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LITTLE DID THEY KNOW
Merve Elveren

Today’s world produces and relies on uncertainty. This has been
the case for a while, even before the pandemic upended our
lives. Uncertainty has been ubiquitous in the realms of politics,
economics, justice, security, education and public health. But
we don’t need to go that far to trace the uncertainty; even our
relationships are infused with it. In a state of constantly feeling
anxious, insecure, or disoriented, in an epidemic characterised
by groundlessness, the only thing we can manage is to focus on
small things within our immediate environment, over which
we believe we have power.
In 2019, months before the first Covid-19 wave, researcher
A.T. Kingsmith wrote about the profound impact of ongoing
and widespread anxiety in society and argued: ‘The shared
realisation that “you are not alone in this dead-end job, this
bottomless debt, this paralyzing depression” can establish new
propositions about the root causes of our anxieties, which
can help stimulate people’s capacities for working together to
build a more permanent and collective means of addressing
this condition beyond the individuating and often highly
inaccessible offerings of a burgeoning anxiety economy.’1 The
more a sense of collectivity and togetherness emerges across
precarious communities, the more anxiety the new world order
tries to instil in them to keep the status quo intact; in other
words, uncertainty is highly politicised. The inability to define,
predict or control the progression of current conditions leads
to the premature evacuation of collective care and alternative
visions for the future. It is not a coincidence that in the midst
of today’s hostile conditions, self-organised actions such as
solidarity groups, policy-making initiatives, and mutual aid
networks emerged to confront external catastrophes and

* This text was initially written in September 2020 and revisited once again
exactly a year later for the publication of Little did they know.

1 A.T. Kingsmith, ‘The Anxiety Industry: At the limits of anxious consumerism’,
Public Seminar, 17 May 2019, https://publicseminar.org/essays/the-anxietyindustry/. A.T. Kingsmith is a PhD candidate researching the political economy
of anxiety at York University, Canada, and a co-founder of EiQ Technologies,
an emotion AI start-up. In July 2020, Kingsmith was featured in The Order of
Unmanageable Risks – a podcast by Aris Komporozos-Athanasiou and Max Haiven
addressing the ubiquity of anxiety in today’s world.
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internal turbulence. Not only public spaces but also places like
homes, backyards, community organisations, and small-scale
non-profit institutions became potential hubs of reflection.
The phrase ‘little did they know’ refers to critical moments
in life, suggesting the unpredictable personal or social
consequences that follow. Signalling a state of uncertainty, the
phrase carries contradictory undertones: a potential failure,
loss, or disaster, but also the advent of transformations that
might pave the way for a new future imaginary. The phrase
captures the shifting positions of individuals or groups, who
are reacting to and moving away from fear and incapacitation.
Their desire to shed anxiety and (re)act brings them together
across different geographies, constituting an unexpected
ecosystem of proximities and shared visions.
Borrowing its title from this phrase, the 39th EVA
International’s Guest Programme Little did they know traced
often fragmented and mostly overlooked stories from a broad
range of individual or collective actions from the recent past,
which challenged – and in some cases, transformed – existing
conditions. The artistic responses and research-based projects
had, at their core, an ambition to mobilise around the issues of
ecology, self-representation, gender roles, and social injustice.
While Little did they know did not introduce a guideline
for surviving uncertain times, nor offer a grand proposal
for the future, it did propose itself as an exercising ground,
a repository of attempts, and a visual archive of anachronic
interactions for today.
This publication brings together Little did they know’s
four invited research projects delivered across three phases
in 2020 and 2021. Led by Asia Art Archive, Betsy Damon
Archive: Keepers of the Waters (Chengdu and Lhasa) focused on
raising awareness of ongoing water issues through artistic,
scientific, and educational projects. The archive presented
the initiative’s two public events that took place in Chengdu,
Sichuan, in 1995, and Lhasa, Tibet Autonomous Region, in
1996. Founded in 1983, the collective Derry Film and Video
Workshop (DFVW) was formed around the urgency of

documenting discussions on gender, class, self-representation,
and resistance. The We realised the power of it presentation,
composed of the newly digitised archive of the collective,
was led by curator Sara Greavu in collaboration with the
artist Ciara Phillips. Reconciliation of Blood Feuds Campaign,
1990-1991, led by Erëmirë Krasniqi (Kosovo Oral History
Initiative), captured the unique experience developed in
Kosovo at the beginning of the repressive Milošević regime.
Through collecting oral history records of the protagonists,
the archive has given voice to various public gatherings and
reconciliations, and the liberation of families from the duty
of honour killings. Sexuality of A Nation: Lionel Soukaz and
Liberation Politics centred on consciousness-raising sessions
organised by Paul Clinton. The project concentrated on the
experimental films from the 1970s and ’80s of French gay
liberation pioneer Lionel Soukaz.
The adjacent publication of the 39th EVA International
catalogue includes the artistic responses in Little did they know.
Taking the time to interpret the past and the present, works
by Benji Boyadgian, Diego Bruno, Oisín Byrne with Adam
Gibbons, Yane Calovski, Jasmina Cibic, Barış Doğrusöz,
Eirene Efstathiou, Minna Henriksson, Michele Horrigan,
Melanie Jackson and Esther Leslie, Amy Lien and Enzo
Camacho, Hana Miletić, Deirdre O’Mahony, Zeyno Pekünlü,
Richard Proffitt, Hannah Quinlan and Rosie Hastings, Mario
Rizzi, Aykan Safoğlu, Krista Belle Stewart, Rayna Teneva
and Mustafa Emin Büyükcoşkun, Driant Zeneli and Women
Artists Action Group (Archive of Pauline Cummins) offer a
complex web of strategies and positions.
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BETSY DAMON ARCHIVE:
KEEPERS OF THE WATERS
(CHENGDU AND LHASA)
Asia Art Archive

All images:
Courtesy of the artist, and Betsy Damon Archive: Keepers of the Waters
(Chengdu and Lhasa) at Asia Art Archive (AAA).

In 1991 performance artist, feminist, and environmental
activist Betsy Damon founded Keepers of the Waters in the
United States. Adopting a collaborative approach, the initiative
aims to raise awareness of ongoing water issues through
artistic, scientific, and educational projects.
In the late 1980s and early ’90s, Damon traveled to Beijing,
Chengdu, Kunming, Lijiang and Dali, where she had the
chance to study sacred springs, experience the local scene, meet
with artists on the ground, and witness the political turbulence
in the country. The Keepers of the Waters iterations, first realised
in Chengdu, Sichuan Province in 1995, followed by a second
iteration in 1996, this time in Lhasa, Tibet Autonomous
Region, focused on the pollution and possible protection
methods of the Funan and Lhasa rivers. Damon invited local
and international artists to create public performances and
installation works individually and collectively for both of
these events.
The collection at the Sailor’s Home, catalogued, digitised,
and opened to the public by Asia Art Archive, presented
these two large-scale public events and comprised a selection
of visual recordings and documentation images spanning
a time when mainland China was shifting to be more
open economically and politically. One of the highlights
from the collection is the rare publicity of public art events
and performances by state broadcasters and press. The
Betsy Damon Archive also features early performance and
installation pieces made by women artists such as Yin Xiuzhen,
Zhang Xin and Zhang Lei; performances by Dai Guangyu, Li
Jixiang, and Song Dong, and collaborative projects by Tibetan
art students who decided to participate in the event voluntarily.
The extensive archive at Asia Art Archive – comprised
of slides, audio-visual recordings, newspaper clippings, and
interviews – contains material pertinent to performance art,
women artists, exhibition histories and the development of
contemporary art in regional cities of China.

