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This issue functions as an unconventional 
map that can guide you – or help you lose 
your way – through seven artistic practices, 
all of which relate in some way to the idea 
of alternative geographies. This very broad 
subject can be accessed through multiple 
paths, as demonstrated by the selected 
contributions, dealing with themes as broad 
as psychogeography, symbolic geogra-
phies, (un)mapping, and orientalism. The 
practice of mapping is a double-edged 
sword; it is a certain epistemology that 
helps one navigate and understand the 
world, but at the same time it represents 
the dominant knowledge system and has 
historically been used in the service of na-
tionalist, colonialist, and imperialist agendas. 
Since the construction of maps and identi-
ties alike occurs through distinguishing and 
distancing oneself from the other, whatever 
is unifying is also dividing. The pursuit of 
alternative geographies, alternative ways of 
people relating to each other and their en-
vironments, can therefore become a liber-
ating practice.

In her hypnotic videos, Anna Maria Luczak 
often deals with contemporary consumer 
culture and its implications for our self-
image and identity. We are excited to feat-
ure her recent series of works Produkty, 
which deals with the phenomenon of im-
ported products sold in Polish stores in 
Rotterdam. These stores are not a uniquely 
Polish phenomenon but an example of a 
broader trend of country-specific grocery 
stores. Each store is a deterritorialised 
enclave, a microcosm where you can find 
all sorts of commonplace products, such 
as milk, water, and flour, which are none-
theless assigned a unique emotional and 
symbolic value.

Marie Ilse Bourlanges & Elena Kurthova are 
an artist duo who since 2014 have been 
researching the archive of Jacques Bour-
langes, the author of an intriguing theory 
correlating star constellations with French 
geography. Marie Ilse and Elena have en-
gaged with this exceptional archive through 
a series of artistic interventions, resulting 
in an extensive project The Sky is on the 
Earth. In this issue, the artists decided to 
present not only their joint project, but also 
their individual works, related to the archival 
research. 

Elias Cafmeyer’s work often deals with in-
frastructure and the ways in which people 
organise the space around them. For his 
work Europe is in fact one big zoological 
garden, he used characteristic Michelin 
maps – which used to be indispensable 
during any car travel – as a canvas, on 
which he traced seemingly random routes. 
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The animalistic shapes that emerged in 
this process bear a striking resemblance 
to prehistoric cave painting. The work itself 
travelled quite a lot this year – from Elias’ 
solo show at Marion De Cannière, Antwerp, 
to Art Brussels, to now and here.  

Over the recent months, Emile Hermans 
has been developing a series of works 
taking a form of imaginary or haphazard 
maps. These works posit coincidence as a 
part of the cartographic process and deal 
with the chasm between reality and the 
reality of the map, or between the signified 
and the signifier. His new work Desire lines 
has its premiere in The Map is not the Ter-
ritory, while the rest of the series will soon 
be presented in a group exhibition under 
the same title (opening on the 7th of No-
vember at B32, Maastricht).

In her practice, spanning over photographs, 
drawings, text and film play, Esther Hovers 
investigates how power, politics, and con-
trol are exercised through urban planning 
and the use of public space. We are hap-
py to present selected elements from her 
extensive project The traveling Salesman, 
inspired by the figure of this contemporary 
flâneur. The work is accompanied by a text 
by Katherine Adams, a freelance writer and 
emerging curator based in New York. 

In Eline Kersten’s practice as both artist and 
curator, on-site research plays an important 
role. This time, she presents a project ini-
tiated during her stay in Rome, where she 
explored the importance of soil as a type 
of cultural heritage that is often overlooked. 
The soil borings she encountered there 
became a starting point for the project 
Underworld, developed together with ar-
chitect Gijs Pycketvet and a team of geol-
ogists. Eline’s essay featured in this issue 
provides more details about this project as 
well as situates it within a broader debate 
on art and ecology.

Ingel Vaikla is a filmmaker, photographer 
and curator, who recently co-curated the 
film programme within the scope of Tallinn 
Photomonth. In the conversation with Alicja 
Melzacka, Ingel talks about the construc-
tion of the (self)image of ‘Eastern Europe’ 
in film, the perils of romanticisation, and 
the ethics of working with inherited mem-
ory. The title of the interview, There are 
no things disappearing without traces, was 
borrowed from the film by Estonian exper-
imental filmmaker Andreas Sööt (1968), 
which opened the 2nd part of the pro-
gramme: East from West.
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Elias Cafmeyer
Europe is in fact one big zoological garden 
Acrylics on road map
115 x 97 cm, 2019, edition of 25
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Esther Hovers - Traveling Salesman 2018-2019 Esther Hovers - On Walking (The NP-Hard Problem), 2019
62 x 89 cm / 24 x 35 in. Inkjet and laser prints, image

transfer, gouache and graphite on MDF Panel.

