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N A N C Y  S P E C T O R

FELIX GONZALEZ-TORRES:

R E I S E B E R I C H T
[Diese Arbeit] handelt vom Verstreichen der 

Zeit und von der Möglichkeit des Erlöschens 

oder Verschwindens, also auch von einer 

Poetik des R a u m s... [sie] rührt ebenfalls 

an das Leben im radikalsten Sinn, seiner 

Begrenztheit: Tod. Wie bei allen künstleri­

schen Praktiken geht es darum, einen Ort 

zu verlassen, um einen anderen zu er­

reichen, der vielleicht besser ist als der erste.

FELIX GONZALEZ-TORRES, 1990

1990 stellte Gonzalez-Torres weisse Zwillings-Papier- 
Stapel her, die d ich t n eb en e in an d er aufgebaut 
w urden. Diese A rbeiten w aren sich in  Form  und  
Grösse völlig gleich u n d  e rin n erten  an andere enge 
Paarungen  im Werk des Künstlers, vor allem  an die 
synchron au fe inander abgestim m ten U hren  in 
« UNTITLED» (PERFECT LOVERS) (1987-90). Bei ge­
n au ere r B etrach tung  stellte sich jed o ch  heraus, dass 
die beiden  Papierstapel keineswegs ein harm oni­
sches Paar abgaben. Ihre  gegensätzlichen U ntertitel 
-  «Irgendwo besser als hier» und  «Nirgendwo besser 
als hier» -  erzeugten  ein zwiespältiges Gefühl. D er 
eine Stapel beschwor eine Realität, die w ünschens­
w erter wäre als die gegenw ärtige Situation, w ährend 
d er andere  versicherte, dass es nichts Besseres als 
das Gegenwärtige gäbe; so w iderrief ein Stapel die 
Botschaft des anderen . Diese gleichw ertigen, aber 
w idersprüchlichen U ntertite l lösten ein eigenartiges 
Gefühl d er G elähm theit aus, eine Bewegungslosig-

N A N C Y  S P E C T O R  ist freie  K ura to r in  am G uggenhe im  

Museum. Zur  Zeit b e re i te t  sie e ine  um fassende  Schau mit  Wer­

ken von Felix Gonzalez-Torres vor.

keit, die aus U m schw eifig-U nentschiedenem  h er­
vorzugehen schien. Bei alldem  aber schafft die 
V erbindung von Anderswo und  Nirgendwo einen 
psychischen Raum, eine m etaphorische Topogra­
phie, die genau das «Zwischen-allem-Sein» in Gonza- 
lez-Torres’ Kunst m arkiert.

Sein Werk balanciert seit je  au f dem  schm alen 
G rat zwischen gesellschaftlichem  K om m entar und  
zutiefst persön licher E nthüllung; es jo n g lie rt zwi­
schen den  zwei B ereichen u n d  lässt dabei die kultu­
rell gesetzten G renzen zwischen beiden  verschwim­
m en. Bei G onzalez-Torres’ n eu eren  O bjekten und  
Installationen m acht gerade diese subtile Verschie­
bung  vom kulturellen  Aktivismus zur intim en, auto- 
b iographischen  D arstellung -  u n d  die daraus folgen­
de A uflösung d er G renzen zwischen beiden  -  das 
Wesen d er A rbeit aus. Das Stapelstück «UNTITLED» 
(PASSPORT) (1991) weist au f das M om ent solcher 
Ü bergänge hin, au f den  Wechsel von S tandorten , au f 
die unbefangene Bewegung zwischen abgesteckten 
ku lturellen  B ereichen. Als in ternationales Reise­
dokum ent ist d er Pass ein unbeschriebenes Blatt, in 
das die absolvierten Reisen eingetragen w erden. Die 
E intragungen m achen ihn  zu einem  Tagebuch der 
Bewegung, e iner C hronik geographischer W ander­
schaft, einem  Palimpsest an d erer O rte und  Zeiten. 
In G onzalez-Torres’ jü n g ste r W erkgruppe hat der 
Pass diese Schlüsselfunktion und  e rin n ert daran, 
dass es sich dabei um eine gesetzliche Form der Iden­
tifizierung handelt, die kulturelle Identitä t in den 
beschränkten  N orm en von N ationalität, G eschlecht 
und  A lter ausdrückt. Die unbeschrifte ten  weissen 
Blätter in «UNTITLED» (PASSPORT) lassen die Frage 
nach d er Iden titä t offen. Die leeren  Seiten, die ih re r 
Beschriftung harren , künden  von Reisen, die noch
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n ich t sta ttgefunden  haben , und  G renzen, die noch 
n ich t überschritten  w urden. Doch als solch zukünfti­
ge Reiseziele kom m en n ich t bloss geographische 
O rte  in Frage; auch innere, ontologische Räume 
sind gem eint -  B ereiche d er A useinandersetzung 
von Psyche, G eschlecht und  Gesellschaft.

Die Reise-M etapher prägte auch Gonzalez-Torres’ 
letzte A usstellung in d er New Yorker G alerie A ndrea 
Rosen 1993. Gemäss der R aum aufteilung war d o rt 
die A usstellung in zwei Bereiche gegliedert: Im 
ersten  Raum m it dem  Titel «TRAVEL #1» befanden  
sich zwei wandgrosse Schwarzweiss-Photoplakate, au f 
denen  ein einsam er Vogel durch  einen  düsteren  
H im m el gleitet. D er m elancholische T enor dieses 
riesigen Bildes, das zwei aufeinanderstossende 
W ände bedeckte, w urde gem ildert durch  ein zärtlich 
vereintes Paar au fgehäng ter G lühbirnenstränge (m it 
dem  U ntertite l A COUPLE), die in diesem  Raum als 
einzige Lichtquelle d ien ten . Im zweiten Raum m it 
dem  Titel «TRAVEL #2» a rrang ierte  Gonzalez-Torres 
dreizehn identische Raster-Diagramme, au f denen  
jeweils eine rote D iagonale von d er linken oberen 
Ecke in die rech te  u n te re  verlief. D er U ntertite l 
d ieser m orbiden  A rbeit -  «UNTITLED» (BLOOD- 
WORK, STEADY DECLINE) [Blutwert, ständige Ver­

m inderung] -  verweist unm issverständlich au f die 
abnehm ende  Zahl von T-Zellen u n d  stellt die Rea­
lität d er zerstörerischen Kraft von AIDS in abstrakt­
graphischer Form  dar. Das E lem ent d er W ieder­
holung, welches gleicherm assen das Schicksal von 
einem  wie das von dreizehn  M enschen offenbart, 
b e to n t den  verhängnisvollen C harak ter dieser 
K rankheit -  eine w eitere Reise du rch  die Zeit.