The documents in this archive are accessible at the website of AAA.
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[Top] Documentation of Keepers of the Waters parade
in Chengdu, Sichuan, China, 29 July 1995.

[Top] Documentation of installation The River, by Wang Peng,
in Chengdu, Sichuan, China, 1995.

[Bottom] Photograph of Living Water Garden construction
in Chengdu, Sichuan, China, c. 1995.

[Bottom] Documentation of performance When Will Jin River Have Fish and
Shrimp – Calling of Ducks, by Liu Chengying, in Chengdu, Sichuan, China, 1995.

10

11

39th EVA International

Little did they know

[Top] Documentation of performance Long-abandoned Water
Standards, by Dai Guangyu, in Chengdu, Sichuan, China, 1995.
[Bottom] Documentation of performance Washing Silk by Jin River, by
Ang Sang, Ge Ci, He Qichao, Kristin Caskey, Suri Lamnu, Tang Liping,
Yu Leiqing, and Zhou Zheng, in Chengdu, Sichuan, China, 1995.

Opening ceremony of Keepers of the Waters in Lhasa, Tibet, 18 August 1996.
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[Top] Documentation of performance Cleaning the River,
by Li Jixiang, in Lhasa, Tibet, 1996.

[Top] Preparation of work Water Burial, by Suri Lamnu, in Lhasa, Tibet, 1996.

[Bottom] Preparation of installation Living Water, by Yin Xiuzhen,
in Lhasa, Tibet, 1996.

[Bottom] Documentation of artwork Shirts, by art students
from Tibet University, in Lhasa, Tibet, 1996.
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NO BOXES
Interview with Betsy Damon
July–August 2021
Cici Wu from Asia Art Archive
and Merve Elveren

We are drops,
Flowing as one river
Rising as mist
Floating as clouds
Sparkling as dew.
Remember.
Betsy Damon, Water Talks1
Cici Wu & Merve Elveren:

Your involvement with care,
regeneration and awareness
has a very long history. In 1981, you
founded the No Limits for Women Artists
organisation; in the early 1990s, you worked
with students for public art projects related
to water; in 1991, you initiated Keepers of
the Waters; and in 1998, you built the Living
Water Garden in Chengdu, the very first
inner-city ecological park in the world. In
these dynamic and powerful examples, your
role stands out. You act as a mediator; you
negotiate with local actors and communities,
students, artists, activists, scientists, and many
others, and facilitate alliances. How do you
define your role?

Betsy Damon: I believe that there is a vast creative well of
possibilities inside every human being. This well of curiosity,
creativity, and initiative is quickly suppressed by the many
invisible agents of oppression. Some of these oppressive agents
are visible: classism, racism, sexism, etc., all embedded in each
culture. Sexism is a good example – children absorb things that
are then reinforced daily: what to wear, who gets to succeed,
1 Betsy Damon, Water Talks: Empowering Communities to Know, Restore, and Preserve
their Waters (New York: Portal Books, 2022).
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‘girls do this and boys do that’, and so on. It’s harmful to do
the automatic act of placing a person in some ‘suitable’ box
according to how they should be. Much oppression comes
from parents, teachers, and other figures simply thinking they
know what’s best for a person. I like to think that the best
role for me is to try to uphold the infinite potential of each
person. That sounds like a cliché, but I truly have no process
to offer people aside from inviting them to envision what
they really can do – then listening to them and inviting them
to consider how they would like to execute their vision. The
minute you have a preconceived process, or you think you have
the solution for another person, you already put someone in a
box. The space to listen without comment or judgment opens
up a place where people can begin to consider their true ideas.
This singular act can empower people – my art. I chose not to
function for a company, a teaching facility, or to make money
through a dealer, etc., so I can share truth and vision and my
confidence in human beings.
CW & ME: How do you connect No Limits for Women
Artists, which is deeply rooted in feminist
discussions, and Keepers of the Waters, focusing on
water issues?
BD: When I first heard the word ‘feminism’ in 1968, I quickly
felt the depths of institutional sexism. I joined with many
women to change our society. No Limits was formed to help
women counteract the impacts of sexism on their self-worth,
ability to think big, etc. Above all, we confronted the ways
that sexism separates women from each other. In No Limits
for Women Artists, we addressed racism and classism alike.
These collide to divide women. Our intention was to find ways
to avoid colluding with the oppressive society around us. No
Limits is rooted in women coming together to support each
other to keep going with their greatest visions. Amazingly,
these bi-monthly meetings worked very quickly for many
women. Some men initiated similar processes in their
18
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workplaces to significant effect. But their superiors told them
that if they kept gathering to support each other, they would
be fired. Oppression originates with those who feel that their
hold on power is threatened.
I also applied these principles of listening to artists’ groups,
along with groups that were beginning to address ecological
issues. I choose water because it is the very foundation of
life, and few people seem to understand what actually is the
foundation of their lives. Everyone can learn a bit about the
issues impacting their waters and public health and ecology.
First, learn about your local water situation and then think
about what would be your most extraordinary vision, best
next steps, etc. Support each other to work together. Build
collaborations. We must all remember that we are innately
connected and that competing for scarce resources and feeling
disempowered is not our natural state – it has been thrust
upon us by the incorrect logic of ownership and control.
CW & ME: On 24 June this year, you initiated the World
Water Law online conference with participants
from different parts of the world. Artists,
activists, academics, healers and many others
from different backgrounds aimed to connect
with one another through their vision of ‘water’.
Could you share the motivation and vision you
have for World Water Law?
BD: The idea for World Water Law ignited me, although I
could immediately see how difficult it would be to realise.
Imagine if enough people came together to preserve the very
foundation of the living system! I hope (and believe) that we
would arrive at what it means for all life to get quality water. I
think that would mean stopping extraction, or at least insisting
that extraction be mindful of the destruction and pollution it
causes and be held accountable for that. We can restore our
rivers to flow freely. We can agree worldwide to stop dams
and more. A World Water Law would be based on the reality
19
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that the world is an interconnected, flowing system, that the
survival of one group is interdependent on the survival of
many. And we as a global community must not pollute each
other’s waters. Beyond all that, we need to do this now!! The
warming of the earth is already too much, and we need to act
to restore the waters now.

documented all these. Today, however, not only
in China but also in many parts of the world, the
definition of ‘public space’ is redefined through
strict authoritarian regimes and their agendas.
Do you think the energy in Chengdu and Lhasa
iterations can be revitalised today?