Esther Hovers - On Walking (The Grid), 2019
62 x 89 cm / 24 x 35 in. Inkjet and laser prints, image
transfer, gouache and graphite on MDF Panel.
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 This project takes its title from the ‘Traveling 
Salesman Problem’, a mathematical problem that is noto-
riously difficult to solve. The question the problem poses is: 
given a series of locations, what is the shortest route via 
which each place is visited exactly once? It so hap-pens 
that this problem has so far proven mathematically 
intractable—which is to say, there is no general solution; 
this ‘traveling salesman’ scenario is insoluble by any 
general algorithm. Esther Hover’s work is unique in 
that it is partly inspired by problems of a mathematical or 
algorithmic nature, yet these problems do not serve 
merely as a kind of cipher for her works. It would be 
easy simply to appropriate a problem at its point of 
breakdown and proceed to map the consequences of the 
chaos induced by the resulting failure—such a 
process supplies a sort of algorithm for generating 
something ‘critical’.

 By contrast, what Hovers captures goes ‘beyond 
the map’—but also beyond the failed map. Hovers probes 
past the point at which the order promised by 
technological calculation simply fails to capture a real 
experience. She moves beyond this point of mere 
incalculability to present us with scenarios that show a 
true human experience of technology and its pressures—
ones where, in spite of our intellectual capacity to 
eschew the promises of perfect comprehension, we 
nevertheless navigate the world with a kind of wish for 
algorithmic orientation of our experience. We see this 
nuanced tension sustained throughout her works in 
this series, which has been inspired not only by the 
Traveling Salesman Problem but by the figure of the 
modern flaneur, a figure who in the nineteenth-century 
became a symbol for the modern, leisured observer 
wandering urban streets. The goal of the flaneur was 
formally similar to that of the mathematician’s 
“salesman”—he wanted to take in as many sensations 
and to experience as many ‘sites’ as possible.

 Hovers’s series tracks the path of a man who in 
gesture and mien seems determined, as though he were 
indeed following a map that had been provided for 
him. Yet the source of this map’s authority is unclear. 
Hovers captures the affect—for the main protagonist, at 
once numb and yearning—that stems from the 
continuing trust in something that might (but actually, 
can’t) solve a compelling question of efficiency. There is 
a quiet dislocation that we as viewers experience in 
mapping for ourselves, as we look at Hovers’s work, 
the terrain that emerges from the photographic traces of 
the journey of the man who is the main character of 
this series. What imaginary map might this path 
correspond to, which sees him pass through not only 
crucial hubs of transit such as Grand Central but also 
through backstreets, and causes him to take awkward 
paths that reject the straightforward parallels of New 
York streets?

 Hovers shows how our continuing belief in, or 
desire for, the figurative algorithmic solution is 
sustained partly through the soft but omnipresent 
power latent in certain kinds of public, urban space. We see 
the contemporary ‘salesman’, a kind of flaneur, both at 
moments of apparent clarity—at perfect profile on an 
escalator; from an aerial view as he crosses the street 
with an unhalting stride—and at moments where  

the traveling salesman
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he is totally dwarfed by a visual clarity generated by 
sharp angles that highlight urban passages yet blur his 
own face. Passing under the shadows of a broad street, 
whose name is visible for our cartographic reference, he 
seems eerily unaware that he is being totally 
eclipsed.

 In placing a flaneur at the center of the scenario 
opened up by the Traveling Salesman Problem, 
Hovers explores the psychogeography of the 
contemporary city. Hovers illuminates not only the 
city’s implicit maps and pressures, but also causes us to 
question how we reproduce and experience this power on 
an individual level. The contemporary flaneur Hovers 
captures is caught between the desire to see and visit 
everything—to, in effect, capture the city through 
traveling, movement, and image—and the desire for the 
optimal cartographic heuristic at which to take in all 
one’s surroundings—the desire for an efficiency that will 
meet the demands of his modern life. A heuristic is 
something that enables us to solve practical problems 
quickly and efficiently. Two concomitant movements or 
processes are captured by this idea—on the one hand, an 
abstract process, which pursues the possibilities of 
understanding something more globally; on the other 
hand, an empirical response to knowledge gained 
through one’s experience of a local environment. 
Insofar as it promises a shorthand for navigation, the 
Traveling Salesman Problem is by extension a 
problem of heuristics. The salesman-flaneur's  
predicament has to do as much with his physical 
movement as with the figurative calculation that one 
can imagine charts his path. Hovers’s rendering of 
this scenario explores how the way we think consider 
problem that would seem abstract—the map and the 
city–provide models (heuristics of a sort) for how we as 
individuals navigate more local ‘territories’ of space and 
image. 