So h a t Gonzalez-Torres eine R aum -Inszenierung 
geschaffen, die sich auf beide G alerieräum e erstreck­
te u n d  die eine Begegnung m it den  G renzen von 
Raum und  Zeit herbeiführte . Bei «TRAVEL #1» 
kontrastierte  das ausgedehn te  Bild eines weiten 
Him m els m it d e r häuslichen In tim itä t nackter 
G lühbirnen , so dass In n en  u n d  Aussen gleichsam 
au fe inanderp ra llten . A nderen  Plakatw and-Projekten 
von Gonzalez-Torres vergleichbar, etwa dem  ein- 
drücklichen  Bild vom leeren  Bett des Künstlers, das 
er vor kurzem  m it jem an d em  geteilt h a t t e ,m a r k ie r t  
das P hoto  des H im m els je n e n  Punkt, a% dem  «Priva­
tes» u n d  «Öffentliches» sich durchkreuzen . Mit der 
gängigsten A rt d er W erbung im Stadtlpld ist Gonza­
lez-Torres in das öffentliche T erritoriiip i e in g ed ru n ­
gen, um  d o rt von dem  In tim en und^Erotischen zu 
sprechen. D am it schafft e r «D urch^angsorte», die 
ih r eigenes «Dazwischensein» dem onstrieren .

Die ge tren n ten , sich aber b e rü h ren d en  Bereiche 
d er New Yorker A usstellung von Gonzalez-Torres 
w urden später in Paris, als e r gleichzeitig in den 
G alerien G hislaine H ussenot und  Jen n ife r Flay 
ausstellte, w ieder aufgegriffen. U n ter dem  Titel 
«TRAVELS»: «TRAVEL #1» und  «TRAVEL #2» gaben 
die jew eiligen Installationen die V orstellung des 
Ü bergangs wörtlich wieder. D enn um  die Ausstel­
lung in ih re r G anzheit e rfah ren  zu können , w urden 
die Zuschauer gebeten , von e in er Installation zur 
an d eren  zu gehen: In d er G alerie G hislaine Husse­
n o t «TRAVEL #1» tauchte  an d er W and eine riesige 
Reklam etafel au f m it dem  U ntertite l STRANGE BIRD 
(Seltsam er Vogel), au f d er zwei Vögel sich gem ein­
sam in die Lüfte em porschw ingen; zudem  gab es 
zwei identische G lühb irnenstränge (m it dem  U nter­
titel LOVERS-PARIS [Liebespaar-Paris]), die an be­
nachbarten  Steckdosen angeschlossen waren, dem  
Boden en tlang  verliefen u n d  sich d ann  zu zwei warm
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leu ch ten d en  L ich thügeln  zusam m enfanden. Im offe­
nen  Zwischengeschoss der Galerie befand sich «UN- 
TITLED» (PLACEBO), ein grosser sch im m ernder Tep­
pich aus golden eingew ickelten Bonbons als einzige 
andere  A ndeu tung  von Licht. Bei B etreten d er Gale­
rie Jen n ife r Flay «TRAVEL #2» tra f d er B etrachter 
zunächst au f eine G ruppe von sieben Blutwert-Dia- 
gram m en, alle m it steil abfallenden  L inien, welche 
die V eränderung innerhalb  e in er W oche registrier­
ten. Nach dieser e rn ü c h te rn d en  E in füh rung  w urden 
Aussichten au f em otionale u n d  physische V erände­
rungsm öglichkeiten  evoziert m ittels e in er zweiten 
Version von «UNTITLED» (PASSPORT). Dabei geh t es 
um  einen  Stapel von Pho toheftchen  -  verteilbare 
Pässe sozusagen -  m it A bbildungen frei fliegender 
Vögel. Seiner Praktik gemäss, die A ufm erksam keit 
des Publikum s u n d  die persönliche Reflexion auf 
den  Kopf zu stellen, e rrich te te  Gonzalez-Torres eine 
fü r alle begehbare  Tanzfläche m it dem  U ntertite l 
ARENA. An die beleuch tete  GO-GO-Plattform von 
1991 e rin n ern d , au f d e r ein P erfo rm er in Badehose 
und  m it einem  Sony-Walkman tanzte, war die Tanz­
fläche du rch  eine im R echteck angelegte Glüh- 
b irnen-G irlande begrenzt, die ü b er den  Köpfen bau­
m elte. Die Musik vom W alkman m it zwei K opfhörern  
war n u r fü r die P erfo rm er hörbar. Dieses Mal wur­
den  die G aleriebesucher eingeladen, sich in  Paaren 
au f die Tanzfläche zu begeben, um  sich in einem  n u r 
für sie w ahrnehm baren  Rhythm us zu bewegen. 1991 
provozierte die (hom o) erotische Show von GO-GO

FEUX GONZALEZ-TORRES, “UNTITLED" (Arena), 1993, 

strings of light bulbs, walkman with two headphones /

«OHNE TITEL» (Arena), Glühbirnenstrang, Walkman mit zwei 

Kopfhörern.
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voyeuristische R eaktionen, doch je tz t w urden die 
Zuschauer dazu verleitet, vor Publikum  aufzutreten, 
wobei sie alle -  u n d  doch je d e r  fü r sich -  im Pas de 
deux dieselbe Musik vernahm en. So funktion ierte  
die Tanzfläche von Gonzalez-Torres als ein w eiterer 
O rt des Ü bergangs, ein O rt fü r erotische B egegnun­
gen, fü r Ü berschneidungen  im Bereich des In tim en 
u n d  des G em einschaftlichen.

