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Encouniering strangers is one of the defining activities of urban public spaca.
wihich na doubt accounts lor the hald that the figuee of the stranger has
exercised over the modern Literary and sociological irmaginatian. bn the
sprawling cities that ring the planet, the daily lives of hundreds of millions
al peaale are lilled by countless flecting interactions with persons wham
they've never seen before and lkely never will agaln. The resultis a familiar
mix of fascination and fear that permeates urban culiure and much of the
literature thal partakes of it. Think of the way that the experience of wading
inte an teeming crowd, for example, beeames the socasion lor a specifically
edgy, erotic thrill in the writing of literary modernists from Charles Baude-
laire o Andre Bréton to Jokn Dot Padtot.

In recent decades, viswal artists have explored marmy ways 1o lurn thi
angnymaows urban population inta a kind of raw artistlc material and 1o
acsthetically “wiork” on iks components. Conce ptual artist Douglas Heubler,
fer exarmple, In his Vartable Plece #70 [1971), annownced his intention b
“photegraph the existence of eeryone alive”—a quixotic and admitbedly
lutile Lask, whose progress was periodically evidenced in accumulations of
black-and-while photographs of randam urban passershy. Vito Acconci
emaloyed a mers intimate but sgqually impersanal appreach in his natorious
Seedbed perfarmance [1972], Spending hours sach day lying bereath a special
floerlike platform that lilled an atherwise empty gallery, Acconci respanded
1o thir sound of visitors walking above him. Speaking inte a mécrophone that
carried his words into the gallery space, he spun sut seaual fanfasies aboul
the umseen gallery-gaer whils masturbating—an elabarate play on the
desperate longing that artists feel for thedr uswally distant Budiemnos,

To engineer a face-to-face confrontatban with an anonymous audlenoe
was the aim of Marina Abramavic’s harrowing 1974 performance Shpiam 0,
She annaunced the soenaris in sdvance: ahe wauld &pread & table with
seventy=twao assorted objects (Lipstick, a fork, a camera, a nesdle, a knile,

& hat, matches, e1c.) that anyone “can use on me as desired ™ during a sic-
hour period. The phatographs ihal document the perfarmance show that
Abrameavic—deubly foreigm as o Serblan in Naples and 88 8 waman guestion-
ing the ideal of fernals passivity in a masculing culture=—prompted AgQres-
shvely hostile and physically vielent reactiona fram her Largely male audience.

The warks in this exhibition, which date largely from the past thres years,
reveal & now praliferation of technigues that seek to bring the stranger
within the arbit of art, In the photegraphs of Jahn Schabel, lght, mo matber
how refmote, always signals a human presence. In a series of eerie nkght-

time landscapes from the 17905, he pesitioned his camera 5o that the ling
where earth meets sky |s softly Ut by a glow which emanates frem townd
just ower the herizon, Turning ta an urban 2etting, Schabel adapted to his
own ends the classic “streat photography” approach of predecessors such
a4 Joel Meyenowite, Garry Winogrand, and Mark Cohen, who often used a
portable flash device to illuminate figures otherwise sunk in darkness,
Schabel carries cul a radical bwist, however, by secretly anlisting unwitting
amateur phatlographers as his secrat accomplices.

Stationing himself at nighttime settings where tourists o celebrants are
likely ta gather an the sidewalks of Mew York City, Schabel patiently waits
until he senses that a nearby snapshocter is abowt to make an exposure.

He then apens the shuttor of his own handheld camera, sometirmes for
saveral seconds, until the scene i€ seddenty Lit by the burst of the other
photographers flash.

The resulting plctures, when enlarged as black-and-white prinis, are al
first glance visually bafiling and only gradually become decipherable, Most
seem ko describe a nocturnal enceunier betwaen urban pedestrians and a
strange luminous farce. In the most legible photagraph of the series, we
stand behingd a yeung woman with upswept hair whe appears transflaed by
a marvelous apparition: & bowl af light that shimmers mystericusly before
her in (he waid. Other images invite us toimagine bizarre scenarios. Inone,
2 fellow In @ white T=shirt raises his hands as if in disbelie! to his head,
which seems ta have been vaporized in a Blast of lght. In other pholographs,
Schabels pralonged exposures lend a woozy unsteadiness to the figures
and thelr architectural surroundings, which all seem o be malting (n & slew
swirl, Most startling of all are thase images that consist of nomere than a
central, luminous explasion.

Thiz haphazard quality of these piciures contributes to their curious
fascination, in this series, Schabel combanes inluition, perseverance, and an
extremie reluctands Lo prajudge what might give rise to a memorable phote-
graph. Having established a sat of working parameters, he allows the chance
operations of his subjects to create the visible traces that we're Left 1o ponder,

If Schabels methed rules out any real contact with the people he phato-
graphs, Mezice City-based arlist Yoshua Okon more directly engages his
subjects, if only to persuade them to take part in imprevisational video
performances that straddle the line between reality and fiction, In Oriltese
& (8 Ordis [Pull over to the side, 19%%=-2000), for example, he turned his
camera on uniformed policemen and security guards whe obligingly acted
out the lechnigues they emplay (e Werrily ardinary citizens, directing menac-
ing words and sormetimes abscens gestures at the camera.