CW & ME: Let’s go back to the Keepers of the Waters project,
which was part of the 39th EVA International’s
Guest Programme Little did they know. The
archive shows that the Chengdu and Lhasa
iterations received great enthusiasm and
passion from individuals and support from the
state at the time. You organised events and
performance-based projects in public places, the
local communities were part of it, and the media

BD: That is a complicated question. The straight answer is
probably yes, and that we can, and need to, ignite this energy.
At that time, no one thought that I could do anything in
China. Those two projects happened because I was persistent
and chose to be there for months, not a few days or weeks. A
small number of people stepped up; one was a deeply respected
scholar and knew many people. It was all about relationships,
who knows who. At first, I was vetted extensively. But as I
spoke with the people, suspicions evaporated, and a spirit
of collaboration arose, founded on a love of their land and
nature and generosity among everyone I worked with. Yes,
Keepers of the Waters: Chengdu eventually won the support of
the government. But the Lhasa events happened in spite of
the government. Our meetings in Lhasa were short, and the
Tibetans sent a representative from their community in Lhasa.
I could feel the dynamics of oppression. The local government
was even more afraid than in Chengdu and only allowed the
performance works to take place because we had already safely
done something similar in Chengdu.
Governments like to control the arts in particular.
Authoritarian responses to people becoming inspired can take
the form of fear, control and persecution. At certain times,
the only art permissible is an art that serves the ideology of
the government or art that doesn’t challenge cultural beliefs.
I directly told the artists that they could not use me to attack
their government. In 1989, the government in China had
already banned public events. But the Chengdu government,
after much consideration, decided to support the Keepers
events – and they were afraid. We went forward anyway. The
energy behind the Chengdu events felt magical. It illuminated

20
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CW & ME: How do you relate Keepers of the Waters
(Chengdu in 1995 and Lhasa in 1996) and
World Water Law?
BD: If we are all ‘Keepers of the Waters’, then a World Water
Law needs to come into effect! To answer your question, I
have to believe in our capacity to be together, cheer for each
other, and join the living system. A World Water Law might
appear to be unattainable. But it is possible, and artists can
think outside the box to make it happen. Keepers of the Waters:
Chengdu invited a consciousness of water and the living system
that was embedded in the surrounding culture and still persists
in the memory of those living in Chengdu. World Water Law
invited the entire human species to gather together around a
collective consciousness of the value of all life. We are going to
need every aspect of the world’s communities to step forward
with determination, exuberance and intelligence that will
ignite vast rivers of possibility. Chengdu and Lhasa were very
small examples of what is possible. If these two projects were
possible, then why wouldn’t 1,000 such projects be possible?

39th EVA International

Little did they know

CW:

the problems in a way that invited the public to notice,
remember and take care. This inspired hope and possibility.
Sparks like these are inside most people and lie dormant until
an opportunity to care publicly is offered. Recently, habitat
loss has led a rogue herd of 15 elephants to set off wandering
on a journey more than 300 miles from their home. This herd
has captivated the public, who keep up with the elephants’
movements via live-feed drone footage. People are working
together to ensure that the elephants have safe passage into
a suitable habitat, and the elephants’ journey has raised
awareness about habitat destruction.
People are good at ‘going underground’ and waiting.
Some people have had to wait for many generations holding
inside this energy – vision. Take Ireland or the indigenous
people of the United States and other countries right now:
they have suffered for hundreds of years under colonialism. In
the United States, indigenous people are organising for the
rights of rivers, going to jail, risking their lives. Many people
have turned to these cultures for hope and right treatment
of the earth. The human drive for real respect, dignity, and
self-governance is far greater than any authoritarian regime,
and that is the mistake such governments eventually make.
Rather than realising and inviting people to organise for the
common good, they are threatened. As corporations have
taken over, they have been given licences to lie and exploit
far more than most governments. Private corporations are
authoritarian, controlling resources that rightfully belong to all
– and this is most obvious in ‘democratic’ countries. Right now,
a combination of corporate totalitarianism and governmental
oppression is driving the earth into extinction. Basically,
most governments, whether they are ‘authoritarian’ or not, are
contributing to this destructive behaviour. It is interesting how
a word like ‘democracy’ lets people imagine that their society is
not oppressive. Through my art, I invite people to learn and act
together – to reveal, repair, and illuminate the living system.
Is this enough? No – we need world laws and regulations that
speak to the living system.

BD: First, I need to say that political and socioeconomic
situations are constantly changing. These changes impact how
I might do something, but they do not affect my fundamental
vision. In China, I encountered artists who knew their culture
like the back of their hands, who understood the metaphors
and processes that engage their public. They were not afraid
to touch the waters, to work with the waters closely. I rarely
experienced that in the United States, where we have been
taught to avoid all muck, to over-sanitise everything, and to
avoid plunging ourselves into anything ‘icky’. We’re supposedly
free, but our art here rarely has much of an impact. Public art
in the US is absorbed immediately into the market and media.
In Chengdu, many people cautioned me not to be too
hopeful; the government would take everything away and I
should not give my heart to the project. They ended up being
wrong, but I know that they had been very hurt in the past.
I met people who did not resent the Cultural Revolution
and many people who, regardless of how they were treated
in the past, worked very hard to make the performance events
and the Living Water Garden succeed. The devotion of the
artists, engineers, and broader public to the projects was the
biggest success.
My experiences in Chengdu and Lhasa led me to be
hopeful. The ideas behind the performances and the Living
Water Garden spread. Many governors and mayors of large
cities visited Chengdu to see the Living Water Garden.
Restored wetlands and tertiary treatment of wastewater

22
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The ’90s was a very special period for China;
since the economy was changing drastically,
people perhaps believed that they could gain
freedom through the economy. Betsy, when you
look back to Keepers of the Waters in Chengdu
and Lhasa in the ’90s from the vantage point
of today, how would you describe your feelings
and experiences, particularly relating to the
socioeconomic context at that time?