U nser Verständnis vom Raum g rü n d e t im m er 
noch  in den u ra lten  G egensatzpaaren, die als u n an ­
tastbar gelten; U nterte ilungen  zwischen häuslichem  
u n d  geschäftlichem  Bereich, zwischen Sakralem und  
Profanem , zwischen Stadt und  Land stiften soziale/ 
räum liche Subjektivität, (geschlechtliche) Differenz 
und  K lassenidentität.2' Trotzdem  können  in den  
R äum en, die Gonzalez-Torres in seiner A rbeit du rch ­
w andert, unversöhnliche D om änen n eb en e in an d er 
existieren und  sich gegenseitig durchdringen . Derlei 
O rte  n e n n t M ichel Foucault « H e t e r o t o p i a » ,  
Zonen, in denen  das wechselnde Em pfinden für 
Raum u n d  Zeit Einsitz nim m t, «Gegen-Orte», in 
d enen  «all die anderen  realen  O rte, die in e iner 
K ultur Vorkommen, gleichzeitig repräsen tiert, h in ­
terfrag t und  um gestülp t werden».3) Nach Foucault 
setzt H etero top ia  «in einem  einzigen realen  Raum 
m ehrere  Räume, verschiedene O rte nebeneinander, 
die m ite inander unvereinbar sind».4) Die konzep­
tuelle A ufzeichnung solch eines m ehrdeu tigen  Rau­
mes lässt sich in Gonzalez-Torres’ früher Serie von 
«Daten»-Arbeiten ausm achen: leere schwarze Blät-
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ter, au f den en  unzusam m enhängende historische 
Ereignisse u n d  private D inge m it Jahreszahl ver­
zeichnet sind. Die Ereignisse sind in zufälliger 
R eihenfolge aufgeführt u n d  stehen  in keinerlei 
inhaltlichem  Zusam m enhang; sie du rch b rech en  die 
lineare Syntax u n d  un te rlau fen  die Sprache selbst.5* 
Lose E rinnerungen , vereinzelte O rte u n d  disparate 
gesellschaftliche Phänom ene w erden evoziert wie 
beim  Zappen durch  die Fernsehkanäle

Alabam a 1964 Safer Sex 1985 Disco D onuts 
1979 Cardinal O ’Connor 1987 K laus Barbie 1944  
N apalm  1972 C.O.D. or Bitberg Cemetery 1985  
W alkman 1979 Capetown 1985 Waterproof M asca­
ra 1971 Personal Computer 1981 TLC.

Das Fernsehen , technologisches Fenster zur Welt, 
ist j a  in sich selbst schon ein hetero topisches «Envi­
ronm ent» , das die Privatsphäre m it einem  um fassen­
den  gesellschaftlichen Panoram a verschmilzt, ein 
Vehikel fü r die bewegungslose Reise durch  Raum 
u n d  Zeit. D er Fernsehzuschauer setzt sich einem  
phantasm agorischen  Mosaik w echselnder B ilder aus. 
In d er an h a lten d en  Oszillation zwischen p riva t/ 
öffentlich, in n en /au ssen , gegenw ärtig / zukünftig, 
die sich aus e iner so lchen zugespitzten visuellen Sti­
m ulation  ergibt, wird die eigentliche E rzählung des 
Raumes, weil dau ern d  durchquert, w iedererfunden .6* 

D er Begriff d e r H etero topograph ie  bezeich­
n e t noch  eine w eitere D im ension in «TRAVEL #2», 
je n e r  Serie aus «Blutwert»-Kurven, die den  zeitlichen 
Verlauf d er K rankheit nachzeichnen . Nach Foucault 
ist H etero top ia  sehr oft m it Zeitstücken verbunden , 
u n d  diese kom m en erst dann  wirklich zur Geltung, 
wenn die K ultur e inen  B ruch in ih rem  trad itionellen  
V erständnis von chronologischer O rd n u n g  erfährt, 
wenn untersch ied liche Zeitbegriffe gleichzeitig wirk­
sam w erden .7* D er Verlust des Lebens -  das Bewusst­
sein des äusserst V ergänglichen gepaart m it jen em  
d er E ndgültigkeit des Todes -  ist ein solcher Zu- 
sam m enstoss versch iedener Zeit-W irklichkeiten. Die 
extrem  h o h en  Verluste, die die AIDS-Krise verursacht 
hat, füh ren  zu einem  neuen  ku lturellen  Zeitver­
ständnis, e iner «H eterochronie»: Die Zukunfts­
hoffnungen  d er m odernen  Jugend treffen au f eine 
Lebenserw artung, die all ih ren  H offnungen  und  
Träum en zuwiderläuft. Die abfallenden ro ten  Linien 
in Gonzalez-Torres’ D iagram m en bezeichnen die all­

zu vielen Reisen, die du rch  diesen n euen  Topos des 
Lebens im A ngesicht des Todes schon sta ttgefunden 
haben. Sie m ark ieren  ein Gebiet, au f dem  die priva­
ten  Leiden jen e r, die ih re  Toten beklagen, n ich t 
länger m eh r zu tren n en  sind von öffentlichem  
H andeln . (Übersetzung: N ansen)

1) D ieses P lakat w urde  1992 an  v ierundzw anzig  v e rsch ied e n en  
O r te n  in New York gezeigt.
2) S o lche F o rm e n  rä u m lic h e r  B ip o la ris ie ru n g  f in d e n  sich b e i­
spielsw eise im ep is te m o lo g isch en  K o n s tru k t des h o m o se x u e lle n  
«V erborgenen» (Closet); d iese r  gese llsch aftlich e  «O rt» setzt, 
u n g e a c h te t d e r  F o lgen , en tw ed er e in  «D rinnen»  o d e r  e in  
«D raussen» voraus. Zu d iesem  R a u m c h arak te r  des V erb o rg en en  
siehe au ch  J u d ith  B utlers A ufsatz «D ecking O ut: P e rfo rm in g  
Id en tities» , wo sich fo lg en d e  P o lem ik  f in d e t:

«Ü blicherw eise k o m m t m an  aus dem  V erb o rg e n en  h e ra u s . . .  
a b e r  w ohin? In  w elch n e u e  u n b e g re n z te  R ä u m lic h k e it...?  
K urioserw eise ist es g e rad e  d iese V erb o rg e n h e it, d ie  so lche 
E rw artu n g  h e rv o rru f t  u n d  d e re n  N ic h te rfü llu n g  g a ra n tie r t . 
D en n  das <Draussensein> se tzt im m e r e in  <Drinnensein> vor­
aus; n u r  in d ie se r  P o la r itä t b ek o m m t es ü b e rh a u p t e in en  
S inn . Das V erborgene m uss sich  also se lbst im m er w ieder von 
n e u e m  p ro d u z ie re n , um  sich se lbst als <Draussen> zu e rh a l­
ten .»

