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If there are three key dates in the twentieth cen-
tury, dates which marked the world for subsequent
years, one would be 1918, the other 1945 and the
third undoubtedly 1989. Contour 09 thus comes at
a timely moment to consider recent history, as it
takes place twenty years after this key historical
moment in European twentieth century history, now
that post-1989 euphoria has evaporated. In these
last twenty years momentous political and ideo-
logical shifts took place, from the demise of social-
ism and the collapse of ideological ‘certainties’,

to the consolidation of global capitalism and neo-
liberalism, at least for the moment. At the same
time, Western consumerist culture has increasingly
become the desirable norm in the ‘planetary
casino’ of the global market economy, to borrow an
expression by philosopher and economist Cornelius
Castoriadis, and there has also been a momentous
shift in the representation and perception of reality
itself; technology having dramatically altered the
way in which we conduct our lives and experience
reality. For most of us—in the Western networked
world - life is lived in an increasingly accelerated,
heightened mode. But has there been time to truly

evaluate and understand that which is our elusive
present? Do we possess the clarity to anticipate
the future aside from the usual blind optimism or
rhetorics of catastrophology? According to historian
Tony Judt we are living in an unpolitical age of for-
getting, one in which there is a prevalent belief
that “the past has nothing of interest to teach us.
Ours, we insist, is a new world; its risks and oppor-
tunities are without precedent”,' a world where we
seek “actively to forget rather than to remember, to
deny continuity and proclaim novelty on every pos-
sible occasion”? He goes on to say: “In the West
we have made haste to dispense whenever possi-
ble with the economic, intellectual, and institutional
baggage of the twentieth century and encouraged
others to do likewise. In the wake of 1989, with
boundless confidence and insufficient reflection, we
put the twentieth century behind us and strode
boldly into its successor swaddled in self-serving
half-truths: the triumph of the West, the end of His-
tory, the unipolar American moment, the ineluctable
march of globalization and the free market....The
problem [with all of this] is the message: that all of
that is now behind us, that its meaning is clear,



and that we may now advance -unencumbered by
past errors—into a different and better era.”

A generation of politicians and citizens who are
oblivious to history are turning the twentieth cen-
tury into a ‘moral memory palace’, he argues, sacri-
ficing history to myth making and denial over
memory. This not only has disturbing implications
for the future of democratic governance but also
leads to what he calls the “misidentification of the
enemy”.* Burgeoning ignorance and amnesia is
proving, he argues, calamitous, with the clear
prospect of worst to come. A recent case in point
would be the war in Irag. During his time as Prime
Minister Tony Blair, in his drive to defend his
motion to authorise the war in Parliament, failed to
mention Britain's previous invasion of Iraq in 1914,
which was carried out in order to protect its oil
interests in the region. Had the British public been
informed of Britain's previous adventure there, the
situation would have been better illuminated and
would have brought sharply into focus the risk
of insurgency and continuing instability after the
invasion, and quite possibly changed public opin-
ion and the political consensus on the war® In
his book Why History Matters® John Tosh in fact
argues that New Labour’s whole political machine
was built on amnesia, amnesia that facilitated this
very dangerous venture. He warns of the precari-
ousness of hiding historical facts for political pur-
poses, using over-simplified historical analogies
to justify public policy decisions, or hand picking
arguments to suit courses of action, and advocates
the return of the function of history in the public
sphere arguing in favour of “the serious employ-
ment of history as a tool to support political
choices”” as well as to “to explain complex public
policy issues that are placed before us without
adequate explanation of how they have come into
being"® He goes on to say that “active citizen-
ship in a deliberative democracy stands in much
greater need of historical knowledge than is gen-
erally recognised” and that “thinking historically
has a crucial part to play in the intellectual equip-
ment of the active, concerned citizen""® Finally he
suggests that our world would be better governed
and administered if a better understanding of the
past were available to decision makers and the
public. While acknowledging the problems that his-
tory as an academic discipline is plagued by, as
well as the problematics of historiography and the
fact that history may be abused, manipulated or
distorted, Contour 09 takes the above premise as
its its point of departure and advocates the impor-

tance of history as a tool for furthering knowledge
and awareness, supporting the belief in the social
use of history, as well as the important role it has
to play in battling amnesia, selective memory, for-
getfulness, and our culture’s short attention span.

