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1G - Yes, and [ think this is basically a profound misunderstanding of Foucault, and
he mentions it about himself: that often all he writes is fiction. Part of it is the
question of how to represent what you produce and so on. But part of it is also a
way of understanding and being able to talk about a certain chunk of knowledge
that you gained — in this specific case through a journey, but it could be through any
other means. It seems that, if you try to look at it, to analyze it both metaphysically
and ontologically, it commonly seems that, on the level of reality, there are things
that we meet and encounter and can have a certain knowledge based mostly on the
senses. And then there is the “pure” realm of reason and in between there is the realm
of intuition, let's say, that all the knowledge is being gained through that. This kind
of three-way construction of knowledge, based on reality or metaphysics, was of
interest to me. How do you construct a certain knowledge and what can be accepted

as a validation of that knowledge?

JJH - Can I assume that the reason why you are primarily a sound artist is that you

consider this a key way of presenting that knowledge?

1G - I think that the strength of audio is exactly in terms of actuality because of
course you can't be metaphorical with sound and can't be historical with sound. But

you can be very much in the present with sound. If you take this strong point of the

medium and combine it with other artistic forms, then you get a really good potential
for saying something that functions as both actuality and possibility. Then context
comes into play and metaphorical and figurative dimensions of art. That tension is

very interesting, and if there's no tension in the work then it's just boring.

JJH —Yes, I tend to agree with you. It's funny because you keep talking about philoso-
phy, and from the moment I met you you have kept trying to get away from philosophy.
[t seems to be dogging you pretty seriously.

1G - Yes, it's my first love, and it goes back to what we said earlier about the imbal-
anced situation: and this is also why in the last few years or so ['ve stopped reading
philosophy and critical thinking and only read theory written by artists — because
there is a very interesting take on theory and practice from their point of view. So, a

“pause inreading,” is that a good point to end maybe?
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artists as well. What we call the “art world” is defined by certain parameters and, as
you define those parameters, you get farther and farther away from an actuality and
closer and closer to possibilities. In other words, the more you define it the farther
away you get from what it actually is. We now can say the words but we're farther
away from its actuality, and so the actual production of the work becomes a problem.
And again - you can correct me if I'm wrong about this — but I am really disturbed by
how many artists these days seem to think that art is about exhibiting, whereas you
seem to think it is about producing. You have a bit of a troubled relationship with the
movement from the production to the exhibition.

1G - I can say that, to alarge degree, for me, once the work is being exhibited it's not
of interest anymore. What's interesting is the process and the production (as you say),
from the artistic point of view but also from a critical point of view (or the viewer’s'
point of view). When we try to engage in a conversation over a work of art, what can
as the artist say about it once it's done? It's done. We have to move forward, especially
from the artistic point of view (although sometimes previous works find their way
into new works and in that sense they “resurrect”). But, if I'm in the studio and you
come and we talk about what is happening now, then your input can have much more
value, so to speak, for me. It can change the course of action.

JJH —Thad my own experience of that with Andy Patton®. There have been a number
of times when he's been working on one of his recent text paintings and I was able to
seeitin process, talk to him about what he was doing at that moment. It's fascinating
for me, because when he did his exhibit, we talked about the works and talked about
the poetry, the text that he got it from, how the painting works together with it,
how they work as a series — but this was quite different. When I talked to him in his
studio, when he was in the middle of making a painting, we talked for 45 minutes
about the fact that this one letter he was trying to paint he wanted to modulate, he
wanted it to exist in two different time periods which is the way he thought of it; he
colour-coded each of the time periods and modulated the colours, asking me what I
thought (because it wasn't 50-50, it was slightly over and he kept moving this line).
This is something that very view people will ever notice in the final product and, in
fact, he never really talks about when the painting is done. For Andy, I got the distinct
sense that the painting in process and the painting that is done are two different
pieces —and this seems to be the same for you.