A b g ed ru ck t in  D ian a  Fuss, H rsg ., Inside /  Out: Lesbian Theories, 
Gay Theories, New York u n d  L o n d o n , R o u tled g e , 1991, S. 16.
3) M ichel F oucau lt, «O f O th e r  Spaces», Diacritics 16, Nr. 1, 1986, 
S. 24. D ie F ilm w issenschaftlerin  G iu lian a  B ru n o  verg lich  kü rz­
lich  in  e in em  A rtike l d en  h e te ro to p isc h e n  R aum  m it dem  S ehen  
im  K ino. S tellenw eise ist ih r  T ex t fü r  d ie  v o rlie g en d e  E rö r te ru n g  
von G onzalez-T orres’ P ro jek t re levan t.

In d em  das K ino e in e  n o m a d e n h a f te  D ynam ik v e rk ö rp e rt, 
en tw irft es e in e  h e te ro to p isc h e  T o p o g rap h ie . D ie h e te ro to p i­
sche F asz ination  des K inos lässt sich v e rs teh en  als O r t  o h n e  
G eo g rap h ie , d e r  e in e n  a n z ie h t u n d  d e n  m an  v e re in n ah m t, 
als R aum , d e r  in e in em  ein z ig en  R aum  m e h re re  m ög liche  
u n v e re in b a re  O rte  u n d  Z e ite n  z u e in a n d e rb r in g t:  e in  O rt, 
dessen  System  des Ö ffn en s  u n d  Schliessens ih n  zug le ich  iso­
l ie r t  u n d  d u rc h d r in g b a r  m ach t, weil e r  e in e  A rt H iernicht/ 
Dortniehl bildet.

«Bodily A rch itec tu res»  in  Assemblage: A  Critical Journal o f Archi­
tecture and Design Culture, Nr. 19, D ezem b er 1992, S. 110.
4) E bd ., S. 26.
5) F o u cau lt sc h rieb  zum  B egriff H e te ro to p ia :

« F ragm en te  e in e r  g rossen  Zahl von m ö g lich en  O rd n u n g e n  
fu n k e ln  v e re in ze lt in d e r  D im ension , o h n e  G esetz o d e r  G eo­
m e tr ie . . .  in  e in em  so lc h en  Z u stan d  sind  d ie  D inge an  so 
u n te rsc h ie d lic h e n  O rte n  <gelegt>, <plaziert>, «arrangiert», dass 
es u n m ö g lich  ist, e in e n  festen  S ta n d o r t fü r  sie zu f in d e n , um  
e in e n  a llen  g em ein sam en  O r t  zu d e f in ie re n . . .  H e te ro to p ie n  
sin d  w ah rsch e in lich  desw egen so s tö re n d , weil sie in sg eh e im  
d ie  S p rach e  u n te r la u fe n .. .»

Z itie r t n ach  B rian  M cH ale, Postmodernist Fiction, New York u n d  
L o n d o n , R o u tled g e , 1988.
6) B ru n o , op . c it., S. 110.
7) F ou cau lt, op . c it., S. 26.
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S I M O N  W A T N E Y

In P u r g a t o r y :  T h e  Work
of  Fel ix  G o n z a l e z - T o r r e s

A testimony is something other 
than demographics. Neither does 
testimony attempt to substitute 
words for persons; that would be 
mere fetishism. Testimony is wit­
ness in front of an indifferent 
world about the worth and merit 
of persons.

Timothy F. M urphy1'

I n t r o d u c t i o n :
D ea th ,  Age,  M e m o ry

A recen t cartoon in The New Yorker by the adm irable 
Roz Chast epitomises a certain distinct sensibility of 
the ’90s.3' We are shown a balding m an from  behind, 
seated at a table, looking at the obituary page o f a 
new spaper which we also read (as it were) over his 
shoulder, ju s t as one sneakily regards som eone else’s 
new spaper on a subway train  or in a crowded café. 
The dead are provided with sum m ary features, but 
no nam es are given. Instead we read only: “Two 
Years Younger Than You”; “Exactly Your Age”; 
“T hree Years Your Ju n io r”; “Twelve Years O lder 
T han You”; “Five Years Your Senior”; and “Your Age 
O n The Dot.”

S I M O N  W A T N E Y  is a L ondon-based  critic  an d  w riter. His 

m ost re c e n t book  is Practices of Freedom: Selected Writings on 

HIV/AIDS (L ondon: Rivers O ram  Press, 1993). H e is d ire c to r  o f 

the  Red H ot AIDS C haritab le  T rust.

Death is insidiously present 
behind the most diverse masks, 
often silent, sometimes noisy, 
but always active along the paths 
of existence.