The speed with which events occur, are trans-
mitted, consumed and then brushed aside nowa-
days entails that our understanding of the present
is now, perhaps more than ever, temporary and
ephemeral not to mention partial. This accelerated
momentum with which we experience contemporary
life is causing a great deal of anxiety, confusion
and disorientation. How do we cope in today's hur-
ried, information overloaded, perpetually networked,
Blackberried society which ceaselessly demands
instant gratification? One could say that to a great
degree, our culture seems dominated by ‘presen-
tism" or ‘short-termism’-the tendency to focus on
the narrow conditions of the moment-and to
uncritically embrace modernity, technology and
progress as being an undoubted boon to society.
This no doubt fosters amnesia and selective mem-
ory, not to mention ignorance. In the maze and
wake of information overload and global event
saturation, it now seems even more important to
recall history and past events as a key to unlock-
ing contemporary identities and psyches, and
positing visions of the future. As Eric Hobsbawm,
one of the greatest historians of our time has un-
equivocally put it, “History alone provides orienta-
tion and anyone who faces the future without it is
not only blind but dangerous, especially in the era
of high technology”.!" Though the present is often
envisaged as being utterly divorced or cut off from
the past, we tend to forget that, in reality, the past
is a “collective continuity of experience”.’? In the
continuum that constitutes time “The past is a per-
manent dimension of the human consciousness...
to be a member of any human community is to sit-
uate oneself with regards to ones past, if only by
rejecting it".'"> Hobsbawm also points out that, “For
the greater part of history we deal with societies
and communities for which the past is essentially
the pattern for the present”.'* It now appears that
for the first time, we have begun moving further
and further away from this idea.

The Cambridge University historian Christopher
Andrew has termed this increasing prevalence of
historical denial ‘Historical Attention Span Deficit
Disorder’ (HASDD)."> He maintains that this “disre-
spect for the long-term past produces two serious
intellectual disorders. First, the delusion that what
is newest is necessarily most advanced -not a



proposition which anyone with even an outline
knowledge of the thousand years which followed
the fall of the Roman Empire would take seriously.
It took about fifteen hundred years before western
plumbing and bathrooms, for example, got back to
the standards set by the Romans. And second, the
belief that interpreting the past and forecasting the
future require an understanding only of the recent
past. Little of real importance about future trends,
however, can be deduced from the study of a mere
generation of human experience. This kind of intel-
lectual parochialism has, for example, led to the
common belief that globalisation is an off-shoot of
American capitalism rather than a product of a
long and complex interaction between the West
and other cultures.”® In light of this situation, it is
thus perhaps an opportune moment to re-iterate
what in fact should be obvious: that the concept of

history plays a fundamental role in human thought.

It invokes notions of human agency, change, the
role of material circumstances in human affairs,
and the putative meaning of historical events. It
raises the possibility of learning from past events.
And it suggests the possibility of better under-
standing ourselves in the present, by understand-
ing the forces, choices, and circumstances that
brought us to our current situation. Indeed, as
numerous thinkers have maintained over time, it is
necessary to understand what has come before in
order to understand the present as well as posit
visions for the future. Eric Hobsbawm states that,
“Paradoxically the past remains the most useful
analytical tool for coping with constant change, but
in a novel form”" in that sense it is a key to
understanding the present. He takes the argument
further, defending the “indispensable role of histori-
cal rationality in assessing the future and the
human action required to meet it"."® In any case,
an understanding of history —or histories, as is
perhaps more correct a term—is paramount as it
entails an understanding of social and cultural
being. David Cannadine explains the function of
history as a discipline that “makes plain the com-
plexity of human affairs, the range and variety of
human experience, which teaches proportion, per-
spective, reflectiveness, breadth of view, tolerance
of differing opinions and thus a greater sense of
self knowledge™.”® By extent, it is a truism to say
that one can only really know who one is, if one
knows where one comes from; it is no coincidence
that so many people who have suffered displace-
ment due to personal circumstances customarily
try to trace back their origins or find their roots;

like the adopted child who eventually wants to find
out who its true parents are.