Little did they know

popped up in more places than I could count. Many people
who worked on the Garden went on to become involved in
the environment in some way. Some artists went on to pursue
actions for the environment.
Maybe the spirit underlying these projects was always
there – flowing like a river, underground at some times and
surfacing at others. As I understand it, there is a deep cultural
base expressed in Confucianism and Taoism. Whatever the
political situation may be, people have a long-term vision in
their minds about China. I think that this kind of long-term
thinking is still present in the culture, even if it’s buried under
the current economic growth. In 1995, we all lived on five
dollars a day, and a collective spirit was always the foundation
of our discussions. What were the best works to address
pollution? How could everyone who wanted to be involved get
involved? The businesses in the city joined to help, and people
volunteered. I tried to serve as the person who opened the
door – inviting all to step forward with their ideas. I offered
ideas, too, some of which artists used. If things went wrong, I
would be blamed. The energy kept growing and growing. The
energy generated by the artists and their artworks moved the
city forward.
The artists had to submit all their activities to the
government for approval. They understood this process and
knew how to describe their work so it would be approved. It
is never my place to criticise another government. In the US, I
was attacked over the Three Gorges Dam in China, as if it was
mine to protest. But the Hoover Dam, the Grand Coulee Dam
– these are mine to protest. Through my work, I try to invite
collaborations, bring attention to things, reveal and inspire
new actions, and offer possible ways to restore and preserve.
I know water to be a pulse we all share. I can be in that pulse
with anyone, anywhere. According to the propaganda about
American democracy, we live by some set of rules that don’t
exist in other places. This is an illusion. How many people
in the US know that corporations asked the government of
Guatemala to give them the rights to all the rivers? Water
24
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consciousness is being spread by a theatre performance,
Moving Water, put on by Serious Play Theatre Ensemble
this summer.
ME:

I think it is crucial to focus on your position
in Keepers of the Waters and the other initiatives
you took part in. I call this ‘mediation’; you
were not only organising the meetings and
the collaborative works, but you were also
connecting the participants, negotiating with
the power actors regardless of whether or
not they are artists. It is true to say that your
position made Keepers of the Waters possible
in ’90s Chengdu and Lhasa. In today’s
conditions, it feels like the only way to realise
projects like Keepers of the Waters and move
between the cracks is to mediate, to construct
a meaningful dialogue around shared interests.
What do you think?

BD: I think of art as the great mediator. We can dissolve
boundaries to invite unique dialogues and collaborations.
Art dissolves boundaries between information systems. Since
artistic expression has been moved into the ‘free market’, where
it has almost no real impact, I have chosen to work outside of
that paradigm. I choose not to work in the university context
for similar reasons. I need to be independent. For a woman,
this is sometimes hard. Sexism has pressured me to sacrifice
my more creative, independent self. I formed a feminist
art studio at Cornell, and both the art department and the
women’s studio opposed it.
CW & ME: In our individual practices, we work with
archives and understand the archive’s
potentiality. So we would like to hear more
about your ideas on the circulation of the archive
of Keepers of the Waters? Do you think reminding,
25
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revisiting the Chengdu and Lhasa iterations
through archival displays could act as a guideline
for surviving these uncertain times?
BD: When I hear the word ‘archive’, I think of someplace that
holds the past in a vacuum. You are asking how an archive can
inform the future. The archive can become a place of dialogue,
beyond just documentation: active, interactive, forming new
relationships, moving ideas forward, empowering so many
avant-garde artists from Asia, or rooted in Asia. How can an
archive become part of public discourse now? By informing
and inviting new perspectives and actions? There are aspects
of my work that I have not spoken about very much. One
of them is funding. Another is the building of relationships.
Another is my decision to keep my work in the community,
not in museums or galleries. The economic imperative that
insists on galleries, price tags, etc. forces artists to detach their
process from the surrounding community – to work separated
from the societal context they’re supposedly responding to. I
would like to talk about that in the archive – the importance of
being in and with the community, allowing community voices
to come forward. I think it’s time for museums to stop being a
repository of history and instead become active participants in
saving our earth. They should return what they stole from other
cultures and use their large budgets for this earth. Biennials,
other alternative exhibitions can also turn their full attention
towards all the activities and collaborations that artists are
evolving for the earth. Because alternative institutions are not
part of the market, they have unimaginable opportunities.

well as time-based events such as biennials
and festivals, to your description. Can you
tell us more about your relationship with the
institutional art world? Has this changed
over time?
BD: I am chuckling. I’ve never had a strong relationship
with the institutional art world. Before I immersed myself in
feminism (which was after I became a mother), I was a hardedge conceptual artist who showed in the Haus der Kunst and
at Vassar with all those boys. My work was declared excellent,
etc., and was also bought. Once I became a mother, that was a
death knell on my art career. I stepped outside the system and
into the streets… no container, no pleasing others. Men did
that often and have had volumes of books written about them.
But women doing that? Let’s be real. In A Memory of Clean
Water (1985), I cast a 250-foot dry riverbed in handmade
paper. As a work, it is equal to Smithson’s Spiral Jetty, which is
slowly contributing to the degradation of the Great Salt Lake.
CW & ME: What do you think about participation in the
39th EVA International’s Guest Programme?
What expectations do you have for organising or
cultivating the consciousness of water protection
in Limerick, a city which historically has a
strong relationship with the River Shannon?
BD: I’m excited to participate. My only expectation is that
people come together for the Zoom call. Once people come
together and listen to each other, they will find multiple ways
to reclaim water quality – not only in the River Shannon but
also around the country, with its many wells and streams and
incredible relationship to water.

CW & ME: You said ‘the importance of being in and with
the community, allowing community voices
to come forward’ – which is extremely critical
today. Museums can be able to understand
and function with their communities and be
responsive to the local dynamics and contexts.
Maybe we can add cultural institutions, as

CW & ME: As someone who has multiple roles – artist,
organiser, activist – what role do you want to
focus on more in the near future?

26
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BD: I don’t separate my roles. My work is rooted in the
essential energy of complexity. The earth’s living systems are
created by a level of complexity that is barely understood. That
complexity emanates out from the universe. Art is the core
of myself or rather creativity and that exists in my initiating
many forms of actions, activities. As an artist, I try to follow
that energy, which is most often invisible and obscured by the
persistent need to separate things into boxes. I work in the
natural systems and invite others to become integrated with
those systems. Organising just seems to be a logical part of
my process. We don’t know how water initiated organisation
among all the species in our world. We don’t know how water
functions as the carrier of consciousness. So my questions are:
How can I show the pulse of electrical currents in water? How
can I gather the resources to create with this knowledge? I
have inventions in mind. As a humble body of water myself, I
can’t do anything but try to bring art, organising and activism
together. Separation is integral to a system that seeks to
control, price and sell. Within this dominating system, many
people are alienated from the earth’s natural systems, and they
produce for that system whether it is a work of ‘art’ or a pencil.
I intuitively rebelled against this control. I did not set out to
have three separate careers. One would not exist without the
other two.
One final thought: as artists, we can be free. We can
imagine and envision. We can try things in places where others
say ‘impossible’. If we call it art, it can be done, at least in many
countries. You can do it. Try it. A small experiment can lead to
something innovative.
I am reminded of a Goethe quote my mother sent me
when I started the feminist art studio in 1973:
‘Whatever you can do or dream you can, begin it;
Boldness has genius, power, and magic in it.’
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DERRY FILM AND
VIDEO WORKSHOP

Derry Film & Video Collective was legally formed as a
company in June 1984 as a logical extension of an idea
which was being developed by a small group of people in
the North West of Ireland. We observed that the North of
Ireland had become one of the most media-biased areas
of the world over the preceding fifteen years and that, for
the most part, this media coverage was sensationalist,
superficial, interventionist and censored. Derry Film
& Video was formed, therefore, to make an indigenous
contribution to media representation of our lives.