J.-B. Pontalis2'

European readers of Am erican newspapers are 
frequently struck by two aspects o f the ir obituaries. 
First, by the great age to which so many Americans 
evidently live. Second, by the sheer num bers of AIDS 
deaths, especially am ong young m en in the ir thirties 
and  forties. Chast’s drawing does no t require iden ti­
fiable faces, since its subject m atter is no t so m uch 
the dead as individuals, bu t ra th e r death as it is per­
ceived by the living. Indeed, this is precisely how 
many hundreds of thousands o f Am erican gay m en 
start the ir every day, rem inded  of the ir survivor sta­
tus—so far. The endless rou tine  o f sickness, dying 
and  death also ages the survivors prem aturely, as 
en tire networks of friends vanish, and  with them  “the 
wealth of accum ulated memory, taste, and  hard-won 
practical wisdom they shared .”4' This is the im m edi­
ate context that gives specific significance to Felix 
Gonzalez-Torres’s characteristically laconic observa­
tion that “T here is a lot of m em ory involved in my 
work.”5'
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M em ory also has its history, bo th  in the lives of 
individuals, rem em bering, and in whole collectivities 
of memory. Such collective m em ories will often be in 
sharp  conflict with one another. Indeed, social col­
lectivities are largely constitu ted  by such bodies of 
accum ulating memory. This is how history is lived in 
social relations. However, m em ory is never simply 
transparen t. As I have argued elsewhere:

“Psychoanalysis refuses any notion  of direct, un ­
m ediated  vision, since it understands seeing as a con­
stant site o f unconscious activity (...) We cannot theo­
rise the workings o r na tu re  of rem em bering  w ithout 
at the same time considering the systematic m echa­
nisms o f forgetting. O nce we begin to th ink of both  
seeing and  m em ory as prim arily defensive and self- 
protective operations, saturated  with fantasy, then 
the status of (...) imagery is affected rather radically.” 6) 

Collective m em ory is also lim ited by concrete 
institutions, and  the criteria they employ which priv­
ilege certain  “angles” of memory, some elem ents to 
the exclusion of others, and so on. Moreover, m em o­
ry is clearly culturally organised in the p re fe rred  like­
ness o f those who possess the power to define the 
past. For the individual, m em ory thus always involves 
a degree of intersection  between the seemingly irre ­
ducible im m ediacy o f recollected experience, and  
the tug o f institutionally sanctioned “official” m em o­
ries. Thus each individual death  takes place to a 
g reater o r lesser ex ten t in  the context o f a wider cul­
tu re o f dying, in which m em ory and m em orialising 
play an im portan t function.

E x e m p la ry  Bodies

British a rt historian Nigel Llewellyn has described 
how prio r to the R eform ation: “T he traditional belief 
about Purgatory  had  created  a popu lar image of the 
afterlife as a place where the souls o f the dead m ight 
be im agined residing after the decease of the ir natu­
ral bodies, bu t before the Last Judgm ent. Purgatory 
also allowed the living a sense o f contact with the 
dead through prayer ( . . . )  O ne of the R eform ers’ 
m ain grievances was against the whole co rru p t prac­
tice of indulgences ( . . .)  Inscriptions on countless 
m onum ents which beseeched passers-by to pray for 
the dead— ‘orate pro n o b is .. .’—encouraged this 
sense of contact, bu t such wordings were expressly

forbidden by reform ist statute. The ending  o f Purga­
tory thus caused grievous psychological damage: 
from  tha t po in t forw ard the living were, in effect, dis­
tanced from  the dead ( . . .)  to balance the traum atic 
effect o f the loss of Purgatory the Pro testan t church­
es gradually developed the theory  of m em oria, which 
stressed the didactic poten tia l o f the lives and deaths 
of the v irtuous.” 7)

As L lew ellyn n o te s : “P ro testan t m onum ents 
were designed to be read as exam ples of virtue. In 
skillful enough hands and  given sufficient am bi­
tion on the part of the patron , the m onum ental 
body could invent for posterity a completely new 
persona.”8'

In spite of regional and  o th e r variations, the 
L utheran  theory  o f m em oria underp ins the entire 
subsequent Anglo-American culture of death  and 
m em orial art.

T here is no social constituency in contem porary  
Anglo-American society which is m ore likely to be 
considered to be w ithout virtue than gay m en, a sit­
uation  which has been  greatly aggravated by the 
advent of AIDS. In this context we may identify a 
deep, ongoing cultural crisis which co-exists with the 
AIDS epidem ic and its many conflicting narrations. 
Ever since the m edical classification of AIDS in 1981, 
the bodies of people with AIDS have been  used as sig- 
nifiers in an immensely com plex contest concern ing  
the supposed “m eaning” of the epidem ic. We may 
thus detect a significant slippage at work between 
the field of “scientific” m edical photography, which 
identifies symptoms, and  a w ider form  of what m ight 
be described as m oralised seeing, according to which 
AIDS is a signifier o f powerful non-m edical m ean­
ings. AIDS thus becom es also a crisis o f memory. For 
when the deaths of ou r loved ones are casually dis­
missed as “self-inflicted,” it is the m ost fundam ental 
level o f our most intense experience of life and of 
love that is effectively denied.

Such issues o f systematic rem em bering  and  for­
getting, o f m em orialising and calum niating gay m en 
who have died from  A ID S , are absolutely central to 
the work of Felix Gonzalez-Torres, now in his m id­
thirties, and  living at the ep icen ter o f the A ID S crisis. 
His work is initially distinguished by his refusal to 
engage in a dualistic cultural politics which strives to
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coun ter the widespread dem onising of people with 
AIDS with an equally over-simplified (if understand ­
able) tendency to heroise them . Rather, he has 
stepped away from  contestation which is directly 
grounded  on the bodies of people with AIDS and 
the ir representations. Instead, he has consistently 
drawn a tten tion  to the discursive form ations which 
fram e policy and practice in relation to the everyday 
lives of gay m en in the AIDS epidem ic. He sets out 
and reenacts discursive contradictions and conflicts, 
and all his work to a g reater or lesser ex ten t involves 
situations of tension between rival and conflicting 
potential meanings. In this respect his work does not 
offer the closure of m eaning that has been widely 
understood  as one m arker of “political a rt” in the 
tw entieth century. While his work is focused with 
ex traordinary  conceptual precision, he is never sim­
ply didactic.