The Hegelian notion of history as an inevitable
form of progress or development that, in turn, is
related to the idea of the perfectability of humanity
—was shattered by the violence and Total War’ of
the twentieth century, to borrow the title of Peter
Calvocoressi and Guy Wint's homonymous, seminal
book. Moreover, those who were quick to proclaim
‘The End of History' (Francis Fukuyama included)
and who hastened to announce the victory of
Western liberal democracy as the final form of
government have had to adopt a more moderate,
reserved stance about their sweeping declarations
in the light of the rise of authoritarian non-democ-
ratic powers (even if they appear in ‘quasi-capital-
ist' guise), nationalism, xenophobia, and radical
Islam. These are also reasons why Peter Tosh
advocates, “that we need to pay more attention to
teaching people to think historically. That is to say,
to grasp what is the nature of understanding the
past in a historical sense, and the ways it could
be useful, in an open-ended way” because the
difficulty with all these agendas whether national,
religious or otherwise is that they are “closed
agendas” with only “one outcome in mind, and
that's a denial of what history can primarily offer”2

Apart from the fact that arguing in favour of the
‘end of history’ seems a rather myopic view to take,
as it does not take into account the passage of
time and historical circumstances beyond our own
lives, it also completely ignores the unpredictability
of historical events. Who could have possibly imag-
ined what happened on 9/11, for example? It also
does not take into account the millions of people
all over the world, that do not enjoy the comfort
and relative security of a secular free market
democracy. True, it can be argued that democra-
cies are probably better at dealing with poverty
but, on the other hand, as Jacques Derrida has
pointed out (in response to Fukuyama) never have
violence, poverty and inequality affected as many
human beings in the history of humanity as now:
“Instead of singing the advent of the ideal of lib-
eral democracy and of the capitalist market in the
euphoria of the end of history, instead of celebrat-
ing the ‘end of ideologies’ and the end of the great
emancipatory discourses, let us never neglect this
obvious macroscopic fact, made up of innumerable
singular sites of suffering: no degree of progress
allows one to ignore that never before, in absolute
figures, have so many men, women and children
been subjugated, starved or exterminated on



earth”?' That point aside, one cannot speak of
history in such absolute, mono-theoristic terms as
those of the end of history’ simply because, as
Alexander Herzen, the father of Russian socialism,
aptly put it “History has no Libretto”. The future,
Herzen maintained, was the offspring of accident
and wilfulness. There was no libretto or destination,
and there was always as much in front as behind.?

In light of these developments it hardly seems a
coincidence that, in recent years, an increasing
number of artists are trying to re-capture this his-
torical sense, to re-claim its importance and are
making work that is referring back to history and
dealing with notions of time, memory, and bygone
events. The work of these artists demonstrates a
keen desire to connect with and understand the
past in order to make sense of the present. As a
result, historical and archival research and repre-
sentation are now a prevalent tendency in some
areas of contemporary art. This use and re-use of
documents and archives not only sheds new light
on important or overlooked aspects of historiogra-
phy, but also makes cultural and historical attribu-
tions shift, highlighting the variable mechanisms of
memory and reception. Likewise, in film and video
practices many strands of historical reference have
emerged, as these media are among the most
appropriate for the deployment of narrative strate-
gies that historical subject matter invariably relies
on, and because lens based practices are, in any
case, records of things that were registered in the
past tense. Perhaps it is the collapse of erstwhile
steadfast ideologies, belief systems or political cer-
tainties, and the demise of the utopian quest that
has caused artists to look back in time, to search
for “sheltering perspectives”. In the early and mid-
twentieth there seemed to be a vision of how to
advance in the future, in art as well as in politics,
something that cannot be said of today.

In Eastern Europe the ‘return of history'?-to
borrow the title of Robert Kagan's recent book—in
art practice probably relates to the fact that history
was violently repressed and historical represen-
tation was banished during Communist times
whereas in the Western world the renewed interest
perhaps comes from the critical realisation that
history has tended to be increasingly tied to the
leisure agenda, and the entertainment and culture
industries and hence has been subjected to com-
modification, romanticisation, nostalgicisation, and
spectacularisation (as opposed to being seriously
studied). As Tony Judt Points out “today...we wear
the last century rather lightly. To be sure, we have

memorialised it everywhere: shrines, inscriptions,
‘heritage sites’, even historical theme parks are all
public reminders of ‘the Past’. But there is a strik-
ingly selective quality to the twentieth century that
we have chosen to commemorate.”?* Despite the
abundance of ‘history as light entertainment’ and
its consumption in the form of theme parks, muse-
ums, heritage sites, and costume dramas on TV
and in cinema, it is doubtful whether these forms
contribute to historical knowledge or awareness;
moreover they clearly have been inadequate for
forging a historically well-informed public. Ludmilla
Jordanova suggests that, “if we want to change
public cultures connected with history, the ways in
which it is presented currently need to be recon-
sidered” It is within this light that ‘the artist as
historian’ has a role to play.