 Hovers captures the uncertainty in a traveler whose 
very movement should, in ‘theory’—in the fantastic tale of 
the heuristic—be as certain as the direction of a vector 
on a graph. She captures the moment of 
disorientation at the core of a restless efficiency that 
cannot, contrary to the promise of the algorithm, find 
footing in a resolvable calculation. To this 
photographic capture of the flaneur’s halted progress 
Hovers supplements the poetic demonstrations of 
what we can imagine as imaginary cartographies for the 
salesman and his flaneur foil. In these searching iterations 
we receive something like an informational climate or 
visual score to the rest of the piece. From an 
experiment devised to reveal complete efficiency and 
certainty, Hovers extracts playfulness. The artist’s cam-
era takes perspectives that both expose and evade, 
expressing a poetry that emerges around the figures in 
her works, even when they themselves seem at odds with 
it. Her visual techniques present an ideal of poetic 
clarity that ends up displacing algorithmic clarity. 
For the illusory clarity offered by the algorithm Hovers 
substitutes the true clarity of a poetic excavation of 
information, and a revelation of the infinite uncertainties 
lurking beneath what seems easily located in a territory.

– Katherine Adams
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AM Let’s start by introducing the readers to your recent curatorial endeavour: the 
second edition of the film programme within the scope of Tallinn Photomonth. The first 
edition you curated in 2017, called Imagining Places,  featured a cross-generational se-
lection of artist-films, as well as, some experimental, archival, and documentary films. 
What was the focus of this year’s programme and what is the relationship between the 
two editions?

IV	 In	the	first	edition,	I	worked	a	lot	around	the	relationship	between	architecture	
and	moving	image.	As	it	is	often	the	case	with	my	own	practice,	architecture	functioned	
as	a	trigger,	an	entry	point	to	address	the	questions	of	collective	memory,	identity	of	
places,	etc.	In	a	way,	this	 interest	continues	this	year,	but	the	major	focus	is	on	con-
structing	identity	or	identities	of	‘Eastern	Europe’.	This	year’s	programme,	Work Starts 
Now,	co-curated	with	Jesse	Cumming,	explores	what	post-soviet	societies	can	be,	what	
are	the	taboos	they	are	dealing	with	right	now,	and	what	are	the	perspectives	for	the	fu-
ture.	The	programme	consists	of	three	parts,	of	which	each	takes	a	different	perspective	
at	this	broad	subject.

AM Maybe it’s a good moment to focus in particular on the second part of the pro-
gramme, East	from	West. This title instantly relates to the debate about the use of such 
value-laden terms as ‘centre’ or ‘periphery’. The preposition ‘from’ indicates the dy-
namics but also suggests the distance between the two counterparts: East and West.

IV East from West	is	very	directly	questioning	the	position	from	which	a	subject	is	
speaking.	When	we	say	‘the	West’	or	‘the	East’,	we	are	positioning	ourselves	not	only	
geographically	but	also	culturally,	speaking	from	our	own	centre.	Eastern	Europe	exists	
only	in	relation,	or	in	opposition,	to	something	else.	But	there	is	also	some	irony	to	this	
title.	The	same	holds	true	for	the	title	of	the	third	part	of	the	programme,	Better Half, 
which	deals	with	works	by	female	filmmakers.	By	means	of	language,	I	consciously	–	
and	maybe	a	bit	dangerously	–	play	with	those	clichés.	Very	central	to	the	programme	
has	been	 the	ongoing	debate	 around	 the	post-colonialism,	which	poses	 the	question	
of	who	is	allowed	to	tell	the	stories	of	the	subjugated.	Who	then	is	allowed	to	tell	the	
stories	of	Eastern	Europe?	My	initial	idea	was	to	give	platformto	the	filmmakers	from	
the	former	Soviet	Union	and	the	satellite	states.	At	the	same	time,	it	was	important	to	
me	not	to	reinforce	the	East-West	dichotomy	and	instead,	to	invite	also	the	artists	from	
the	‘outside’,	dealing	with	these	topics	without	perpetuating	the	‘Western	gaze’.	This	is	
why,	for	example,	Sharon	Lockhart’s	Podworka has	been	included	in	the	programme.	
I	admire	how	respectfully	she	deals	with	the	context.	Her	film	returns	in	a	way	to	this	
original	fascination	with	architecture;	she	manages	to	avoid	a	kind	of	glorification	or	fe-
tishisation	of	Socialist	odernism,	but	instead	focuses	on	how	people	deal	with	this	lega-
cy	today,	how	it	is	being	used.	In	following	a	group	of	children	playing	in	this	landscape,	
she	transforms	the	negative	connotations	into	something	positive.
 
