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hy do certain artists seck extremes? What

makes them test their pzi}'r.']m]ugil_'ul., ]:l']l'_'r'h'i:—

¢al, acsthetic, and moral limics, often in the
face of grear danger® What do they hope o discover or
achicve? Why are they fascinated by risk, uncertainty, the
unfarmaliar, the other?

We in the developed world seem to live increasingly in
a virtual realm, largely insulated from meality while bem-
barded with images, both actual and concocted, through
increasingly sophisticated technologics. Others live in
regions of devastation, overwhelmed by a reality that is
all too real, where there s little choice but to endure. Sl
others have gone in search of thar reabity, They are driven
to bear witness, to rub against the bone of exstence, o
sce how people survive unholy conditions, and o find
wWiys To capiure that -:::tpr:rin:ncc.

For some artists, tisk 15 part of their pracrice, lured, as
they are, by a heightened, icy awarencss at the cusp of life
and death and by an urgent need to take radical stances,
Many of this ilk find their way 1o remore locations and
punishing conflict zones.

Alfredo Jaar, a prominent Chilean-borm amist, refer-
ring to the enormity of the horrors he wimessed dur-
ing the Rwanda genocide, the subject of one of his most
powerful projeces, asked himselt, “How can this be trans-
terred into a work of art?”™ American painter Steve Mum-
tord went to Iraq for the first fime in 2003, directly after
the tall of Saddam Hussein, Embedded with U5, troops,
he wsed ink, watercolor, and o1l to depict the war, experi-
menting with tradinional rather than digital mediums as
a way to represent contemporary conflicr.

AMERICAN VIDED ARTIST JANET BIGGS, AUSTRALIAN VIDES
installation artist and photographer Shaun Gladwell, and
Irish photographer and video artist Richard Mosse have
recently spent time in war zones, and their memorable
works vividly attest to the intensity and complexity of
their experience.

Biggs, based in Brooklyn, is a veteran of the Taklam-
akan [resert, the Asctic Circle, and Indonesian sulfur
mines, among other harsh locales. She has just recurned
trom filoming for a new project in the north of Erhiopa,
the Afar region, which has been increasingly unsrable

since 2012 due w ongoing hosnlines with bordering
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Eritrea. Exploring the Grear Rifr Valley, which contains
ﬂ'll.' Dmukﬂ .I:’I'.'Fl'ﬁ.'b‘ﬁ.i.mh OT1e 'l'.:lE- thﬂ.‘ 'I.\'L'll'].dl‘!i st active
volcanic sites, she rraveled with an assistant, Luke Cape,
and a minimum crew of 12, including eight Ethiopian
soldiers, ar least two Afar milina, and rwo Afar police-
mien; she was told it was the righe balance for securiry,
but whe really knows? Surrounded by male soldicrs,
their AK-47s primed, Biggs was acutely aware that she
was white, uncovered, and otten the only woman pres-
ent. When asked what surprised her about this trip, she
sard, “1 thoughr I knew what o expect, the wainng for
an attack, the constant level of anxicty, but what | didn’
expect was the boredom. And this complete lack of any-
thing to do creates a craving for conflict, I've heard. It
was also incredibly hor, with no water excepr whar was
trucked in. You had to conserve all YOUF CRCTEY, sl:v::p'tng
during the hottest part of the day, moving around when
it got somewhat cooler, when the sun began to set and ar
night. [t was a survival regirnen. The Danakil Depression
15 onc of the most unlivable arcas in the world, bur of
course, people live there, and for me, that'’s compelling.”

Biggs's subjcer is "people,” she said, and the thread of-
ten begns in the autobiographical and associative, then
winds its way into the sclentific, the social, and back again
innto the personal. “I'm not a landscape artise. 'm also not
a polinical arnsr—I hope I am somethuing of a poet when
I'm successtul—but there are parts of the world where
st to pick up a camera 15 a political act.”