We realised the power of it
Sara Greavu and Ciara Phillips

Its original members were all women with varied
backgrounds and experiences in theatre, photography,
literature, community oriented projects and youth
employment schemes. All shared a common interest
in challenging the accepted views which have been
propagated abroad of Irish people. In particular we were
interested in the representation of Irish women.
DFVC document from 1988
Derry Film and Video Workshop (DFVW ), also
known as Derry Film and Video Collective (DVFC), was
established in Derry in 1983, incorporated in 1984, and
lasted until 1990.1 Collective members, at different points
in time, included Anne Crilly, Margo Harkin, Trisha Ziff,
Geraldine McGuinness, Jim Curran, Stephanie English,
Tommy Collins, Therese Friel, Brendan McMenamin,
and Jamie Dunbar, most of whom had no prior
experience of filmmaking. They came together with a
sense of urgency to address overlapping political tensions
around gender, class, the Irish ‘national question’ and
legacies of British imperialism.
1 While the collective lost funding in 1990, the company wind-down was an
extended process and the DFVW existed in some form until 1993.
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Receiving the bulk of their funding from Channel 4, the
workshop was one of the companies formed under the terms
of the 1982 Workshop Declaration,2 an initiative that sought
to democratise the process of filmmaking and broadcasting,
and amplify the voices of those who were marginalised on the
basis of race, gender, geography, sexuality and class. As a newly
established ‘publisher broadcaster’, Channel 4 provided both
significant financial support for production and the platform
to distribute their works.
Convened around a set of methods that included collective
structures and self-representation, DFVW produced a
number of films, including Stop Strip Searching (1984);
Planning (1986); Mother Ireland (1988); and Hush-a-Bye
Baby (1990), as well as enacting various forms of cultural
education including community screenings and filmmaking
courses. Working to counteract the epistemic violence of
depictions of the north of Ireland, its conflict and its people
by British TV news and cinema, members of DFVW sought
to tell a different story about their lived political and social
realities. The intersections and fractures between feminism
and republicanism were the key areas of interest that shaped
their output. In doing this work of representation and crafting
both documentary and fiction films, they learned methods of
researching, filming, logging, collating, scripting, and editing
through doing, driven by a sense of the pressing political need
to speak on their own behalf.
The political context of Derry in the 1980s was marked
by the H-blocks prison Hunger Strikes of 1980/81, which
had a galvanising effect on a new generation of activists. This
activism ranged from armed struggle, within groups such
as the Irish Republican Army (IRA) and the Irish National
Liberation Army (INLA), to street protests and social
campaigning, which included demonstrations against prison
2 An initiative of The Independent Filmmakers’ Association, the British Film
Institute, and ACTT (the Association of Cinematograph, Television and Allied
Technicians).
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conditions, housing conditions and state violence. This new
generation of politicised young activists, grounded in an ethos
of internationalism, lent support to various left groupings
and the political party Sinn Féin, who had recently shifted
tactics to begin contesting elections. Increasing surveillance
and heavy-handed policing eventually led to more official
forms of state repression. In the late 1980s broadcasting
bans were established in both Britain and Ireland that
prevented the voices of people with a connection to ‘terrorist’
organisations, as defined by the Prevention of Terrorism Act,
to be heard on television. Groups like DFVW experienced
direct state repression and censorship – for instance, in the
form of heavy surveillance and raids of their offices. Political
concerns that cut across the national question were equally
present: the economic recession of the 1970s and ’80s led to
mass unemployment; points of friction between reformist
and radical feminist politics fractured the nascent women’s
movement in Ireland. At the same time, there were welldeveloped systems of political solidarity that responded to
these conditions, and DFVW was part of a network of activist
and cultural groups that shared resources, organisational
models and support.
The presentation of the work of the collective in the
39th EVA International’s Guest Programme Little did they
know was part of a long-term research process that has
involved working with former members of the collective, their
supporters, peers, and fellow activists; helping to preserve,
digitise, and archive the videotapes that only existed in their
original U-matic format; and working with an extensive
document and image archive that was preserved by former
collective member Margo Harkin. This first presentation of
the DFVW archive involved unseen footage, photographs,
and archival documents that began to trace a history of the
workshop and its practice. The second iteration, titled Open
the book at a different page, took place in Project Arts Centre,
Dublin in December 2021.
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The work of DFVW amounts to more than its filmic
outputs. Revisiting and reframing the project provided an
opportunity to think beyond notions of the filmmaker-auteur
and to think through the administration of this work as well.
Within a broader frame, it is possible to consider context,
infrastructure, physical space and those allies who were willing
to hold political space for the work to be made. It admits,
for instance, the stories of surveillance and raids, speaking
as much to the increased administrative burden that this
state oppression engenders as to its injustice. It points to the
experience of being both incorporated and disavowed through
financial and distributive dependence on a British broadcaster
– albeit the most progressive of these, at that time.
Working through the archive, the research has begun to
uncover the organic, reactive, and experimental methodologies
of the collective and their tensions and frustrations, both
internal and external; as well as the overarching political
principles and energy that bound them together. It touches on
their story of collective organising; of the horizontal and equal
distribution of resources among collective members; of the way
that organising in collective structures and sharing resources
equally amounts to a kind of speculation about what the future
could be, prefiguring and proposing a different way of working.

DFVW strip-searching re-enactment, Trisha Ziff, 1984, Derry Film and Video
Workshop Archive.
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[Above] Poster for the film Strip Searching: Security or Subjugation
(later called Stop Strip Searching), Derry Film and Video Workshop Archive.
[Opposite] Demonstration against the strip-searching of women prisoners at
Armagh Gaol, 1984. Creative Commons BY-NC-SA, Camerawork Derry archive.
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Mother Ireland synopsis, Derry Film and Video Workshop Archive.

Letter from Rod Stoneman of Channel 4, 1988,
Derry Film and Video Workshop Archive.
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It’s not for you we did it
“It’s not for you we did it” began through an interest in the
work of Derry Film and Video Workshop. It took the form
of dossiers of interviews/texts, images and posters produced
and assembled by curator Sara Greavu and artist Ciara
Phillips and was presented on EVA International’s Little
did they know online platform. These dossiers document the
process of researching Derry Film and Video Workshop with
former members of the collective and the broader community,
mapping the complex web of relationships and conditions that
fostered its formation.

It’s not for you we did it: Are you being observed? by Ciara Phillips
Photographic image, Creative Commons BY-NC-SA, Camerawork Derry archive.