	 Recently,	I	have	been	thinking	a	lot	about	how	my	own	identity	is	shaped	and	how	
this	process	is	very	much	affected	by	predetermined	notions	about	geographical	locations	
where	I	lived	and	worked,	and	all	kinds	of	stereotypes	and	ethnotypes	related	to	them.	 
In	this	programme,	I	have	tried	to	to	break	with	the	existing	cliché,	enforced	mostly	by	
the	‘western	gaze’,	and	open	up	the	visual	identity	of	Eastern	Europe,	by	showing	differ-
ent,	possibly	contrasting,	perspectives.	

In this issue, we take a look at alternative geographies, psycho-ge-
ographies, and the concept of (un)charting or (un)mapping. To me, 
those subjects are inextricably linked to the question of identity-con-
struction and symbolic geographies. This is why I thought about 
inviting Ingel Vaikla, a Brussels-based artist, filmmaker, and cura-
tor, whose practice explores the relationship between people, plac-
es, and memories. With her upcoming project in Tallinn, revolving 
around those very issues, this seemed to be a good moment to have 
this conversation about Eastern Europe, not only as a geographic 
category but in the first place as an identitarian category.

Ingel Vaikla in conversation with Alicja Melzacka AM You have been interested not only in the image of the East as seen from the outside 
but also in the question of self-representation. The contemporary identity of Eastern 
Europe is shaped on the one hand by strategies of self-colonisation, striving to imitate 
the ‘western’ culture and, on the other hand, the mythologisation or romanticisation of 
certain aspects of the past. How do you address those issues through the programme?

IV	 I	think	this	strong	yearning	towards	the	Western	societies	and	ideas	is	a	major	
problem.	The	post-soviet	countries	which	have	been	independent	only	for	27	years	have	
been	skipping	many	steps	in	an	attemot	to	‘catch	up’	faster…		However,	not	everything	
in	this	transformation	process	 is	quantifiable,	and	it	 is	often	the	mere	surface	that	 is	
transformed.	The	society	needs	time	to	acknowledge	the	problems	lying	underneath	for	
the	real	change	to	occur.	This	is	why	the	last	part	of	the	programme,	Better Half came 
about.	When	working	on	it,	I	was	very	much	inspired	by	Renata	Salecl’s	book	The Spoils 
of Freedom,	speaking	about	equality	and	double-standards.	While	many	people	want	
to	present	themselves	as	very	open-minded,	there	are	still	all	sorts	of	deeply	ingrained	
taboos	and	stereotypes.	By	these	taboos	I	mean	very	strong	patriarchy,	all	the	nation-
alist,	racist,	homophobic	agendas,	inherited	from	the	Soviet	past.	Estonia,	for	example,	
has	one	of	the	biggest	wage	gaps	in	Europe;	we	are	earning	approximately	one-third	less	
than	men.	So	even	though	it	seems	to	be	one	of	the	most	progressive	ex-Soviet	countries,	
there	is	a	lot	to	be	done	in	terms	of	gender	equality	and	solidarity.	Better Half is	not	just	
another	opportunity	for	a	critical	conversation	with	peers	but	an	actual	response	to	this	
problem.	It	is	a	small	contribution	to	the	fight	for	the	visibility	of	female	filmmakers,	
and	even	if	it’s	just	a	humble	programme	during	Tallinn	Photomonth,	it	is	important.

AM We live in times when socialism has been declared defeated and, as Franco Ber-
nardi said, its memory – criminalised. In your curatorial text, you also state that the 
image of Eastern Europe is often instrumentalised as a living proof of no alternative 
to the neoliberal world order. It seems that all the utopian narratives have been dis-
credited. How do you try to revive them through the programme? And what is the 
contemporary  importance of those kinds of narratives?

