. As an example, Chernobyl Mon Amour became a starting point
for discovering how I could develop a method of being guided by an
insider: I chose to make the guides and their everyday life and activities the main focus of my research; I defined myself as ‘the guided’.
The guide can be viewed as an ancient, mythical figure: a storyteller and a carrier of wisdom and truth for society. The guide
possesses insights and an authority that are unknown to the outsider trespassing on new land or foreign territory. With the help of the
guide, the guided is navigated through a physical or mental landscape, overcoming boundaries and thereby gaining access to an
otherwise unknowable territory that the guided ‘sees’ and experiences for the first time. The value of entering the site alone, from the
position of ‘not knowing’ and ‘being guided’ as a method for
gaining knowledge about the site I did not know, permitted me to
really look for the less obvious in the situations into which I was being
invited. The subjective perspectives of the guides became a method
for learning from the place itself. I never questioned the guides’
thoughts, criticized them, or made any judgment within our conversation; in postproduction, their reality is treated as fact. I sensed that
my role as an artist was not to verify and find proofs for
what they talked about, like a scientist or a journalist would do—
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graphy exhausted the Chernobyl geography because it imploded
the idea of Chernobyl as no more than a place of a human-shaped
hell. His subjective view of the zone opened up a new possibility
to understand the forbidden zone from within and in this way
gain new information from it.
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places in deep distress, making artwork of them without trespassing
ethical barriers? Is it at all possible to work this way as an artist?” I
kept asking myself such questions as I knew I had to resolve them
both intellectually and physically in order to work within the territories I longed to be in. In this period of deep thinking and discussion
with colleagues and supervisors, I heard a recording of Irit Rogoff’s
lecture “Exhausted Geography”. Her essay with the same title became an important starting point on my way to developing my new
artistic method which related to being guided as a tool to learn from
a site itself.
Rogoff used the term ‘exhausted geographies’ to think about the
territorial claims of the highly mediated conflict between Israel and
Palestine. She speaks of a ‘territory’ being claimed, and argues that
people in these places do not necessarily regard themselves in terms
of a ‘culture or identity’ where “this is not that, that is not this”. What
she proposes is that we view ‘geography’ not as a physical place,
but as a way to point to the different ways a place is defined in narratives. Unexhausted geographies support the prevailing views about
a site of conflict as conveyed by the mass media. Rogoff sees a possibility to ‘exhaust geographies’ when the prevailing ways of understanding and defining places do not correlate with the more complex
realities of that place. In this way, the prevailing understanding of the
place can implode.
The first time I visited Chernobyl, as I was staying the night, I had a
secret dinner with my guide, Dennis, and our driver. Breaking the
rules by eating together in Chernobyl, we created a semi-professional, semi-personal sphere—a mental space for dialogue between
strangers who share histories, dreams, and memories. Cultural and
linguistic barriers did not seem important. Our unlikely meeting
within the special conditions of the zone became a catalyst for our
dialogue. That evening, Dennis told me that Chernobyl was his paradise. My project shifted from wanting to document the ruins of the
lost society, to understanding survival and adaption within the uncertain zone. To use Irit Rogoff’s terms: Dennis’ narrations of his geo-

JH:

In destabilizing the usual fixed referent of a place’s name as being a
specific mapped territory, how do you think of place now?

SH:

Although the places or situations that I feel attracted to and enter
into are very much defined by a place’s own destiny, as I mentioned
before I want to enter a place without preconceived ideas of what
to experience. Trinh T. Minh-ha’s notion of ‘not to speak about/just
speak nearby’ a site has been a very valuable approach for me both
in terms of how I think of and approach a place. ‘Speaking nearby’
a situation allows artists to adopt a position that avoids moral judgment and the pitfalls of post-colonialism whilst still being significant.
There is also room for paradoxes and the poetic in this ‘nearby’
place.
‘Speaking nearby’ allows me to search without an agenda of obtaining knowledge from people who are living in the uncertain zones
that run parallel to a so-called ‘normal society’. The ‘nearby’ aspect was a consequence of the method of being guided by people,
staying close to them, participating for a short period of time in their
lives with as few boundaries as possible between them and myself,
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viewing places through their eyes and imaginations. It would not
have been possible for me to be ‘nearby’ them without their being
able to be ‘nearby’ me, therefore my way of interacting to create
this intimacy required that I share my own dreams for the future, my
own worries and fears.
Toni Morrison invites us to think that all places inhabit their own internal story that remains hidden if you don‘t look for it, and that such
stories can be discovered through the meeting of a place and a person who is sensitive to look for it through their own ‘emotional memory’, itself revealed in the meeting between two places:
You know, they straightened out the Mississippi River in places, to
make room for houses and liveable acreage. Occasionally the river
floods these places. ‘Floods’ is the word they use, but in fact (the
river) is not flooding; it is remembering. Remembering where it used
to be. All water has a perfect memory and is forever trying to get to
where it used to be. Writers are like that: remembering where we
were, what valley we ran through, what the banks were like, the light
that was there and the route back to our original place. It is emotional
memory—what the nerves and the skin remember as well as how it
appeared. And a rush of imagination is our ‘flooding’.2
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I wanted the focus to stay on the guides’ subjective realities.
This idea can be generalized, and for me the guides’ subjective perspectives were productive as ways of opening myself up to Chernobyl (and later Detroit and Jerusalem). The guides offered ways to
view the forbidden zone from other perspectives, demonstrating
how life can be lived within a highly mediated and dangerous place.
This means that the dominant geographies of Chernobyl,
Detroit…etc., become exhausted when we imagine something
beyond the endlessly rehearsed views in the media. This way of
thinking has become a method that, to me, opens up a possibility
for really listening to what ‘my guides’ say in the places I visit
as an outsider and to really look at what they show me. I never
question their life choices or experiences, but take what they say
as the truth.

This inspired me to use my emotional memory as a tool to look into
the unknown yet over-exposed landscape and situation of Chernobyl, Detroit, and, later, Jerusalem/Palestine. In the beginning, when
I developed this working method, I was very uncertain in the process, but through several projects I have developed a strong
emotional trust towards my own my sensitivity and emotional memories. Together with my intellect, they have led me to find and
connect to on-site signs and symbols during the field works, offering
me a deeper understanding of a place.
2
Toni Morrison, “The Site of Memory” in What Moves at Margin:
Selected Nonfiction, 2008, p. 77.
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