Rejecting the whole idea of any single “tru th ” that 
m ight encom pass the social and  psychic reality of all 
gay m en within single representations, artists such as 
Gonzalez-Torres, R obert Gober, Jack Pierson, Tom 
Kalin, John-Paul Philippe, Michael Jenkins, and  oth­
ers have tended  to draw a tten tion  to the workings 
of the various social and  psychic m echanism s of 
displacem ent, disavowal, and  projection which are 
actively at work in hom ophobic discourses, and  thus 
also in  the larger cultural process which constitutes 
and m aintains individual and  collective subjectiv­
ities. Such work is thus in tended  to intervene at a lev­
el p rio r to the self-consciously “political.” In effect, 
Gonzalez-Torres re tu rns us to a sense of dem arcation 
between “politics” and  a politics of represen tation  
and, in doing so, exposes the workings of homo- 
phobic discourse—in symptomatic repetitions, omis­
sions, slippages, m etaphors, substitutions, emphases, 
and so on—rather than opposing a supposedly uni­
versally gay “tru th ” to what may misleadingly be 
regarded as hom ophobic “lies.”

This is evidently difficult to understand  for critics 
com ing from an old Leftist political culture, which 
is de term ined  to cling to the notion  of econom ic 
determ inism , and which denounces “consum erism ” 
as stupid and greedy with all the vigour it had pre­
viously reserved for those it accused of “false-con- 
sciousness”—the ignorant masses who so routinely

fail to line up to justify the messianic pretensions of 
the Revolutionary Party leadership. In a recen t arti­
cle, British artist and  critic Terry Atkinson describes 
“those who consum e” as “transfixed by th e ir addic­
tion to keep doing it.”S) It is alm ost as if “producers” 
and  “consum ers” are im agined as distinct tribes, the 
fo rm er “good” class subjects, the la tte r w anton 
hedonists. From such a perspective, all objects 
(including art objects) are considered prim arily as 
com m odities, functioning in a distinct econom y and 
epoch to be known as “Late-Capital.” Again, from 
this perspective bo th  “the aud ience” and  “the m ar­
ket” are regarded  as invariant and  m onolithic. W hat 
is “good” about “good” a rt from  this perspective 
would be precisely its capacity to som ehow transform  
the viewer in to  a good, productive, socialist subject, 
rejecting the culture and  values of Late-Capital. It 
would be closely akin to a religious conversion.

For Atkinson, Gonzalez-Torres’s candy pieces 
can only make sense as: “an area w here gluttony, a 
kind of subspecies o f Late-Capital, m ight be the 
o rd er of the day. Shades o f H ieronym ous Bosch.”10! 
Yet it is hard  to im agine how Gonzalez-Torres (or 
any o ther artist) is supposed to be “effective,” since 
according to Atkinson and  his ilk: “The problem  
with all our critiques of Late-Capital is that in allow­
ing the critique, Late-Capital can feel good about 
itself.”1' 1 Late-Capital is thus depicted  as an entity 
tha t can think for itself, and  also feel “b e tte r” (and 
presum ably “worse”?) about itself. Such a m ono­
lithic, totalising politics can hardly be expected  to 
recognise the bizarre comic absurdity o f its own 
reflections on “w here Late-Capitalism sees itself.” 
If Atkinson truly believes that the en tire  developed 
world is currently  “suffused with self-congratulation” 
one can only speculate on which nearby p lanet he 
m ight be living.

Such doubts equally involve his inability to begin 
to com prehend  the historical and  cultural circum ­
stances that shape Gonzalez-Torres’s project. Thus 
his spectacularly odd reading of Gonzalez-Torres’s 
1989 Sheridan Square installation, ju s t round  the cor­
n er from  the site of the 1969 Stonewall riots which 
m arked the em ergence o f the m odern  gay political 
movem ent. Placed on a billboard at the entrance to 
New York’s most celebrated  gay strip, C hristopher
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Street, the piece substituted for the m ore fam iliar 
image of the M arlborough Man, which had famously 
occupied the same public space for many years. The 
piece reads as a low double horizon against an aus­
tere black ground: “People With AIDS Coalition 1985 
Police Harassment 1969 Oscar Wilde 1895 Supreme /  
Court 1986 Harvey Milk 1977 March On Washington 
1987 Stonewall Rebellion 1969.” A tkinson contrasts 
what he insultingly describes as the “pathos” of this 
piece, which allegedly “comes from  rem em bering 
the gains acquired  th rough a tradition of political 
cu ltu re ,” to an o th er billboard project which simply 
shows a recently vacated double-bed with two pillows 
and  a duvet. For Atkinson this is also an image of 
“pathos”— “personally rich and formally bleak.”12'

It is im portan t to co rrect such fanciful in terp re ta­
tions, since the Stonewall riots were most decidedly 
no t p roduced  by any known “traditions of political 
cu ltu re ,” at least no t in the tradition  of ultra-Leftist 
party politics espoused by Atkinson et al. (On the 
contrary, Stonewall was a community-based response 
to im m ediate police brutality  a t a com m unity level, 
and it was led no t by Marxists, bu t by black and  La­
tino drag queens.) N or is the bed piece an image 
which can adequately be described (and thus dis­
missed) as m erely “personal” or “private.” O n the 
contrary, as Gonzalez-Torres has po in ted  out:

“Som eone’s agenda has been enacted  to define 
‘pub lic’ and  ‘private.’ We’re really talking about pri­
vate property  because there  is no private space any­
m ore. O ur in tim ate desires, fantasies, dream s are 
ru led  and  in tercep ted  by the public sphere.”13'

Thus the Sheridan Square piece rejects a conven­
tional “political” roll-call of heroic achievements, 
and presents history in a far m ore com plex way, out 
of chronological order, m elding d ifferent types of 
events from  the m urder of gay San Francisco politi­
cian Harvey Milk to the form ation of community- 
based organisations in response to HIV/AIDS. History 
is thus specifically no t p resen ted  as a seamless pro­
gressive narrative, expressing some supposedly uni­
fied historical force o r will. Rather, events and insti­
tutions coexist, as in memory, in no particular o rder 
or sequence beyond that o f our own active in terp re­
tive making. The “private” defiantly invades “public” 
space.