Channel 4 workshop funding 1988/1989, Derry Film and Video Workshop Archive.
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‘I actually lived in the building that hosted the Derry Film and
Video Workshop. My husband and I lived in the basement of
1 Westend Park. While I was there, I had a baby as well so we
had a wee family there. There was a back stairway from the flat
up to the workshop and I had a key for that and always locked
41
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it when I went back down to our flat. We were raided [by the
police and army] several times. I’m not going to remember
the order but I remember the first time we were raided and
it was the police – you know, in the full black gear and they
were extremely aggressive and I think we must have all been
in the Workshop on that occasion. But they claimed that they
were coming to raid us under the legislation for arms and
ammunition, which is absurd, but anyway that’s what they
claimed. And they just ran rampant through the office and
took lots of stuff with them. But the compelling thing that I
remember is that my automatic reaction, at the time, was to
ring the police. Because what do you do whenever somebody
breaks into the place that you’re working and are living in?
You ring the police. And I had literally lifted the phone and
it dawned on me, I’m ringing the police about the police having
broken in, you know? But it also bore out this very strong
thing in me: I thought, We’re not doing anything wrong here,
because that’s what you would do. You would ring the police and we
wouldn’t be ringing the police if we had guns and ammunition in
the place. So, yes, I think we may have been raided three times
altogether. I’m not entirely certain but I remember another
occasion when they came and they were, again, beating in the
front door upstairs – it was the big heavy original door – and I
ran out of the basement and said, “Stop doing that. You’ve no
need to do that. I mean, I’ve got the key,” and I went back and
I went up through the stairs and opened it and let them in.

five people will turn up. But actually people came from all
over the city and just drifted in quietly, and that was the day
that the legislation had been introduced or shortly afterward.
I was on the phone just before it, about organising it, and I
started giving out about what had happened to us, about the
censorship. And then I started talking to the person who I
believed was listening in on our calls.
This was a common thing that people did. I remember
Bernadette McAliskey – when she was addressing meetings she
used to always welcome everybody and also the MI5 people in
the hall, you know [laughs]. And everybody would look around
thinking who is it? [because] they were clearly there.’
From the interview with filmmaker Margo Harkin in which she discusses her work with
Derry Film and Video Workshop (DFVW), and the DFVW’s interaction with state forces –
including the police, army, and intelligence agencies – in the late 1980s and early ’90s.1

[...]
There was one incident whenever [DFVW film] Mother
Ireland was banned under the Hurd Notices [the broadcasting
ban] which had just been added to the British censorship
legislation. I was in touch with the Campaign for Broadcasting
Freedom, and they agreed to help us host a screening of that
film in the Guildhall. We just got it together very rapidly, and
we didn’t know if anybody would turn up. I remember the
terrible butterflies in our stomachs and anxiety thinking maybe

1

Full interview: www.eva.ie/littledidtheyknow/if-they-come-in-the-morning/
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It’s not for you we did it: Make space with art by Ciara Phillips
Photographic image, Creative Commons BY-NC-SA, Camerawork Derry archive.

‘But there was a boundary there that had to be protected, and
not everybody understood what they were at, including within
Sinn Féin, or maybe even within the IRA locally. People
would have come along and said, “Here,” you know, “that’s
our project.” What I was saying is that it’s broader ownership
than that, right? And I like to think that quite a lot of the
people who passed through that building were politicised
and developed republican politics, anyway, you know, but in a
very productive way. The thought police may take a different
approach, but that’s just a complete mistake – there were
people who developed skills or had innate skills that needed
to be developed, and the fact that there was no rule book or
no restriction on what they did is what allowed that to emerge
and people could see what was there. I’m sure those that were
in contact with me would recognise that I very rarely would
have inserted myself or provided any kind of difficulties about
what they were at. In fact, I didn’t at all times know what they
were doing. I just was glad and proud to see the product of
what they were doing because, in the vast, vast majority of
cases, it was good stuff. It was helpful stuff.’

‘Then the only people who had cameras were foreign
journalists, local journalists, or the Peelers or the Brits.
That’s the reality of it. No one else had cameras. Not in our
world. We had this camera. We realised the power of it.
And you quickly realised that as you step out and you have
a camera over your shoulder, you were stopped. You would
have been stopped anyway, but you were setting yourself up
for even more attention from the state. Cause they’re going
straight away, “What’s this fucker up to with the camera?”,
you know, so immediately you knew that this obviously was
a powerful thing.’
From the interview with Jim ‘Hawks’ Collins, a member of Camerawork Derry.3

Local politician Mitchel McLaughlin was instrumental in creating space for
political and cultural organisations to flourish in the 1980s – specifically in
allowing 1 Westend Park to be used for various initiatives.2

It’s not for you we did it, Camerawork by Ciara Phillips
Photographic image, Creative Commons BY-NC-SA, Camerawork Derry archive.

2 Full interview: www.eva.ie/littledidtheyknow/number-1-westend-park-andinterview-with-mitchel-mclaughlin/

3 Full interview: www.eva.ie/littledidtheyknow/camerawork-derry-and-interviewwith-jim-hawks-collins/
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‘So Margo [Harkin] lived on our street, Westend Park, so
that was my first contact with the film collective. But it wasn’t
actually with the collective; it was more with her as a neighbour,
you know. And then Trisha Ziff coming to Derry would have
been another tie-in to, say, Camerawork. Trisha lived in the
[Rossville] flats, as did [activist] Martha [McClelland], and I
did a lot of work with Martha on a whole lot of issues. And then
I was in the Derry Youth and Community Workshop, as you
know, for just over a year. A lot of those young people went on
to Camerawork, so there were all those connections.
[...]
Derry Youth and Community Workshop started in the early
’80s with that generation of young people, and that work was
amazing. Not my work, but the work we tried to do in life
and social skills [with them]. We did lots of political stuff. We
had them for six weeks at a time in groups of about 60. I was
a senior tutor there, and we did a whole range of things. In
the morning, we did formal education stuff, such as literacy,
numeracy, drama, music, and sign language; then, in the afternoon, we had these open sessions where we allowed the young
people to determine what they wanted to discuss and thrash
out. Three things interested the young people: it was always
either politics, religion, or sex. Those were the three topics
every time, you know. But then we invited political people
in, so we invited Gregory Campbell in. We invited Martin
McGuinness in, and this was in the era of a war happening as
well. But just to raise [issues], you know, so there were lots of
heated discussions amongst the young people.’
From a conversation with activist Daisy Mules, where she describes
some of the relationships that shaped this period in Derry.4

It’s not for you we did it: Solidarity by Ciara Phillips
Photographic image, Creative Commons BY-NC-SA, Camerawork Derry archive.