To travel to a region, she continued, “where water, which
15 such a basie resource, is o scarce that it can be used
as a tool of war incvitably makes me think about climare
change and a fumare where more and more of our world
will have to deal with extreme conditions and dwindling
narural resources. I've just come home and am seill erying
to understand what 1 saw, so | don't know vet what 1 wall
dio with the footage. So much was so visnally stumiing, like
standing at the rim of an active, superheated volcano, the
tava 30 mieters below, boling, bubbling, glowing, sheoting
up beyond the rim of the crater.” She described a con-
stanitly changing lava lake, wath its bralliant muneral colors

ereviens speean Slon Gladwell, Buaalde Fielfd £ Viewfeeder
{(Trevden Kewwt). 20069- 10, oeeosrce Lanet Biggs, working viden
wrills fromm thie Afar Region Projecr. 20105
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and strange, sculptural forms, as “otherworldly, in ways
I've never seen, hike steppang off the earth and 1 disappear
eompletely from the lite 1 know.”

Bigs emphatically declared thar she doesn’t have a
death wish. She is very conscious of the different levels
of risk, especially kidnapping, in regions like this, She was
as prepared as she could be. Whar really compels her 1o
make the work is an attempt to understand people’s ideas
of sclt and how thart is construed under treacherous con-
ditions. “It’s a definition that can be incredibly slippery
and under constant revision—you need to constantly hg-
urc out wha you are and how you survive. It'’s alse about
the incvirabilicy of change, of culmral loss, and about
1.TH.I!]5|L'!’.'I:Z|IL‘E1IE anid reconstructing it, about human desires,”

GLADWELL, WHO LIVES BETWEEN SYDRMEY AND LONDON, |5
known for hus physically strenuous work, He represented
Anstralia ar the Venice Biennale in 2009 and was chosen
to be Austraha’s otficial war armist thar same year, He went
to Atghanistan and the Middle East with the Australian
Detence Force in 2009, and a book abour his time there by
Kit Messham-Muir is soon to be released. Gladwell said
that e has always been ann-war and lefr-leaning, having
chaosen art schoal partly in reaction to his family’s raditon
of mihtary service. Nonetheless, he remains sympathetic

oepn< e Sl Gladwell Dosdife Boalaneing Aes fafid 20000
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toward his father, who served in Viemam and whom he ad-
mired. Gladwell shared with iz facher and brothers a love
af physical fsk and intense sports, playing a kind of Russian
roulette to see if he could sidestep death or severe injury.

When he went to Afghanistan and the Middle East,
Gladwell waneed o analyze the war experience from a
less dramatic perspective, using a less expected language,
one that was empathetic but eritical. He saad it was hard
to anficipate what happens in a war zone—the amount
of down time, waiting time, as well as the traveling, and
more wainng—cchoing Biggs abour the crippling bore-
dom. "These were schizophrenic environments, he said,
“where some people welcomed your presence, others tol-
erated you, and others tried to kil you, But it was the
rension of waiting that was my experience of war, waiting
tor the IEDD to go off or the threat of indirect fire. "

For Gladwell, photmournalism and the newly emenging
genre of soldier-produced documentaries via body and hel-
et carneras proved to be the best medin for describing
the experience. 1 was not a combat soldier and did not
pretend 1o be, Insread, I conducted a series of experiments
with photography and video that would not ey to represent
the pressure, the insanity, butr generate 115 own pressure,
For instance, | made a video of e stalking a fully equipped
combat soldier. We both locked video cameras onto each
ather and mircored ecach other's movements. Then T asked
twir soldiers to alse perform this almost sahstic mimor-
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Mg Ul"]'.c:n :|11'-.'[J|.|t|.* ma :'.J;.IH:-e:r*_;'. thie viewers 5!11||.‘E b tveee
the videos of the rwo soldsers, the remion pantdy penerated
by the mstallation and partly by the video content.”
What surprised Gladwell were the very realistic man-
nequins used as rining sids. They were computer-pro-
grammmed to simulate blinking, breathing, and bleeding.
:I‘I':l:rc Wis ||:|;|]?.' a ;:1‘:11 amaoaent of e .lH-::n.‘.l!IL'J.‘l {08 ﬁ.ra.l
aid to be dedivered or they would “dic,” which he found
strangely disturbing—as disturbing in its way as real car-
nage, “The worst was sceing children caughs in conflicr,”
he said. And there were other sitaations that he deaided
not 10 photograph. “1 didn't think st was appropriate for
me to take anything from these parients/victims in a base
hospatal 1 wene to in Kandahar, not even therr mage.”
Cladwell said he felr complicit just by accepring the
commission, I he'd been asked today, now that he has a
family, he probably wouldn’t have accepted. “There are
works of mine that ae still Clgmane, even o me, |j|1h!.
seemn to have arrived at more questions, and 1 am haunt-
ed by the experience. | took photos ot soldiers sleeping in
the field, in bases, in tanks, on aweratt. Somenimes they
look dead trom a distance. Other times, 1 ery to imagane
whar they are dreaming of. For me, the irony is thar they
are closing their eyes to escape the war for 4 moment, but
sleep and dreams are also the state in which the war will
return to them. For some, this wall occur for the rest of
their lives, | have never stopped thinking about the ex-
perience, and consequently, | have never stopped making
work about it. | am not sure there will ever be closure,”