IV			 In	a	way,	 there	 is	 something	 seductive	about	 the	 communist	dream,	especially	
when	you	are	a	young	person,	reading	the	ideas	on	paper,	in	your	cosy	apartment,	sip-
ping	kombucha…	Then,	there	is	the	older	generation,	deeply	traumatised	by	the	com-
munist	experience	and	rejecting	everything	about	it.	So	there	are	those	two	opposing	
positions	–	a	naive	 fascination	and	a	conviction	about	 failure.	Through	 the	selection	
of	films,	I	didn’t	want	to	give	answers	to	anything,	but	try	to	find	a	way	of	meandering	
between	those	two	extreme	attituted.	I	wanted	to	accommodate	the	feelings	of	nostal-
gia,	yearning,	loss	that	are	often	romanticised,	but	also	trigger	the	imagination	of	what	
could	happen	in	the	future.	The	moment	we	stop	dreaming,	we	lose	the	motivation	to	
keep	on	going,	to	keep	on	working	towards	something.	At	the	same	time,	we	cannot	for-
get	or	else	we	keep	repeating	the	same	mistakes	all	over	again.	I	think	those	two	things	
are	interlinked	–	if	we	cannot	remember,	we	can	hardly	imagine.	Memory	is	the	ground	
for	imagination.	That’s	simply	how	our	brain	works;	we	literally	use	our	recollections	
from	the	past	to	be	able	to	project	the	future.
	 An	example	of	a	film	 implicitly	dealing	with	 those	questions	 is	Horizon	by	Sid	
Iandovka	and	Anya	Tsyrlina,	two	filmmakers	based	in	Switzerland.	The	film	was	edited	
from	found-footage	of	Sid’s	home	town	in	Siberia.	The	filmmakers	consciously	exploit	
the	kind	of	post-soviet	 aesthetics	which	has	become	 so	 ‘hot’	nowadays,	 and	 the	film	
feels	at	times	almost	 like	a	music	video.	Sid	is	also	a	musician	and	he	created	a	very	
spacey,	atmospheric	soundscape	 for	 the	film.	This	 is	probably	 the	moment	when	the	
programme	takes	the	science-fiction	turn.	Then,	there	is	Revisiting Solaris	by	Lithua-
nian	artist	Deimantas	Narkevičius,	reimagining	the	last	chapter	of	Lem’s	book	Solaris, 
which	Tarkovsky	never	used	in	his	film.	In	Revisiting Solaris,	Chris	Kelvin	–	performed	
yet	again	by	Donatas	Banionis,	the	leading	actor	in	Tarkovsky’s	film	–	reflects	on	his	
brief	visit	on	the	surface	of	Solaris,	shortly	before	his	return	from	the	space	mission.	
To	visualise	the	cosmic	landscape	of	the	planet,	Narkevičius	used	photographs	taken	in	
1905	by	Lithuanian	symbolist	Mikalojus	Konstantinas	Čiurlionis	in	Anapa,	a	town	on	
the	northern	coast	of	the	Black	Sea.	The	real-life	site	becomes	this	fantastic	location.	A	
similar	effect	can	be	seen	inn	Andres	Sööt’s	film 511 best photographs of Mars...

AM I borrowed the title of this interview from Sööt’s film, in which he integrated 
fragments of poems by Artur Alliksaar and writings on astronomy. The film premiered 
in 1968, only a few years after the	Chronicles	of	Summer by Jean Rouch, which de-
picted everyday life in Paris in a way characteristic for ethnographic documentaries 
of that time. Rouch has turned his lens to the ‘western world’; in Sööt’s film, we can 
observe a similar movement. However, 511 best photographs of Mars introduces even 
more distance between the filmmaker and the seemingly ordinary people sitting in the 
café. Could you tell something more about this film and why did you decide to open 
with it?

IV	 I	really	love	the	light	humour	present	in	this	film	and	the	idea	that	today,	it	has	
become	a	sort	of	archival	material.	The	film	was	shot	with	a	hidden	camera	in	a	typ-
ical	Soviet-style	cafeteria.	At	 that	 time,	 the	culture	of	cafeterias	was	really	blooming.	 
It	seems	that	because	so	little	was	possible,	people	did	their	best	to	cultivate	what	was	
still	 there.	 The	 voice-over	 on	 top	 of	 the	 images,	mixing	 poetry	with	 popular	 science	
texts	about	Mars,	puts	everything	you	see	in	a	different	perspective.	The	filmmaker	is	
approaching	people	as	a	kind	of	rare	species	from	Mars,	assuming	a	very	detached	posi-

