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The Archive and its Lacunae

Adam Szymczyk

The witness and the archive-two major issues in modern history which have now become
acceptable themes in contemporary art, were engaged with very early on by Susan Hiller. Between
them, a reciprocal process and lacuna open in which the sayable gives way to the unsayable, and
back again. In a sense, this transaction is the core of Hiller's practice.

Retrospectively it is difficult to overlook the importance of Hiller's early decision to work with and
on cultural materials whose meanings have been repressed, suppressed, censored or simply ignored.
Her early works function perfectly as starting points for an art history traced backwards from now.
In the counter-monumental piece Dedicated to the Unknown Artists (1972-76), in which she
collected, analyzed and presented postcard images of the rough sea produced in Great Britain by a
variety of anonymous photographers and painters, she made ironic use of the cataloging methods of
ethnography and anthropology, and she was as well pointing at the bureaucratic aesthetics of
Conceptual art of the time. Twenty years later, Split Hairs: The Art of Alfie West (1998) became a
tender and personal tribute paid to the production of just one man who dedicated his life to the
arcane art of drawing with split hairs. In one of her best known works, From the Freud Museum
(1991-97), assuming as she puts it, the "sometimes tedious function of curator," she presents a
collection of seemingly familiar and scientifically neutral artifacts in homage to the extensive
collections of Sigmund Freud in all their perplexing and fascinating aspects. An apparently
'objective' presentation of artifacts in an oversize museum vitrine, in fact becomes an extremely
personal display of images and ideas.

Hiller makes powerful and seductive works out of ephemeral, sometimes seemingly unimportant
items, works which do not merely enumerate or catalog but instead involve the audience as witness
to the lacunae, the idiosyncratic moments and contradictions in our collective cultural life. Using
sound, video, text, or drawing - whatever her basic materials demand - Hiller directs the viewers'
attention towards the producers of the artifacts and the obscure forces that drive them. Her works
open up an area of instability, where fixed meanings are dissolved and where the audience is
directly implicated in the emergence of different meanings that become visible only through the
work and our experience of the work.

If archives remind us of languages - often fragmented or almost extinct, but rooted in an original
system - then personal testimonies remain as singular as an individual's speech, bearing witness to
events that are often socially repressed or culturally marginalized. Hiller accepts the contingencies
of subjective reports and random occurrences, such as reported sightings of UFOs (Witness, 1999),
or supernatural abilities as represented in popular cinema productions (Wild Talents, 1996 and Psi
Girls, 1998) or dreams induced by unusual conditions (Dream Mapping, 1974). Certain experiences



are barely translatable into language. Forgetting, loss and speechlessness are part of the dynamic of
these recollections, whose omissions and errors are accepted and transmuted through the process of
creating Hiller's artworks.

Hiller's recent The J. Street Project (2002-2005) is a film, a book, and a series of 303 photographs
based on three years of discovery in Germany. Addressing the 'J-spot' of German collective memory
with this work representing all the streets, lanes, and country roads whose names contain the word
'Jude' (Jew), Hiller creates a new kind of archive, devised precisely as incomplete in order to render
a truly existing and poignant lacuna visible.
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