This interest in history and historiography stems
from a need to formulate an understanding of the
present, to find meaning in the present and, in
some cases, from a desire to imagine the future.
Walter Benjamin talked about the ‘vanishing point
of history’ as always being in the present moment.
As Susan Buck-Morss has pointed out, “He under-
stood historical ‘perspective’ as a focus on the past
that made the present, as ‘revolutionary now time’,
its vanishing point. He kept his eyes on this bea-
con and his interpreters would do well to follow
suit."?® As Matthew Buckingham, one of the artists
in the exhibition has pointed out, “when we recon-
sider past events we are not so much going back
to another time and retrieving events and material
from that time; rather we are re-staging those
events here and now in order to think about what
is happening here and now, to think about the
present.”?” The inter-connectedness of past and
present is further expounded upon by Benjamin:
“The past carries a secret index with it, by which it
is referred to its resurrection. Are we not touched
by the same breath of air which was among that
which came before? Is there not an echo of those
who have been silenced in the voices to which we
lend our ears today?...If so, there is a secret proto-
col between generations of the past and that of
our own" So, in effect, this retreat to the past is
not an escape from the present but rather a way
in which to confront or comprehend it.

Like Benjamin's view of the historian, the artists
in this exhibition “record the constellation” with
which their “own epoch comes into contact with
that of an earlier one”? with a view to addressing
present day realities and concerns. It has recently
been suggested by an esteemed colleague that



contemporary art history may in retrospect appear
“frivolously, irresponsibly obsessed with the past”
and that the current interest in historiography is
escapist indicating art's “inability to grasp or even
look at the present, much less to excavate the
future”* | would argue the opposite. It is extremely
irresponsible not to be interested in the past, for

if we are to be able to “grasp or even look at the
present” or “think or simply imagine the future”

we can only do so with the benefit of hindsight.
We need more not less history, and it is careless
and dangerous to disregard it. In contemporary art
we all-too-often see this problem emerge in the
shortcomings of art education, for example —the
ignorance of students who don't have a past
knowledge of art history that they should; works
being blindly churned out without knowledge of
their genealogy and what has been done before.
In any case, however, the current interest in history
is not something we can dismiss as one of those
‘trends’ that occur in contemporary art; it is a seri-
ous intellectual pursuit of diachronic value. The
present is, in any case, ungraspable. Everything we
do becomes history, almost immediately, even the
time | am now writing these words in will be his-
tory in seconds. That aside, we have no idea what
the future can be so we could not possibly “ex-
cavate” it, much less predict it, we can only imag-
ine it. In The Poverty of Historicism Karl Popper
argues that no society can predict, scientifically, its
own future states of knowledge, and as a result
there can be no predictive science. Therefore, pre-
diction over the course of history is nothing more
than a fantasy. And this assertion is based on

the principle that the events/persons responsible
for changes are themselves affected by these
same changes.?!

The importance of history is of course inextrica-
bly tied to the importance of memory. The neurolo-
gist and writer Oliver Sacks has often written about
how devastating the loss of memory can be, re-
iterating the immense value of something we take
for granted. In his book Musicophilia: Tales of
Music and the Brain he writes about an amnesiac
musicologist incapable of remembering anything
that happened after the lapse of seconds.®? The
book is based on a true story, that of Clive Wear-
ing who suffered a debilitating brain disease that
left him with a memory span of only seven sec-
onds —the most devastating case of amnesia ever
recorded. In her memoir, his wife poignantly tries to
intimate this agonising, perpetually disorienting
experience, “His ability to perceive what he saw

and heard was unimpaired. But he did not seem to
be able to retain any impression of anything for
more than a blink. Indeed, if he did blink, his eye-
lids parted to reveal a new scene. The view before
the blink was utterly forgotten. Each blink, each
glance away and back, brought him an entirely
new view. | tried to imagine how it was for him....
Something akin to a film with bad continuity, the
glass half empty, then full, the cigarette suddenly
longer, the actor’s hair now tousled, now smooth.
But this was real life, a room changing in ways
that were physically impossible.”* An extreme case,
to be sure, but one that reminds us in unequivocal
terms of the importance of memory.