tion,	which	is	however	softened	and	made	more	humane	by	means	of	humour.	
	 In	the	film	programme,	I	wanted	to	include	a	work	which	would	not	be	just	a	re-
flection	on	a	particular	time	but	which	was	actually	made	in	that	time.	Besides,	I	was	
really	 impressed	by	Andres’	work;	I	 think	such	an	experimental	work	 is	hard	to	find	
in	Estonia	today…		I	think	it	might	have	something	to	do	with	testing	the	boundaries.	
Back	in	the	Soviet	times,	the	artists	were	constantly	testing	out	the	limits	they	were	not	
allowed	to	cross.	This	film	is	a	document	of	its	time,	showing	how	the	artist	is	trying	to	
navigate	between	all	those	constraints	and	conceal	some	subversive	wit	in	his	work.		It	
sounds	limiting,	but	it	must	have	been	also	a	very	exciting	time.	Nowadays,	when	every-
thing	seems	possible,	it	seems	as	if	we	lack	a	certain	commitment.

AM I would like to return again to the question of nostalgia and romanticisation... 
In your own practice, how do you deal with approaching the subject matters related 
to the history of your country, the subjects that you are physically and/or temporally 
distant from – in the sense of living abroad and dealing with inherited memory?

IV	 First	of	all,	I	try	to	be	very	aware	of	my	own	position	or	entitlement	before	I	speak	
up,	and	I	try	not	to	speak	from	only	my	personal	perspective	but	also	be	aware	of	other	
points	of	view.	Empathy	is	really	important	in	this	process.	But	at	the	same	time,	I	can-
not	take	away	the	fact	that	I	grew	up	in	Estonia,	amongst	all	those	stories	and	physical	
reality	that	reminded	me	of	that	time.	In	the	end,	you	are	just	you	–	a	human	being	with	
emotions	and	feelings,		having	a	need	to	express	something.	
	 I	think	taking	a	distance	in	terms	of	time	and	space	allows	you	for	seeing	things	
more	clearly.	The	things	which	seem	obvious	in	your	surroundings,	things	you	are	im-
mersed	in,	don’t	raise	so	many	questions.	But	once	you	are	out	of	that	evironment,	you	
start	being	curious	about	it,	questioning	it.	

AM Let’s move on to what you are you working on right now. Are the questions we 
discussed equally important for the project you are shooting in Slavutych? 

IV	 Let	me	first	tell	you	more	about	the	location	itself.	Slavutych	is	the	last	mega	ar-
chitectural	project	Soviet	Union	ever	executed.	 It	was	 founded	 following	 the	nuclear	
catastrophe	in	Chernobyl;	it	was	planned	in	two	months	and	built	only	in	two	years.	The	
project	was	executed	so	 fast	because	 the	evacuated	people	desperately	needed	a	new	
home.	The	city	has	eight	districts,	corresponding	to	eight	Soviet	republics	which	joined	
forces	to	build	it.	There	is	a	Tallinn	district,	Riga	district,	Moscow	district,	and	so	on–	all	
of	them	designed	by	architects	and	executed	with	materials	and	by	workers	from	a	given	
country.	What	this	city	is	dealing	with	right	now	are	the	same	kind	of	problems	faced	by	
many	post-soviet	countries:	low	salaries,	young	people	leaving,	decaying	architecture…	
It’s	quite	difficult	for	me	to	talk	about	something	that	has	become	a	kind	of	‘hype’	–	the	
entire	Chernobyl	site	has	become	very	attractive	in	the	recent	years.	But	this	is	not	what	
I	want	to	talk	about	in	this	project.	In	my	work	so	far,	I	have	been	focusing	more	on	the	
failure	of	architecture,	on	the	spaces	which	were	abandoned	and	remain	empty.	This	
time,	I	wanted	to	address	not	what	people	leave	behind	but	where	they	arrive	at,	the	
spaces	that	have	offered	some	kind	of	solutions	to	these	problems.			
	 From	the	very	beginning,	I	set	out	to	work	with	the	questions	I	had	about	Eastern	
Europe	and	its	identity,	and	the	way	it	is	represented	in	visual	culture,	but	I	felt	I	could	
not	just	go	back	home	to	work	with	that	subject	because	it	was	too	personal.		I	thought	
that	going	to	Ukraine	could	be	somehow	a	solution	because	of	our	countries’	shared	his-
tory.	This	project	is	still	in	progress	and	I	am	planning	to	collaborate	with	a	local	camera	
operator,	who	will	help	me	get	to	know	the	context	and	avoid	this	romanticisation	I	am	
struggling	with.	This	will	allow	me	to	keep	a	healthy	distance	which	I	lack	when	working	
with	something	I	know	too	well.		I	want	to	put	myself	in	a	position	of	being	a	stranger	
but	at	the	same	time	coming	back	to	something	which	feels	very	familiar	to	me.