1G - Yes, they are, definitely. I always ask myself the question: When do you know

6. Andy Patton (b. 1952) is a Canadian artist.
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that the work is done? I have asked many artists that question and received diverse
answers. But for me, the work is never done, you just get tired of it.

JJH — Avery fascinating way of describing it...

1G - Tjust can't cope with that anymore. You were talking before about overthinking
or over-practicing in that sense, and so the work becomes exhausted in some way, not
in itself but as it stands for you. Then you move on, or if there's a deadline...

JJH - How did this exhibition come about?

1G — After my master's’ I thought [ had a solid body of work to show, and [ haven't
seriously shown a solo show in Israel yet, so I thought to come back to that and to
present new works. Also, I think it happened for me in the background as a response
to the long period that I've been here. In fact, the title of the exhibition is To return
to a place, is, like dying.

JJH - You love your negatives!

IG —Yes, I love my negatives. So yes, going back to a place, what does it mean?

JJH - So you're showing your master's work?

1G - Not only, but yes, apart from the actual manuscript by my grandfather, which
doesn't fitin this exhibition. So I'm presenting the floor piece, the metal piece, maybe
one half of the diptych and a few new works.

JJH — Are you using any of the text from your master's thesis in this show?

1G — No. Although, itis part of another exhibition in March 2016 I will be doing.® The
exhibition departs from the thesis's textual fragment about the journey my grandfa-
ther supposedly took from Vilnius to the Curonian Spit in the Baltic Sea. The whole

authenticity of that story and journey is questionable. I wanted to literally follow that
journey and turn this possibly fictive event into a reality. But is it? What we're going
to see in March is reality, real things in the space. What is their status of realness? It
is called Silent Maps.

JJH - This is a beautiful name. And it goes back to our discussion. I think the reason
why people are so disturbed by this is because of the whole possibility-actuality thing.
For too many people experience increasingly rests in the realm of possibility, not
actuality. Possibility only retains relevance if there is an actuality of information,
rather than experience. People seem bothered not by a lack of experience but rather
alack of information.

7. 1do Govrin, “Vaalbara” (master's thesis, University of Toronto, 2014).

8. Silent Maps will be exhibited at the Red Head Gallery, Toronto, March 2-26, 2016.
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IG - That is the down side of the relationship between theory and practice, and when
that happens, when young artists feel the need to react profoundly based on history
then that's a problem, but if they manage somehow (and this is something even
established artists find hard to do) to find the balance between the two, this might
be an interesting place to be. I'm thinking about Christian Boltanski or other artists
whose work [ find interesting because of that balance.

JJH - Boltanskiis a great example, because in his interview with Hans Ulrich Obrist?,

when you read it through, he is so honest and he gives that sense of “okay, I did this
and I have no clue why.” It's not steeped in historicism, it's not steeped in all these
things, but you know that it's there and he is very smart, but he is allowing himself to
take those chances. In your treatment of Julius's work (and again I don't know why I
keep coming back to that presentation), there was something so wonderful because
you approached an artist in a way that I would have never imagined, and presented us
all with a very clear vision of that. And as I follow and understand your work more,
see something very similar to the way you approach your own work. You clearly have
this history and it's sitting behind you, but you're very resistant to anybody trying
to push it into the foreground so you can see it. I think you like it in your blind spot.

IG — Well, going back to that presentation, I thought that in light of Julius's work,
which is so much here and now, as he says himself (he was never metaphorical about
anything in his work), I thought why shouldn't we see and hear it just like that. When
people approach a work like that, and it seems outrageous in a way, is in fact so ironic.

JJH —I'm thinking about Carsten Holler with the slides in New York®, a relational aes-
thetics work in which one could slide down custom-built curly slides that cut through
several levels of the New Museum. It was really troubling because this work should be
exactly what you just talked about, the here and now. I mean it is a slide, a childhood
experience, but so many of the comments and discussions about it are split between
this experiential, almost psychology-of-history discourse and a straight art-historical
discourse. And there is no room for the present left. The word that keeps coming back
to me is “possibility” — your discussion of Julius's work was not about possibility but
about actuality, and that's what I think is too often missing. Too often history exists
as a perpetual possibility and that possibility gets in the way of the actuality. Again,
I don't see that in the work that I've seen of yours, such as the vibrating metal piece®.