4 Full interview: www.eva.ie/littledidtheyknow/but-we-had-this-in-the-80sconversation-with-daisy-mules/
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It’s not for you we did it by Ciara Phillips
Photographic image, Creative Commons BY-NC-SA, Camerawork Derry archive.
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RECONCILIATION
OF BLOOD FEUDS
CAMPAIGN, 1990–1991

Reconciliation of Blood Feuds Campaign, 1990–1991 is researched and
curated by Erëmirë Krasniqi. The project was initially shown in the Gallery of
Arts in Peja on 25 April–21 May 2018. The documents and interviews in this
archive are accessible at the website of the Kosovo Oral History Initiative.

50

39th EVA International

The Reconciliation of Blood Feuds Campaign, 1990–1991 was
a call for action and unity among the Albanians of Kosovo.
The campaign started on 2 February 1990, in Lumbardh, a
village in the Municipality of Deçan in northwestern Kosovo,
in response to the Serbian media’s misrepresentation of the
deaths of 33 students who were killed by Serb police forces
during protests opposing the revocation of Kosovo’s autonomy
by Yugoslavia. The media depicted the deaths as casualties
of an age-old custom that ensured equality in Albanian
communities through a code of honour, blood-for-blood,
which discouraged many from joining the protests since they
did not want the deaths to be represented as acts of vengeance
between Albanians.
To continue their opposition on the streets – especially
for students, such as Hava Shala, Myrvete Dreshaj, Flamur
Gashi, Brahim Dreshaj, Adem Grabovci, and Lulëzim
Ethemi, many of whom were former political prisoners – it
was necessary to reconcile the feuds first. With the help of
folklore scholar Anton Çetta and historian Zekeria Cana, as
the latter knew the communication style of the oda [men’s
chamber], they started the campaign home-to-home. The
campaign quickly branched out and gained momentum in
all Albanian-inhabited lands in Yugoslavia. The result was
hundreds of public gatherings, thousands of reconciliations,
and the liberation of families from the duty of honour killings.
The campaign’s impact was widespread and also encouraged
Albanian communities in the diaspora to seek and participate
in reconciliation.
The Reconciliation of Blood Feuds Campaign, 1990–1991
was among the first self-organised movements that addressed
violations of human rights and responded to changes made
in the 1974 Yugoslav Constitution that reduced Kosovo’s
political status from an autonomous Yugoslav province to
Serb-administered territory. This marked the beginning of
the decade-long oppression of the Kosovo Albanians by the
Milošević regime. The act of forgiveness among Albanians
ensured a degree of safety in public space within smaller
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communities in Kosovo, which was lacking at the time due to
oppressive measures of the regime.
Initiated by the Kosovo Oral History Initiative, the
archival project Reconciliation of Blood Feuds Campaign,
1990–1991 is an attempt to construct a place of living memory,
a setting that celebrates storytelling and personal memory,
and confronts official narratives, exploring what remembering
means. Storytelling, collected from oral history interviews,
is presented as a new form of writing history, which tries to
challenge grand narratives by enabling a multiplicity of voices
to be heard and assume agency in narrating this story.
At the forefront are the memories of the people who
forgave the blood feuds. To them, forgiveness has had an
important cultural significance. They recovered their honour
by investing it with a new meaning; they were socially
repositioned as equals in their communities and unburdened
by the pressure to take revenge. They were free.
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27 February
1989

On the eighth day of the miners’ strike in
the Trepça mine in Mitrovica, the miners
called for the families in blood feuds to
reconcile.

20–30 January
1990

The revocation of Kosovo’s autonomy
sparked a wave of student protests in the
country. During these protests, 33 students
were killed by the Milošević regime, which
made Albanians commit to putting a stop
to honour killings between them.

2 February
1990

The beginning of the Reconciliation of
Blood Feuds Campaign in Lumbardh, a
village in the Municipality of Deçan in
northwestern Kosovo. The year 1990 is also
known as ‘The Year of Extending the Hand
of Reconciliation’.

10 February
1990

The first blood feud reconciliation in the
Boçolli family in Raushiq, municipality of
Peja.

23 February
1990

Reconciliation gathering in Krikova,
Gllogovc.

17 March
1990

Reconciliation gathering in Krunatica,
Vuçitërrn.

18 March
1990

Reconciliation gathering in Greme, Ferizaj.

19 March
1990

Reconciliation gathering in the
Reconciliation Neighborhood, Ferizaj.

53

Little did they know

20 March
1990

Reconciliation gathering in Permalina,
Vushtrri.

2 May
1990

Reconciliation gathering in Gjonaj,
Has of Prizren.

25 March
1990

Reconciliation gathering in Shtupeq i
Madh, Rugova.

4 May
1990

Reconciliation gathering in Bunari i
Hajratit, Prishtina.

1 April
1990

Reconciliation gathering in Komoran,
Gllogovc.

1 June
1990

Reconciliation gathering in Llapushnik,
Drenica.

4 April
1990

Reconciliation gathering in Struzha,
Prizren.

3 June
1990

Reconciliation gathering in Lybeçeva,
Prizren.

8 April
1990

Reconciliation gathering in Pantina,
Vuçitërrn.

6 June
1990

Reconciliation gathering in Nekoc,
Gllogovc.

8 April
1990

Reconciliation gathering in Manastirc,
Ferizaj.

16 June
1990

Reconciliation gathering in Smallusha,
Lipjan.

13 April
1990

Reconciliation gathering in Kodra e
Trimave, Prishtina.

24 June
1990

Reconciliation gathering in Çenar Çeshme,
Gjilan.

15 April
1990

Reconciliation gathering in Novoselo,
Gjakova.

28 June
1990

Reconciliation gathering in Pleshina,
Ferizaj.

15 April
1990

Reconciliation gathering in Zllakuqan,
Klina.

2–30 August
1990

Reconciliation of Blood Feuds Campaign
starts in New York and Detroit.

26 April
1990

Reconciliation gathering at the Bubavec
Mosque, Ferizaj.

15 August
1990

Reconciliation gathering in Hoçë e Qytetit,
Prizren.

29 April
1990

Reconciliation gathering in Smolica,
Gjakova.

20 February
1991

Reconciliation gathering in Llausha,
Skenderaj.

1 May
1990

Reconciliation gathering at the Verrat e
Llukës, Deçan.