W hen the Bed b illboard was exhibited in Glasgow 
in 1992, similar criticisms were levelled against it, on 
the grounds that it was no t sufficiently “inform ation­
al,” that it was not sufficiently didactic. Yet what 
could be m ore powerful than the sight o f a clean 
beautiful double bed on hoardings in a grimy, wintry 
industrial city? For beds are w here most of us are 
born , w here we m ost frequently  have sex, and  where, 
if we are lucky, we will eventually die. The image of a 
double bed, whose pillows clearly bear the im prin t of 
the two people who had recently occupied it, carried 
over the w idespread publicity su rround ing  the exhi­
bition and  its subject m atter into the public spaces of 
a typical city. Gonzalez-Torres draws ou r a tten tion  to 
the sheer com fort of being in bed, and the intense 
pleasures we associate with bedroom s. Yet, as the 
Sheridan Square poster rem inds one, the privacy of 
the bedroom  is also intim ately connected  to the gen­
der of those who sleep there . H ence the significance 
o f the reference to the notorious (or forgotten) 1986 
Suprem e C ourt decision tha t Am erican gay men 
have no constitutional right to privacy from  direct 
police in terference  in the ir own homes. Moreover, 
the reference to Harvey Milk will also rem ind older 
gay m en, and others, that Milk’s assassin, Dan White, 
received only a three-year ja il sentence on the 
grounds that his ju d g m en t had been im paired by an 
excessive intake of Twinkies, a brand  of sweetmeat 
popular with Am erican children. (At the time, 
“twinkies” was also a derogatory  term  for gay m en in 
the U nited  States.)

In Britain we refer to candy as “sweets,” and  chil­
dren  are sensibly exhorted  never to take sweets from  
strangers. This is ju s t one o f the many levels of m ean­
ing which operate in  relation to Gonzalez-Torres’s 
celebrated  candy spills, such as his “U ntitled” (Wel­
come Back Heroes) o f 1991, a 400-pound stack of 
red, white and  blue w rapped Bazooka gum, “m em ori­
alising” the G ulf War. O ther candy pieces include 
portraits o f his boyfriend and  himself, and  others, in 
which the candy has the same weight as his subjects. 
Who can resist candy? Thus the m etaphoric associa­
tions of his m aterials perm it Gonzalez-Torres to con­
struct works which share what am ounts to a form al 
invitation to the audience to participate by slowly 
ingesting them , sweet by sweet. N or should  we forget
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in this contex t the gradual wasting, and  loss o f appe­
tite, which is so often and  so painfully experienced  
by people with AIDS.

Such la ten t im plications were m ost powerfully 
m obilised in his 1991 “U n titled” (Placebo), which 
consisted o f 1000-1200 pounds o f silver-foil w rapped 
candies, laid ou t like a huge carpet across the floor of 
the A ndrea Rosen Gallery in  New York. Like several 
o th e r pieces, including  “U n titled ” (Bloodworks), 
P lacebo im m ediately involves us in the cultural field 
o f the m edical clinical trials o f po ten tia l trea tm en t 
drugs. A placebo is an in e rt substance, indistinguish­
able from  a pharm aceutical com pound  in  com pari­
son to w hich the effects o f a d ru g  may be m easured, 
after a sam ple of individuals have agreed to en te r a 
clinical trial in which they do n o t know w hether they 
are receiving the potentially  therapeu tic  drug, or the 
placebo. A nd yet a placebo is never ju s t  an in e rt sub­
stance, for it inevitably carries with it a p ro fo u n d  sup­
p lem en t of hope. Moreover, as a p artic ipan t in a clin­
ical trial, one does n o t know w hether o r n o t one is 
taking a placebo every four o r eight hours, some­
times for years on end. F u rtherm ore , the pharm a­
ceutical com pound may eventually tu rn  ou t to be an 
effective trea tm en t which, by receiving a placebo, 
one has in effect lost the opportun ity  to take. O n the 
o th e r hand , the  com pound  may have u n in ten d ed  
side-effects, and  even do one harm . T here  is also the 
m ore straightforw ard question o f the sheer quantity 
o f such pills one ingests in the course o f a clinical
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trial, or any long-term  therapy. T here  is thus a com ­
plex, shifting relationsh ip  am ong G onzalez-Torres’s 
various candy pieces, which has n o t been  ap p aren t to 
critics who regard  his use o f sweets as if they were tra­
ditional, fixed iconographie  symbols.14* These are 
works o f a rt which enact and  em body the instability 
o f life, and  its extrem e unpredictab ility  and  tran ­
sience. T here  is no false optim ism  here, no self- 
deception . Rather, Gonzalez-Torres finds and  m obi­
lises m aterials which may function  as analogues for 
experience and  em otions which are n o t “exp la ined” 
in any ex tended  biographical supplem entary  exege­
sis. They are works abou t love, desire, loss, death, 
and  m ourn ing , and m uch of th e ir ex traord inary  
power derives from  the artis t’s refusal to re trea t into 
didacticism . They are works which try  to take us seri­
ously as spectators, and  w hich encourage us to make 
as many associative connections as we like in relation 
to the m aterials assem bled before us, as well as in 
re la tion  to previous works.15*

Thus “U n titled ” (Placebo) also needs to be con­
sidered  in the con tex t o f its exhibition  in  1991, when 
it was installed fo r five days a t the end  of a one- 
m onth  constantly  changing show en titled  “Every 
Week T here  Is Som ething D ifferen t,” which had  
begun  with a display of conventionally fram ed and  
displayed pho tographs o f the carved inscriptions 
th a t form  the backdrop  to the Teddy Roosevelt 
m onum en t outside New York’s M useum o f N atural 
History. These elicit Roosevelt’s various attribu tes of 
public virtue in his roles as “Statesm an,” “Scholar,” 
“H um an ita rian ,” “H istorian,” “Patrio t,” “R anchm an,” 
“N aturalist,” “Soldier,” and  so on. In the second stage 
o f the exhibition  a powder-blue w ooden platform  
was installed, unlit, in the m iddle o f the room , whilst 
in the th ird  week the gallery walls had  been  repa in t­
ed  white, and  a line o f light bulbs a round  the top 
edge o f the p latform  was switched on. Every day a 
professional m ale Go-Go dancer arrived and  danced  
for a sho rt period  o f time to the alm ost inaudible 
accom panim ent o f his W alkman. T hree o f the origi-

4 2

nal photos were reta ined  on the walls— “Soldier,” 
“H um an itarian ,” and  “E xplorer.”