That piece, one of my personal favourites, is about an actuality. Hearing you talk about
itin the past really felt forced. I got an honest sense thatif it was up to you, you would
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not say anything. I've seen this happen many times, where you like talking around
your works but you have a severe resistance to addressing them directly.

IG - Yes, and for me it goes back to what you said about actuality, which I totally agree
with. I'll say two things. The first is that for me this thing is very much missing. I see
it more like a psychological problem, maybe for artists and the general public today,
in times of cultural shakiness when your instinct is to hang on to the past. And then
of course art history comes in and reacts to that. Whereas if you're staying in the
actuality, you have a privileged situation that you allow yourself only when the waters
are calm. In terms of our current situation, it makes sense always to go back. The other
thing I would say is that, specifically regarding that metal piece, but also in general,
I think that this is the beauty of art. When the work works, what you can say about
it is only in the periphery — you can't say anything about its essence really. Our only
possibility to discuss it, and in a way that we both understand each other, is always
in an indirect implication. Let me ask you, what does it mean for art history if we
accept the assumption that we cannot have a direct discussion over the essence of art?

JJH —You are talking about something that is very important to me and that [ have
thought about a fair amount in relation to Duchamp. [ always come back to Duchamp.
[ can't accept any of the interpretations of the ready-made that have been given. For
me, the ready-made itself is irrelevant as an object, since the object itself (its actual
existence) has nothing to do with what Duchamp is doing. The actuality in the case
of Duchamp is everything that is happening around the work, this is what makes
the ready-made object important. When we talk about art history in that capacity,
as being unable to directly discuss its object, it has to take a page from Duchamp
and define art not directly, but instead by what is happening around it, the context
in which this art exists. So hearing you talking about the metal piece was upsetting
for me because everything that I was experiencing you didn't talk about because
you didn't know and didn't care about those aspects that interested me, right? I got
to experience the piece as [ wanted to experience it, and [ think that art history can
function like that, I really do.

1G - If we follow that line of thought, and I'm taking you back to your very first com-
ment, then art history and art practice are in the same situation, are on the same level.

JJH —TIthink so, yes. The reason why I asked the question is mostly because, in a sense,
[ think that this circle we just talked about is the base problem for young artists — and
you actually made a good point, not just for young artists, but for a lot of senior

4. Christian Boltanski, and Hans U. Obrist. Christian Boltanski. Kéln: W. Kénig, 2009.
5. Carsten Holler’s Experience showed at the New Museum in New York, 26 October 2011 - 22 January 2012.

6. The piece referred to is Vaalbara, 2014. http://idogovrin.net/fields/vaalbara
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And It Goes Back

Ido Govrin in conversation with Julian Jason Haladyn
October 21st, 2015, Toronto

Julian Jason Haladyn' — One thing of yours that I always go back to is your presenta-
tion with the audio piece and the rock?, where the embodiment of that particular piece

in the present was so spectacular. It was an art historical gesture that also involved
aspects of your practice, the two joining to create an extraordinary moment. In a
sense you create work — you're doing this exhibit — but I also know that the issue of
exhibiting is something that you struggle with, and I'm curious, on the most general
level, why? This is one of the questions that is always of interest to me. Why are you
still actively making studio work?

Ido Govrin —It'sabigone. It seems to me that if one is going to propose or maintain the
idea that studio practice and scholarly practice are totally different practices, practices
that of course can inform each other but are and should be different, I might agree
with him. Without implying any hierarchical structure, there is a certain amount of
knowledge thatis available for artists which isn't available to non-practitioners — again,
not in terms of hierarchy but just in terms of different access to the subject matter.