MIODSSE MADE HIS EXPERIEMCE IN THE DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC
of the Congo the focus of Endeve (2012-13), the mul-
ascreen mstallation he showed at the 2003 Venice Bien-
nale, where he represented Ireland. He said that he had
started out o bevome a photojournalist and went to Bos-
nia to document it vast numbers of missing persons, but
it was difhoult. How does one represent an absence with
a camera? he asked. "This is the Ji:idarpj.rr -.tLIiI‘."il'i:rll'l thiat
rurs through my practice. [Ir] is really abour the hmies of
documentary photography, predicated on a trace.”

Since then, Mosse has worked in many roubled ar-
cas: Kosove, Serbia, Gara, the West Bank, Lebanon,
Syria, lran, Irag, Uganda, Ethiopia, Haiti, Malaysia, and
Myanmar, among athers, He said it san't the extreme na-
ture of the stuations that fascimares him as muoch as it 1
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the compledty of their narratives and how ditheule it is
o recount them., “These arc places where personal nasma-
tives are saturated with hyvperbole, hysteria, and paranoda,
where 115 diffunlt if not iJ'l.'tp-::r‘\.-j-l-l:I-}l'! o be objective, bat
where everyone is pretending to be just that.”

Mosse wants 1o make work thar & open-ended, that
provokes gquestons. “Embracing  ambmalence, not 1o
mention aesthencs, in places of human sufferng may
seen nncthical to some, and there 15 an clement of rans-
gression 1o my approach,” he explaned. "Prople are often
seduced by the beauty, at leastar first. so 1t becomes a kand
of advocacy, a way of commumcating.” He also hopes 10
actively engage the viewer by emphasizing the amifice,
using color mfrared film. “It’s a completely different ap-
proach m 2 convennonal documentary; it's also a lot trocr
to my own inpressions of the place and the siteation,”

Mosse added, “These are also journcys into the self.
Any Westerner arriving i Congo travels in the wake of
Conrad, Gide, Kapuscinski, Naipaul, . . . Congo is a pro-
foundly beauntiful place; the soil s fernle bur the people
are often famished because war prevents farming, be-
cause they are constantly in Hight. Yet they seem extraor-
dinarily warm and Iqapp'u:'r than m any Westerness, | lat’s
one reason why the story there 15 so difficult o well.”

Abowve all, he said, °T see myyself as an artist, but 1 have
also been a witness. 1 have a specil kind of mdepen-
dence, since I operate ourside of all of the usual instiu-
tons. Perhaps | don't have the same power to change
spectfic situanons in ways that journalists or activists do,
Yer there’s an advantage to being the outsider, and the
work 15 stall mwestoganve. What I've found most exhaust-
ing yer rewarding 15 nncertunty.

Mosse and his collaborator Trevor Tweeten were once
trapped by arpllery fire tor about 14 hours during the bar-
te of Goma, Mosse disoovered he was more fragle than
he had realized. As Biggs, Gladwell, and Mosse noted, ex-
posure to conflice, even as observers, even wathout injury, is
charged, complicated, and potentially emotionally damag-
mg. Healing can be dow—and incomplete. L]
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