In any case, this ‘historiographic turn’ in art is
not a mere trend as | have tried to suggest further
above, but something that is also rooted in the
historical circumstances of our recent past; nor
indeed is it an entirely new phenomenon that
arose in the post-1989 era (though it has indeed
been fostered by recent developments). In his
essay “The Artist as Historian” Mark Godfrey points
out that already since the end of the 1970s, “his-
torical research and representation appear central
to contemporary art. There are an increasing num-
ber of artists whose practice starts with research
in archives, and others who deploy what has been
termed an archival form of research”3* He goes on
to elaborate on the two strands that exist within
this genre of artists using history: on the one
hand, there is a pre-occupation with the “history
of mediums and forms” but more importantly, his
main point about the “artist as historian” concerns
methodology: “Coming to historical representation
outside the context of academic history, and aware
of the critiques made of this discipline, the artist
as historian is able to work with a methodological
freedom and creativity without sacrificing rigour”.®
To that | would add the freedom to engage in what
Roland Barthes called “the constant opposition be-
tween the discourses of poetry and the novel, the
fictional narrative and the historical narrative”3®

Contour 2009, which bears the title Hidden in
Remembrance is the Silent Memory of our Future?’
probes various aspects of history —whether social,
political, cultural or personal-advocates its impor-
tance and explores questions of historical repre-
sentation and historiography, investigating the per-
sisting complex entanglements between past and
present. The artists exhibit works that investigate
differing aspects of history and its representation,
bringing to the fore the historical sense we need
in order to understand where we came from, who



we are and where we are going. They question the
relationship between past and present, personal
and collective history and memory; official, grass
roots or alternative histories, as well as the grey
areas between fact, interpretation, and fiction in
historiography. In doing so they raise related ques-
tions of authorship, ownership, subjectivity, objectiv-
ity and identification. Their work foregrounds prac-
tices of retrieval, researching, referencing, recycling
and finally interpreting historical material anew or
creates contemporary historical fictions to uncover
repressed narratives, confront forgotten historical
events and explore the different ways in which the
past is represented but with a view towards high-
lighting the relevance of their historical material for
today. They subject historical narratives to critical
scrutiny; they negotiate history through film and
video and the performance of social space; they
dig up vintage cultural artefacts, probe the political
legacy of historical discourses, examine the signifi-
cance of forgotten monuments, recall the phan-
tasms of history and of historical figures whose
position is unresolved, to address the problem of
selective memory, challenge dominant narratives

of history and counteract amnesia. The exhibition
reflects the widening of the field of history, perhaps
best typified by the rise of social history. Many of
these artists also question the role that memory
plays in contemporary life, pinpointing how the
past is ‘manufactured’ for consumption by the nos-
talgia industry, the media, and political powers.

Some of them also draw on older aesthetic
forms and or recall past art historical styles to
create distinct ‘chronotopes’ and their own unique
language, while others employ a synergy of lan-
guages and styles to form new modes of expres-
sion. All share an interest in the exploration of the
continuum between the historical and the present-
day. By extent, one of the exhibition’s important
sub-texts is that of the negotiation of the notion of
time. Many of the artists disrupt the notion of time
as a linear un-interrupted flow, and create sus-
pended, deliberately confused or ambiguous tem-
poral spaces. Some of the works are hard to place
chronologically, occupying an ‘achronous’ space,
others conflate different periods of time and create
a sense of temporal layering or disorientation in
order to investigate how memory is mediated or
collective consciousness is represented.