JJH —Yes, I would definitely agree with that.

IG - So if we accept that position for a moment, I don't think the consequence will
necessarily be “what is the point of producing art,” but rather, maybe, “how can we
create art that will allow the spectator access to that locus of knowledge reserved
for artists, and present it as such.” That's the challenge. I don't think it nullifies the
artistic practice. In terms of the contemporary situation, one can clearly articulate
the process that happened: from the 15th century, when artists articulated their
thoughts about their practice, the perspective was always from the studio towards the
outside and not the other way around as it is today — and the historiography is very
fascinating. It also has to do with global issues of modernity, but at some point the
revolution was complete and the profession of art history came to be, and scholars
now write about art from outside the studio, and artists follow that. It has created
an unbalanced situation. In that sense, from the artist's point of view, the challenge
is to bring things back to balance.

JJH - This has been an issue ['ve been thinking about for a long time, and it fits well

. JULIAN JASON HALADYN is an instructor at OCAD University. He is the author of Boredom and Art (Zero Books,

2015) and Marcel Duchamp: Etant donnés (Afterall Books, 2010). In addition, he has published numerous journal
articles and book chapters on art and philosophy.

Apresentation Govrin gave on a work by Rolf Julius, titled Stone (alone) (1993) in one of his Master’s seminars, 2014.
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with what [ know about your work and your working style. I just wrote a review about
a book by David Balzer — one of the editors of Canadian Art called Curationism?. It
was a painful book to read at the beginning, mostly because it described some of
the things [ hate most about the contemporary art world, but it opened my eyes to
alot of the problems that ['ve been encountering. There seems to be a shift towards
understanding the production of art as something that is “post-historical” - not in
the sense of creating a new theory, but post as in we have history and anything that
can be produced has to be produced on top of that base. This is a very serious problem
because you're saying that the only thing that can be produced has to be produced with
that knowledge and history... and I'm assuming you'll have a severe problem with that.

1G —Tactually think on the contrary...
JJH - Really? I would not have guessed that.

IG - Yes, and I would ask you a simple question: Who, and in what situation, creates
something out of nothing?

JJH - I'mnot trying to infer that. I'm not trying to infer that history is not there, but
rather that history has become a necessary element in order to appreciate where that
production sits. In other words, one first needs to understand and fully comprehend
that history before understanding whatis (and is not ) in it. 'm not sure I'm explaining
this well.

1G - I think [ understand what you're trying to say. It's like the discussion about
philosophy: Should I read Descartes to understand Kant and Kant to understand
Hegel and so on. And it's a complex situation. On one hand I say yes, if one wants
to adopt the historical perspective of understanding how things evolved in terms of
communication between philosophers then one needs that. But, on the other hand,
in order to understand the basic concepts that elude historicism then maybe one
doesn't have to. I think it is a matter of resolution or scale.

JJH - Theissue of scale is the troubling part for me because, from my own experience,
when [ was a fully practicing artist, my biggest difficulty was overthinking. I had to
think through all these things, I could not stop myself. This is why I believe I'm a much
better historian when it comes to this than an artist. You look at somebody who is
a good practicing artist and, in many cases, this is more of an intuitive thing. The
necessity of knowing that history (I have seen this repeatedly) really starts troubling
artists, young artists especially.

. David Balzer, Curationism: How Curating Took Over the Art World and Everything Else.

(Toronto: Coach House Books, 2014)
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notnight.” [tis a time described as uniting all times, a time that designates a conscious
space of abstruseness: a conscious space of numerous intellectual contradictions
into which coherent, logical reasoning tools collapse. This distinction between that
which is utterable and that which is present yet (or already) inexpressive is also made
by the British psychoanalyst Wilfred Bion (1897-1979). It can be said that Bion’s
research revolves around questions regarding the human ability to know as well as
the human capacity (or incapacity) to gain knowledge of something. Bion doesn't shy
away from seeking “the knowledge of the truth,” claiming, in fact, that it is essential
for intellectual evolution. According to him, a soul disconnected from the truth is
bound for degeneration.