Sid Iandovka, Anya Tsyrlina – Horizon, 2019

Andres Sööt – 511 Best Photographs of Mars, 1968
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https://www.fotokuu.ee/en/programme/life-after/


Elena Khurtova - , 2018

Elena Khurtova - , 2018

 

While working with the personal archive of 
Jacques Bourlanges, Elena Khurtova uncovered 
a set of early 20th century military maps. The 
maps were not annotated, however instead of 
conventional contour lines the maps used a 
delicate cross-hatching to represent elevation. 

Intrigued by the unusual representation of 
territory and terrain, Khurtova engaged in an 
intuitive and playful process of reproducing 
the maps. Exploring how volume and spatiality 
can be represented in a form caught between 
printmaking and sculpture. 

Khurtova takes us on a poetic journey where ink 
becomes water, images break out of their frame, 
and old data acquires a new existence through a 
mix of intentional and random interventions.  
accesses a space where paper is represented 
both for what it is and what it can be, where the 
data of terrain is abstracted into its own organic 
grain.  evokes the obsessiveness of the 
mind trying to keep track of the ungraspable, 
the natural tendency to try and rule through 
representation, and the loss of control as image 
breaks down into pure materiality. 

 is a part of the project  
 by Elena Khurtova and Marie Ilse 

Bourlanges. Original publication was produced 
in close collaboration with designer Mai-Loan 
Gaudez.

Elena Khurtova - , 2018
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Ignite and soak

Mist blurring the Cevennes flora, Jacques meets a frail woman who speaks the 

undesirable tongue. Her eyes have a melancholic gaze, her eyebrows shaped in 

upward curves. A brown wave undulates around her ear. She tells her name with 

guttural stre
ngth, Ilse. The Cevennes rive

rs curl around limestones and smoothen 

magical gems; Jacques chose this forest for the secrets it f
osters and the energy 

radiating from its so
il. Clumsy wizard, he learned to harvest its 

healing power. 

He gives Ilse
 a stone-infused brew to cure her confusing thoughts. She drinks the

liquid imbued with minerals and magnetism. They lay together, he believes he can 

save her. The straight lines of her fragile body slowly distort into curves. It is
 not the 

first tim
e her belly feels inhabited and she strokes the skin above the sprouting life. 

Her pointing finger rubs the soft part of her palm, it m
eets her moving thumb. It 

flexes and lines appear as tides, an estuary. The ebbing stream of a river flowing 

down to its m
outh. She lingers on the delicate articulation, velvet touch as purest 

particles of earth, soft sediment accumulated by the river bed. She stares at her hand 

and remembers walking with him along the delta. One road breaching the waters, sh
e 

is stu
nned by the vastness of the sky and its re

flection on the multiple pools where 

rivers split into lakes, sw
amps, and sea. A sinking land of bulls and horses, a gate to 

hell. At twilight he tells her about the reckless god stealing the sun’s charriot, stru
ck 

dead by Zeus and falling in the river’s m
outh. Blood orange sea reflected in a purple 

sky. At night he searches for the river constellation in which the stars of Cetus, the 

mystical whale, dips its p
aws. She fills her lungs with salty and rotten air and senses 

the power of corrosion. 

Limpid and deceiving as a new moon sky, his obsession ignites. Jacques notices the 

other stars; th
ey are carved on gates and mausoleums, etching invisible lines on the 

soil beneath our feet. Words echoing as bird tongues, sym
bols reflecting celestial 

bounds, family lig
nages intertwined to their grounds. He lays maps on the floor and 

traces connections lines. He charts m
ultiple circles. He maps equilateral triangles and 

non-accidental alignments. M
aps are rubbed repeatedly by his wrist, t

he oiliness of 

his skin impregnates the paper, fat graphite shines through faded folders. Dotted 

edges overlap and delineate his solitude. Isolated in a geometry of coincidences, his 

mind wanders in the infinite sky. 

There are no mirrors in her room and her eyes stru
ggle to find a focus point amongst 

the volumes wrapped in skin tones. One finger travels over the mounts and valleys 

of her wrist a
nd marks sinuous loops around each of her knuckles. She walks to the 

sink, joins her hands in a diamond shaped cup as a temporary water recipient. 

Ripples blur the surface of her liquid mirror. Her wrists a
t her mouth, Ilse drinks the 

alcaline water tinted with metallic notes. Her confused spirit gets diffused. 

Sorceress apprentice, she casts a silent spell.