For the Go-Go boy in his shiny silver briefs is 
indeed  all o f these things, and  m ore, as the piece 
implies. Like so many others, he is soldier, on active 
service, m anning  his post, in a war-zone of hom opho­
bia, censorship, anxiety, ha tred , fear and loss. He is a 
hum anitarian  in his ordinary, unrem arked , everyday 
relation  to the epidem ic as it affects himself, his 
friends, and  com plete strangers, 
and  in his insistence th a t he is p er­
fectly en titled  to his own sexuality, 
ju s t  as anyone else is en titled  to 
theirs: an  exp lo rer who has dared  
to leave hom e, to set ou t against all 
the dreadful pressures o f hom o- 
phobic education  and  popu lar cul­
ture. He has com e ou t as a gay 
m an, explored  his sexuality, and  
has now stepped  courageously into 
the spotligh t o f exhibitionism , 
knowing him self confidently as an 
object o f desire for o th e r m en, dar­
ing to be shockingly sexy in a world 
th a t m ust go on. A nd his HIV sta­
tus? We d o n ’t know. N or is this the 
issue. W hich is precisely the point.
Gonzalez-Torres is no t providing 
us with ordinary, political analysis 
dressed up, as it were, in artworld 
term s. This appears to be his m ajor 
crim e, to those who expect and  
requ ire  “good” political a rt to 
rem ain  w ithin the broad  L utheran  
trad ition  of m em orialising the 
“exem plary body” o f the heroic 
m an—the “good” class hero , the 
good “AIDS victim ,” and  so on. In 
this “poetics o f AIDS,” there  is no 
question  o f a hum anist/expres- 
sionist aesthetic roo ted  in notions 
of “sincerity.” For many o f us, the 
dead are so intim ately codeterm i- 
nous with the living th a t the d irect 
m eaning o f both  term s is radically 
upset.

F elix G onzalez-Torres

In any case, as Stravinsky po in ted  ou t long ago, 
sincerity is the sine qua non  th a t guarantees nothing. 
Rather, we may consider the great variety o f strate­
gies and  m odes of signification being m obilised in
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re la tion  to HIV/AIDS, from  Gonzalez-Torres’s fore­
g round ing  o f the US health  insurance industry  in his 
“U n titled ” (Blue Cross) stacks from  1990, to the d ra­
ma o f police lines fighting  to prevent young m en 
from  leaving the rem ains o f th e ir  loved ones outside 
the P residen t’s bedroom  window. U nsurprisingly 
perhaps, critical com m entary  concern ing  Gonzalez- 
Torres has overwhelm ingly concen tra ted  on his 
supposed “ap p ro p ria tio n ” o f M inimalism, and  his re­
wiring o f its cultural connotations. Yet how terribly 
desiccated and  precious m uch seventies M inimalism 
looks by com parison with his work. W hat we should 
notice is the  way in which he relays m eanings 
betw een d ifferen t works, by m eans o f the form al 
developm ent o f individual elem ents. Thus the row of 
light bulbs from  “U ntitled” (Go-Go D ance Platform ) 
from  1991 have now taken on a form al life o f the ir 
own in num erous subsequent ligh t pieces involving 
strings of light bulbs, ju s t as the  gently chim ing cur­
tain of glass beads tha t gave access to the p latform  
has been  rew orked with red  and  tran sp aren t beads in 
a visually and  conceptually  s tunn ing  analogue o f red 
and white b lood  cells, b lood  vessels, and  m edical 
technology. Thus the light pieces also carry  with 
them , as it were, m em ories (and forgettings) of the ir 
original contex t and  its associations. And all his light 
pieces, with th e ir poetic connotations o f garden p ar­
ties at n ight, discos, the Fourth  o f July, as well as box­
ing arenas and opera ting  theatres, also carry  with 
them  an ever m ore ghostly shadow o f the beautiful 
Go-Go boy on Prince S treet in 1991, proudly and 
expertly  dancing  to his favorite Pet Shop Boys re­
mix, and  by contingency on the associative field of 
Placebo, which is also a packed dance-floor...

C onc lu s ion :
A N o te  on  F r i e n d s h i p

It would be difficult in the  extrem e to exaggerate the 
significance of the im pact o f HIV in the lives and 
identities o f gay m en a round  the world— the ex traor­
dinary  uncertain ty  and  com plexity and  determ ina­
tion to which it leads us as individuals facing a frank­
ly appalling reality. In this respect certainly we are 
no t like o th e r people. In these circum stances we 
often feel tha t we owe one an o th e r “a terrib le  loyal­
ty,” to borrow  from  Tennyson. W ithout m arriage and
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its a tten d an t rituals and  institutions, gay m e n ’s m ost 
intim ate and  im portan t relationships are frequently  
m isunderstood  and  undervalued  by heterosexuals, 
who simply can n o t und erstan d  what one is actually 
saying when one tells them  tha t a “frien d ” is sick o r a 
“frien d ” has died. W hen old friends o f m ine die now 
I eventually com e to picture them  quite easily seated 
on clouds in some heaven designed by P ierre  et 
Gilles, talking, laughing, having sex. This is no t de­
nial. We know they’re dead. We also know we have to 
con tinue  to fight on b eha lf o f the  living. This is 
w hat Felix G onzalez-Torres’s ex traord inary  work is 
“abou t.” We have rediscovered Purgatory.
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F elix G onza lez-T orr es

FELIX GONZALEZ-TORRES, “UNTITLED” (Blue Cross), 1990, 

offset print on paper, endless copies, cloth, 9 x 59 x 5 9 ” aprx./

«OHNE TITEL» (Blaues Kreuz), Offsetdruck au f Papier, unbegrenzte Auflage, Tuch, ca. 22,8 x 150 x 150 cm.

(PHOTO: PETER MUSCATO)

F elix G onzalez-Torres

FELIX GONZALEZ-TORRES, «UNTITLED», 1992, 

individually wrapped candies, ideal dimensions: 2 x 48 x 48” /

OHNE TITEL», verschieden verpackte Bonbons, ideale Grössen: 5 x 122 x 122 cm. 

(PHOTO: PETER MUSCATO)