Bion's research and theory link classical psychological concepts such as love and hate,
and pain and pleasure, with knowledge. Bion dares to bring to the forefront of therapy
the development of the soul as it emerges from within its exposure to truth. The jour-
ney his work suggests is one of disillusion and the recognition of reality for what it is.
Bion moves the psychoanalytic paradigm far beyond rationality, but not towards an
alternative of subjective narrative and meaning. Rather, he pushes it towards a different
truth thatis neither rational nor irrational. According to Bion, the evolutionary process
is aimed towards nothing but the following goal: to increase man's mental ability to
know the truth. Thus the psychoanalyst's objective is to shift the centre of gravity
away from the principle of pleasure and pain, which is satisfied by man's comforting
and subjective interpretation, and towards the principle of truth, which is the human
ability to know something even if at the cost of pain.

The truth Bion speaks about brings us back to Barthes's “body that pursues its own
ideas.” According to Barthes and Bion, rational knowledge is only part of the truth.
Words are only part of the truth. The wordy butterflies that dance within the space
that encompasses the body, gather around the body’s head, circulate around it without
touching, but wear it as a winner’s wreath. The body itself remains speechless.

Govrin's works tell many stories: personal stories from his past, general conscious
meditations, memories and fragments of memories. Despite this, they lead into a
mute path in the same way as that body that remains speechless. Exposure to the past
and its misfortunes — the walk through a foreseeable dead end — makes intuitive use
of healing and development embodied in them.
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the poem appears in one of the works displayed in the exhibition. It reads: “To return to
aplace, /is, like dying. / Itis to fulfill prophecies, / or empty them.”” Death in Govrin's

works is a fable about devotion to a reality that is an unknown and inaccessible exis-
tence. A reality where fear and delight coexist, and that appears as new and full of life.

Govrin's oeuvre elevates the world of memories — passing thoughts and stories — and

floats within a communal sphere of murmur, hum, and melody. The delicate aesthetic
by which he chooses to embody his ideas — pages of a notebook marked by a certain

personal handwriting, soft fabrics, a bed of beeswax and resin and pieces of crochet—
hides secrets that are whispered through audio speakers. His works, which travel

through fields of sound and visual imagery, call for listening to the spaces of conscious

worlds, worlds that unfold a possibility for change through contact with the unknown.
The death is the death of the known.

Questions regarding the return to a past or a place are at the core of Govrin's work. His

choice of materials, which seem to belong to the past and to some distant place, opens

up the space for nostalgia to seep in. So do the content and titles of his works, such as

in Vaalbara and From the River Archive, which refer to life events in his past. Questions

regarding the gap between the abandoned place and the contemporary one bring to

light pain and meditation. These artistic and conceptual attempts do not offer an in-
stant solution nor do they arrive at a place of contentment. They unlock options devoid

of consolation but nonetheless they present the opening for a process of clarification,
of flooding, of self-healing. They serve as a sound box into which the artist pours his

attempts to reach, to touch, to know something.

The ticking of time exists in Govrin's artistic production, the subjective spirits of time
burst out in the figures of a reddish piece of metal, a waving lace fabric, sound whirl-
pools, or letters from a grandfather. The consciousness presents various lifelong pieces

of memory to the current experience.
The voice of the past combines with that of the present.

Different philosophical approaches view the present as the most important time; it is
the atemporal time, the time which all other times refer to. The more it becomes pos-
sible to connect the past to the present experience, the richer and deeper the present
consciousness gets. The larger the liaison with past events, the more the contemporary,
present consciousness gains through sprawl and burgeoning horizon. According to the
philosopher Edmund Husserl, the experience of the present works to bring into focus

2. Yehuda Amichai, "Ein-Gedi" in Ve Lo Almenat Lizkor. Schocken, 1971

its strength as well as the contents of all times of the past and of the future. For this
he coined the term “standing-streaming” — a formalistic expression that measures the
consciousness's static dimension of the present against its dynamic flow of experiences.