They borrow images, stories, practices and aes-
thetics from the past to create different narrative
methodologies and build bridges with the present,
but also raise awareness of alternative or margin-

alised narratives, narratives that have been swept
aside in the wake of History with a capital ‘H'. As
Fernand Braudel-the foremost French historian
of the post-war era-has observed, this “histoire
obscure de tout le monde” is the history towards
which all historiography tends at present® This is
no coincidence given that for the most part ‘His-
tory’ was up until now written by those in power,
the ‘winners’ or those at the forefront of ruling
class politics.® “With whom does the historical
writer of historicism actually empathize?” Walter
Benjamin asked? “The answer is irrefutably with
the victor. Those who currently rule are however
the heirs of all those who have ever been victori-
ous. Empathy with the victors thus comes to bene-
fit the current rulers every time".*° He goes on to
add: “There has never been a document of culture
which is not simultaneously one of barbarism”.*!
These so called ‘grand’ or ‘master’ narratives —and
the myths and ‘barbarism’ they often perpetuate
and sustain have not only been promulgated by
ruling class politics but also, in modern times,

by the media and culture industries.

In that respect, Braudel's and the Annalistes
contribution to post-war historiographic practices
has been indispensable, as it has helped to further
the study of history on those aspects of it, which
have been brushed aside, repressed or left unsaid.
Braudel also correctly pointed out that, “There is
no unilateral history”*2 and warned about the perils
of drawing sweeping conclusions about historical
events. While historical events are often seen as
being perpetually consolidated, one never knows
what the outcome will be further down the road.
Braudel therefore argues that it is only through
study of the longue durée that one can discern
structure, the supports and obstacles, the limits
man and his experience cannot escape.”’ He used
the longue durée approach to argue in favour of
historical social science and the plurality of histori-
cal time and to stress the slow, and often imper-
ceptible effects of space, climate and technology
on the actions of human beings in the past. The
longue durée is “an experimental approach to the
theoretical reconstruction of long-term, large-scale
historical change” which “represents a temporal
rhythm so slow and stable that it approximates
physical geography. It forms at the interface of the
natural physical world and human social activity -
of physical space and human space. The longue
durée provided the unifying elements of human
history.”** The media in particular and political
opportunists of sorts have been oblivious to the



long-term effects of various historical parameters,
promoting instead the idea of ‘event history’ which
Braudel finds totally lacking in time density. Annal-
iste historians, grass roots history and ‘history from
the bottom up’> have, to a certain extent, allevi-
ated this “barbarism” of omission that Benjamin
refers to.

The other problem that plagues the historical
scholar is the persistence of deep-held myths
about the past, selective memory and the effects
of these on collective consciousness. This can be
better grasped on the micro-level, in terms of fam-
ily and personal life, for example. “When it comes
to families, there is frequently little consensus on
the key story and their interpretations. There may
not even be a shared account about the nature
and timing of key events. People constantly make
myths that take deep roots and use existing myths
that relate to their past. Myths are dense and
apparently simple stories, which speak to core
human issues, such as origins, forms of dominance
and distribution of power. All these points apply to
history in the more formal sense”.*®

The practice of writing history is indeed not an
easy one, as it is marked by questions epistemo-
logical as well as moral; from the authoritative or
subjective voice of the historian to the voiceless
position of the subject may stem a whole host of
misunderstandings and misrepresentations. How
‘objective’ can the recounting of history be anyway,
and whose History’ is it? At what point does truth
collapse and fiction take over? Roland Barthes
posed the very important question: “Does the nar-
ration of past events, which, in our culture from the
time of the Greeks onwards, has generally been
subject to the sanction of ‘historical science’, bound
to the unending standard of the ‘real, and justified
by the principles of ‘rational’ exposition —does this
form of narration really differ, in some specific trait,
in some indubitably distinctive feature from imagi-
nary narration, as we find it in the epic, the novel
and the drama?"*’ True, the historian must organ-
ise his own discourse and in doing so may sacri-
fice objectivity and what Fustel de Coulanges
called the ‘chastity of history’. Barthes defines the
historian not so much as a “collector of facts as a
collector and relater of signifiers; that is to say, he
organises them with the purpose of establishing
positive meaning and filling the vacuum of pure,
meaningless series”.*® Braudel, on the other hand,
pointed out that history does not exist independ-
ently of the historian’s perspectives and that the
historian intervenes at every stage in the making