Far the three-channel vidoo New Décor |2002], Dkon set up a makeshift
video studio in a starefront furniture shap in predeminantly Hispanic East
Los Angeles. He then invited passersby inside to take part in improvisatianal
routines before the camera, He cast them in limeworn Seap-opera scenar-
ios: confrantations with suspicious lovers, break-up scenes, emotional
battles with family members. With minimal prompting, Okon's instant 3tars
et loose with spirited performances that we see from multiple angles en
three menitors,

In one seqrment, an angey young woman hurls verbal abuse at a young
man who plays her cheating boyfriend, "Why is she all butt-naked? Why do
you always gotta be daing the $arme manize things? . . . Every time | fucking
leave, you golia be doing it with ker. You maniac!™ In ancther segment, in



a set festooned with fake Barogque statuary and with cameras and lights
plainty in sight, & man and worman act out a break-up scene. The man's
wiall-ailad rautine, alternately plaintive, cajeling, and threatening, suggests
that this is not unfamiliar territary far him,

“I's up to you, There's a lot mare people that love me. I you den't like ma,
you can always walk aut the dacr. I | dan'twerk, if I'm Lazy—it's up ta you,
You got nice furnilure, you got everything you need, you gat maney in the
bank, you got a brand new car, What else could | do far you? | was nod born
tawork, Donkeys work, | don't work. ... And you know what? The second
you walk aut of here, there's ancther girl walking in—and better than you,
better leoking, And if you say that I'm getting fal, getting Lazy, iU's because
of you, Because you haven't been treating ma tha way you should, asa
woman. But you knew what T I'm nat gaing te take it frem you any mare,
S0 Ll me watth my pmgrim-'

Later we see the same ebullient fellow in another scenario, halding a sign
that reads “$450,000.° How shirtless, he flexes his muscles, beams and
roars, “Yeah! &l right! Money! I'm gonna spend it tonight! | leve it!”

Finally, we witness a wosman wearing a headband anergetically strangling
a hapless plaster bunry, “You short ugly piece of fucking shit! Doah! Stupldl
Just lpok at those ears. | just hate them. You re so ugly. My mother=in-law
couldn't even wear a dress Lo my wediding, she had to wear a stinking
second-hand piece of shit ledsure suit, For her son she got a dress, she warne
8 dress to his wedding, Bitch! | could just stamp wau inta & rdlllan pieces, |
wish | couwld just pull these whiskers, Your paws aren’t lucky, nothing abouwt
youis lucky, Il turn you Inte a handbag, that's what you're good for, a hand-
bag be put a sack of shit in,”

Ghon's collaborators know ihey re being reconded on camera, but the
flimey fiction of the ssap-apera scanario allows them to throw themaekaes
uninhibitedly into their “roles.” Their impromplu, sut-ef-centrol perianm-
ances arg hard to stop walching, since they allew us a mamentary glimpse,
whether we want it or net, inte the workings of their psyches. Caughtin a
pop-culture version of Fraud's talking cure, they are revealing mare of
themsabees b the artist and to the urdeen audience Than [hey Know,

Cooo Fusco also recraited strangers to take part in her video Els Segadors
[The Reapers, 2001]. Her aim was not only ta inject a nole of unpredictability
inte the waork but alss (o explare thi way that language can mark a stranger
as foreigner. Cammissoned fo make a new work in Barcelona, Fuseo was
struck by the lang and continuing tension within Spain aver [he status of the
regienal Catalan language. Banned for decades during the autheritarian
Franco regime, it i now alfically premeted throughout the Catalan regich
in merthoast Spain. Today in Barcelona, the ability to speak Catalan is one of
thie most impartant local indices of belanging o mal belonging.

Fusco placed ads in Local newspapers seeking residents of Barcelona whe
were nonnaliee, accented sprakers of Catalan. She assembled those whe
respended in a studio outfitted with a Sound stage, and asked ach to sing
“Els Segadars,” the venerable song that became the Catalan anthemin
Z001. In the videa, each singer offers an individual rendition of the song’s
dramatic lyrics, and then recounts his or ber personal sxperienoe 85 a
bearer of a “foreign” accent in contemperary Barcalona.

The lyrics of "Els Segadors” tell the story of the slaughter of Barcelena’s
citizens on Sepl. 11, 1714, by the seldicrs of the sccupying Spanish army. "4
thausand fareigners have entered Barcelona, they enter like the reapers ., .
They killed the Vicersy entering the gallery . . Where is our captain, whers i<
our flag?” The sang grimily celebrates this event as proof of the Catalan abily
ity te endure the horrors of war and to wnite for ultimate victeny. 1t urges
Catalans to mercilessly wreak wengeance on their oppressors—"Take a goo:
swipe with the sickle, defenders af the Land,”

The renditions of “Els Segadors™ that we hear are as varied as the
performers. Some performances are relatively simple and straightiersard, |
others iranic. One woman does a salsa version, another a hip-hop version; a
yaung man playing an electric guitar turns itinto a 1950s pop song. & woamar
speaks of the persistent tension between native Calalans and immigrants
from the rest of Spain who often resist learning the local Iang Lage, Ewen
those who make an effort to acquire Catalan are socially stigmatized for
their inability o speak the “pure” Catalan of a native, The speakers” state-
mignts sometimes belie their looks: a shirtless skinhead lucidly observes
that “nationalism brings us many problems; i1 can even become racism.”

Fusce's Els Segqadord is no moralily play pitting the ferces of benighted
parachialism against these of enlightened cosmopaolitanism, Hearing
repeatedly the intransigent lyrics of the anthern, we bagin ta feel the weight
and pull af Catalan history; hearing the slories of those whose speach
inavitably brands them as “strangers” in modarn Barcelana, we sense their
Burning frustration at being relegated to a secand-class status by an acel-
dent of actent, A lascinating microstudy of the dynamics of belonging and
net belonging in ene of the most open and liberal of Eurcpean cities, Fusco's
Els Segadars suggests why the figure of the stranger will continue 1o rever-
kerate in the twenty-first century, 0