The attempt to fulfill oneself with a present life experience, and to extend it ad infini-
tum in a way that cancels all other times, can be found in the work of many artists,
from composers such as Satie and Ligeti, to the artists of Fluxus and happenings, to

contemporary artists. It seems as if Govrin's works are also aspiring to be fulfilled with

that present dimension. Even if they lean on stories from the past, they nonetheless

swallow the spaces of the present as if craving to remain in their fullness, as if demand-
ing complete attention to their murmuring. In doing so they unite as a single image

and a single sound. Just as in Husserl's “standing-streaming,” they capture the space,
they exist in the space which is being defined by sound traversing the space crosswise

as waves, pushing the space forward on the timeline and backwards into the past.

The sound works are a major component in the exhibited body of work. They sound out
tones ranging from those verbalized ones of text read out loud (Whirlpools), to abstract
and hazy tones that don't solidify into a recognizable sound (Vaalbara), to the music
of piano playing (Vaalbara), to those lacking physical sound, but that, however, draw
tones from the viewer's consciousness, completing the composition (Quiet Whispers in
the Hallway). Sonic sense impressions are usually associated with the ears, but such an
understanding of sound is a perceptual fallacy like the belief that thinking takes place
in the brain. In fact, sound is heard throughout the entire body. It can be listened to
with the entire consciousness. The body itself exists within consciousness in the same
way as the entire world exists within consciousness. This is the reason why different
people can live in different conscious worlds while physically occupying a single space
or time. Govrin's work offers a single space populated by different conscious worlds;
worlds of sound, image, and language constitute different maps that together lead
towards other conscious spaces.

It seems as though the unification of different conscious worlds may only manifest
itself asa cry. Orjust as silence. The cry that is heard, which derived from the inability
to say or to know, is also lacking any development. It is present and returns emp-
ty-handed. While the past, with its memories, reverberates in Govrin's works — which
express themselves through material and immaterial means — it seeks out relief that
originates in knowledge.

In Jewish holy and literary sources, a certain time is mentioned that is “not day, and



“To return to a place,

is, like dying”

Adiya Porat

In his essay The Pleasure of the Text, Roland Barthes writes about a possibility of express-
ing oneself in an unorthodox language, about a bliss originating from an unutterable
source. The pleasure of the text, he writes, “is that moment when my body pursues
its own ideas — for my body does not have the same ideas as I do.”* The pleasure of

language, he adds, exists at a locus of loss, of incognizance, in the empty gap. The
distinction Barthes creates between his “body” and his “ideas” points to the gap he
identifies between the ability to express and articulate oneself — to be legible — and the
experience itself, what occurs, “the truth.”

It seems as if Ido Govrin's artworks wish to construct a language that contains the

pleasure and anxiety of the text, alanguage that seeks serenity in a place that exceeds

accepted conventions of representation and comprehension, a language that is sum-
moned by whoever is willing to experience delight inseparable from grief or horror.
The materials he uses utter from within their own corporality and narrate experiences

of diaspora, distance, homecoming, and longing. The sounds that emerge from the

exhibition space marshal themselves into a yelling voice — a yell that seems to protest
against the inability to say what supposed to be said. That speaks of the inability to be

clear and legible. Even to the artist himself.

The exhibition space, coloured in shades of yellow and brown, brings to mind an ancient
appearance, an old photograph or a cave revealed in an archeological dig. Metallic
sounds rise from the artworks (or perhaps from the ceiling or walls), enigmatic as
animal language, calling the viewer to approach.

The voice of the past combines with that of the present.

The exhibition's title is taken from a poem by Yehuda Amichai, and a quotation from

1. Roland Barthes, The Pleasure of the Text, trans. Richard Miller (New York: Hill and Wang, 1975).
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