Marie Ilse Bourlanges, 2019
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1cm Desire lines – Emile Hermans, 2019 1cm Desire lines – Emile Hermans, 2019
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Maps are excerpts of Jacques Bourlanges’ archive, circa 1970-1979.

 is a project by Elena Khurtova & Marie Ilse 
Bourlanges. Since 2014, the artists duo researches and intervenes 
with the found archive of Jacques Bourlanges, author of an intriguing 
theory of a correlation between star constellations and French 
geography focused on the region of Marseille.

The sky is on the earth

Elena Khurtova & Marie Ilse Bourlanges -  – map extracted from Jacques Bourlanges’ archive, circa 1975

E
lena K

hurtova &
 M

arie Ilse B
ourlanges -

 
 –

 m
ap extracted from

 Jacques B
ourlanges’ archive, circa 1975
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world Thousands of years ago, the Colli Albani, a volcano 
located south of Rome, started to produce big clouds 
of white vapor and subsequently erupted in immea-
surable amounts. An enormous fountain of fire fol-
lowed and formed a river of lava that streamed to-
wards Rome in a straight line. The cooled down layer 
of volcanic material was used by the Romans as the 
foundation of what later became their most famous 
trade route, the Via Appia. It is the way in which the 
landscape ‘steered’ the lava causing it to flow entire-
ly straight, as if paving the way for the Romans, that 
fascinates me. 

Nowadays, due to the presence of lava, the soil of the 
Via Appia distinguishes itself with its fertile qualities. 
In Underworld, I approach the soil as a living entity 
and a world in itself: as a composition of minerals and 
chemical processes, a web of living entities that serve 
as a home for microorganisms, bacteria, fungi, animals 
and insects. It is as well the place where human bodies 
are buried and decompose over time.

Drawing on Maria Puig de la Bellacasa’s essay Encoun-
tering Bioinfrastructures: Ecological Struggles and 
the Sciences of Soil, it can be stated that soil consists 
of remnants or residues. Soil is everything that doesn’t 
fit into a category. Soil is composed of organic mate-
rials and of remains, such as rock particles and dust. 
Dust used to be other things: buildings, stones, trees 
as well as human bodies – all mixed together. In many 
cultures and traditions, soil is the final home of most 
creatures. In that sense, the Earth carries the material 
memory of its creatures. Soil is the home for all resi-
dues. 

Esther Hovers - Traveling Salesman 2018-2019
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all around, yet hardly apparent to many of us. Soil is 
the host of ruins, it’s a container, a more or less irrele-
vant background. I feel like in most parts of the world, 
but especially in Italy, this is a general way of dealing 
with soil. In a country where every tile or piece of land 
is considered heritage, the soil is merely there to con-
serve the ruins. 

Puig de la Bellacasa states that making soil visible 
and treating its passing into visibility as an event in 
its own right, will reveal soil’s cultural significance. In 
this process, the acknowledgement that soil has been 
a forgotten element of our ecosystem is the first step 
towards renewing our connection to the world under-
neath. Secondly, the acknowledgment that we are soil, 
that we are residues ourselves, can help us take a step 
towards making soil visible as a living entity. It is a 
certain empathy we have to create for something that 
we regard as ‘dirt’.
For the creation of Underworld, I have worked closely 
together with my collaborator architect Gijs Pycketvet, 
as well as with multiple geologists and a volcanologist. 
Having found a soil boring of circa 20 metres, I have 
analysed its samples with the help of the Geology De-
partment of the Università Roma Tre. Underworld 
consists of the soil boring in its original cases, pre-
sented as a sculpture, and is accompanied by an audio 
piece of Puig de la Bellacasa’s essay on soil. Under-
world propounds that soil is something to care for 
collectively as it is a form of heritage in itself.

The work will be on view at the Ex-Cartiera in Rome in 
November 2019 and at Arti et Amicitiae in Amsterdam 
in April/May 2020.

kersteneline



Esther Hovers - Traveling Salesman 2018-2019

Esther Hovers - Traveling Salesman 2018-2019

Traveling Salesman (Routing and Variations), 2019
35,6 x 45,7 cm / 14 x 18 in

Screen Print on Gummed Envelopes
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Graphic design and concept by 
Nowhere Collective: Emile Hermans, 
Cira Huwald, Eline Kersten, Alicja 
Melzacka, and Miriam Sentler, 2019

Thank you Anna Maria, Elena, Elias, 
Esther, Ingel, Katherine, and Marie Ilse.

nowherecollective.org




https://vimeo.com/318724943
https://vimeo.com/346345632
https://vimeo.com/348615758
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