of history. The Annalistes —Braudel included -who
applied social scientific methods into history, and
emphasized social rather than political or diplo-
matic themes - exercised a critique that maintained
that organising history into narrative imposes an
interpretive structure that depends on the ob-
server's interests.*® They rejected narrative history
because of its focus on ‘event history’, seeing it
more as an epistemic rather than literary endeav-
our, with emphasis on structure. All these consider-
ations are in one way or another related to two
fundamental questions in the philosophy of history:
Is there a fixed historical reality, independent from
later representations of the facts? Or is history
intrinsically constructed, with no objective reality
independent from the ways in which it is con-
structed? Whether one subscribes to the objectivist,
empiricist, positivist or structuralist view, in this
writer's opinion, there is truth in both the afore-
mentioned statements. The event did happen but
you get different stories of it. There is an outside
reality outside the reality of language and what

is in our heads. To illustrate my point: the twin tow-
ers did collapse, there is no doubt about that. How
this fact is subsequently interpreted by different
parties is another matter altogether. So, in that
sense, E. H. Carr is correct to say that “the histo-
rian is neither the humble slave nor the tyrannical
master of his facts”>® Moreover he points out the
problems in both the “...untenable theory of history
as an objective compilation of facts...and an
equally untenable theory of history as the subjec-
tive product of the mind of the historian”5!

History, therefore —as well as the study of it-are
slippery, complex concepts. History does not only
mean the past but it is also an account of the
past, for we do not just want to know what hap-
pened but also how and why. We might ask what
is the purpose of history? Do we study it for its
own sake, do we try to find out the truth about the
past, do we try to comprehend where we came
from, do we try to understand why a particular
event happened, do we want to discover historical
laws or do we wish to justify present actions?
While historical events are occurrences, history is
manmade. It involves matters of authorship, avail-
ability and reliability of source material, the inter-
pretation of it, personal interpretation and bias.
And it needs an audience too. Every historian
works in a historiographical tradition, be it Marxist
history, political history, emphasis on social rather
than political or diplomatic themes, or use of scien-
tific methods, etc. So any account of the past will



be ideologically coloured. Historical knowledge is
real, because there is material evidence that cer-

tain events did occur. But it can be relative as well,

because the evidence might be interpreted differ-
ently by different historians and in different times.
It is objective insofar as there is physical proof of
the existence of a past and it is subjective in so
far as there is an historian involved who estab-
lishes the narrative. In any case, “history is not a
cut-and-dried set of arguments and facts; it lives
through debate and argument.”?

Taking all these issues into account Contour 09
is thus not governed by an overbearing historical
curatorial concept which instrumentalises artistic
practice under one rubric, but allows room for
artists to present multiple perspectives on subjects
of their interest along the chosen theme —whether
social, political or personal - perspectives that will
shed light on the fjigsaw that is history’ as E. H.
Carr famously called his discipline. Thus the bien-
nial is not an exhibition about a specific historical
period or subject, but rather a series of reflections
on different aspects of the historical and historio-
graphic, that relate to our present in some way.
The exhibition presents different narrative method-
ologies relating to historical representation and
aims to give an idea of the diversity of historical
enquiry in lens based media, which serve as
records of things that it any case occurred in the
past. Overall, it has been my goal to maintain a
balance between four areas: new aesthetic or for-
mal practices, poetic-political or documentary film
‘with a twist', cinematic practices, and the legacy
of experimental film. The artists navigate between
these different categories and genres of film mak-
ing, often creating highly individualistic hybrid
filmic forms. | have opted for works that are con-
ceptually dense, featuring complex layered narra-
tives and distinct, memorable visual languages
and less on amateurish, documentary approaches,

facile video registration, or cinema-verité style. In
that sense, a number of works come close to Tom
Gunning's idea of ‘a cinema of attractions’ through
the incitement of ‘visual curiosity. Gunning states,
‘it is a cinema that bases itself on the quality that
Léger celebrated: its ability to show something”*
By extent, there is also a sense of cinematic liter-
acy underlying many of the works. In many cases,
the influence or knowledge of film history is clear.
The history of cinema provides not only a rich
reservoir of visual material for artists to draw from
or refer to, or situate in a new critical or aesthetic
context, but also provides valuable knowledge into
the mechanics of the construction of a moving
image. Moreover the exhibition aims to argue for
the deceleration of perception by including works
that need to be viewed from beginning to end,
works that are more gradually immersive, unfolding
over time. It should be furthermore pointed out that
the exhibition as a whole is not conceived of as a
linear narrative but should regarded as consisting
of autonomous chapters or short stories, which
may or may not connect to one another.

KATERINA GREGOS, Brussels, July 2009

Curator, Contour 09
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