17 May
1992

The ‘Third Reconciliation of Blood Feuds
Congres’ held in Prishtina. The congress
marks the end of the Reconciliation of
Blood Feuds Campaign.
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‘The spokesperson of Milošević’s government appeared on
[prime time] news at that time […] And said, “They were
not killed by our army and our police” – by them – “primitive
Albanians were killed because of blood feuds.” […] It was very
irritating, it was unacceptable to me, it was very discriminatory,
it was very untrue, it was very dehumanising. And the next
day, I went to Peja. Myrvete was the first person I wanted to
meet and the one I went there with the intention to meet […]
I met her in Peja, and we started talking, I don’t remember
whether she had watched the news or not. Myrvete and I,
we always understood each other well; we were friends even
before, before prison, during prison and after prison. And we
understood each other, we didn’t have to explain much, we
didn’t have to put in an effort to convince each other… she
considered [the reconciliation of blood feuds] very important,
and she said, “Let’s see what we can do.” […] Brahim, Lul,
Myrvete and I went to Adem’s [Grabovci] house that day,
and we talked and we agreed without hesitation, I mean,
we didn’t need to discuss much, we didn’t need to talk much
or philosophise. […] Then we thought about a person,
an honourable, treasured and valuable face who also has the
competence to enter the oda, to hold oda-style conversations.
We thought of professor Zekerija Cana and professor Anton
Çetta – Zekerija Cana first. He was honourable, at least to us,
but not only to us, we knew his political engagement,
his writings.’
– Hava Shala

Hava Shala and Myrvete Dreshaj, Reconciliation of Blood Feuds Campaign
activists. Photograph taken at the reconciliation gathering in Shtupeq i Madh,
Rugovë, 25 March 1990. Photo credit: Sali Cacaj
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‘…during the Reconciliation of Blood Feuds Campaign, we,
as women, had to confront the tradition of the oda [men’s
chamber]. We were hardly understood sometimes. [...] There
were cases when we entered the oda, and the elders would not
even extend their hand to us, the meaning of it was that it
was not our place, but that we had to go to the women’s side
of the house. Because our male friends, with whom we were
there, noticed it immediately, in such cases, they would be the
ones to open the discussion, and we would continue it. It is
strange, but there were many cases when the elders sat with
their legs crossed in the oda, and they always took this position
with their back turned towards us, in order for us to sit behind
their backs. And then, when we talked, explained the mission,
and asked for the forgiveness of blood, they would slowly start
turning toward us, and at the last moment, they were facing
us. For us, this was a great victory of our gender, a victory of
gender, because they forgot that it was us, the women, who
asked for the forgiveness of blood.’
– Myrvete Dreshaj

Photograph from a reconciliation gathering held in Kodra e Trimave, Prishtina,
13 April 1990. Photo credit: Ibish Neziri
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‘The reconciliation mediations began. A sentence I seem to
never forget is when Anton Çetta asked Haxhi, our paternal
uncle, he said, “How old are you?” He answered, “83.” He said,
“Inshallah, I manage to live that long.” Then a pleasant mood
reigned, you know. So, they stood up and he said, “Who has
the intention to reconcile, stand up,” and they stood on their
feet, embraced one another there […] The very second we
reconciled and sat to have coffee, their children ran rushing
yyyyy, they were on the second floor and they ran, they went
running to our garden and invited our children to play ball, and
they played all day long. That was very interesting, I thought to
myself, “What had become of us, how come we never thought
of the children?” It happened so that our children and their
children were in the same classroom. When they ran and
played in the schoolyard, they had to stay on one side and
avoid contact, and they said, “We stood still trrak. So it doesn’t
come to…” You know, those moments, they were more or less
difficult. The difficult part was to maintain [the status quo], I
mean to keep it that way up to reconciliation, us and them, to
not come to a more difficult conflict or a bigger tragedy.’
– Selman Boçolli

‘Every case had its specificities, but I will highlight the case
of the Sfishta family and mother Sabile, who was very brave
and forgave the blood of her two sons, one of them a student
of the Medical School. She had lived in pain and anxiety
for over 14 years. She had two other sons, who were hard to
convince to forgive the blood. We spent many hours and had
long discussions with these families. We all worked together in
order to arrive at forgiveness.
In the end, I hugged Sabile and asked, “How are you
feeling?” “Ah,” she said, “my daughter, it is difficult, as difficult
as swallowing a mountain, but for the youth, for the whole
Albanian nation, I forgive the blood of my two sons.” I hugged
her with a lot of love and respect. Later, we met with Sabile
and her other two sons, and we realised that they also felt
relieved; first, because they forgave; and second, because they
weren’t saving the gun against people of their community.
They became part of the Great Movement!
During our stay with the families that lived in the villages
and cities, during the first meetings with the families in
enmities, I understood that the pressure on the families living
in the village was more significant than those living in the
city. Living near the families you were in a feud with was an
important dimension to consider while handling their cases.’
– Shukrije Rexha

[Overleaf] Photograph from a reconciliation gathering held in Verrat e Llukës,
1 May 1990. Photo credit: Sali Cacaj
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‘…a woman somewhere in the surroundings of Istog, her father
had been killed, and she did not want to forgive, the family yes,
but she didn’t want to, the case was terrible. Her name was…
she gave her word, she gave the besa [word of honour] to her
father to not forgive, to avenge his death. So, we went the next
day but she did not forgive it. When I returned home, I said
to my father – “Dad,” I said, “I want to ask you something.”
My father said, “What?” I said, “I have a question.” I said, “For
example, God forbid someone killed you and you asked me to
avenge your death, and I promised you to take out the blood,
and now, the people asked me, for the sake of the Movement,
to forgive your blood that I promised you to avenge, if I
forgave it, what would you say? Was I to forgive it, or to keep
my promise?” He said, “When it concerns the national cause,
never keep a personal promise. Personal promises are broken
for the sake of the national cause.” “Everything,” he said, “not
just me, but if the whole family were killed, if the nation asked
for it, if the national flag asked for it,” he said, “not only forgive
it, but give your life for it. So this is my answer, for the national
cause and the flag.” I was touched, I wondered why that
woman was not forgiving the blood. However, the following
week she already agreed, she agreed to forgive it, and we went.
We went after two weeks and she forgave the blood, but I
remember the inner conflict of that woman; I will never forget
her, her braid. When she entered the room, we were crying
more than she was. Terrible, terrible!’

‘They forgave the unknown assassin, and they used me as
a justification, “Since Marjan forgave three blood feuds, I
have no words to turn you down.” So, this is something that
made me feel good, but at the same time made me feel awful
because they forgave. For them, it was the most difficult case,
because for a person every problem of theirs is the biggest
one. However, the comparison of forgiving one blood with
the heavy weight of forgiving the blood of my three brothers
had an impact. At any rate, people were the heroes; I call them
heroes because they uttered that word, they performed that
action [of forgiveness]. What is fortunate is that from all those
reconciliations achieved, no one took revenge afterwards.’
– Marjan Dema

– Lumturije Lumka Krasniqi
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‘Anton Çetta was our head; our youth was our heart; those
who reached out to reconciliation and forgiveness were our
hands, while we, who walked, who ran here and there, were
the legs who helped the people. And people began to look at
forgiveness as the condition for freedom. And people began to
celebrate. […] This was a power, an inspiration, that could not
be stopped. In the beginning, as I said, until people understood
who we were, until people understood what we wanted,
whom we must free… because people were buried alive… the
majority of those who had their family members killed were
buried alive. They lived for revenge. And I remember a case,
for example, of two sisters who had one brother – a brother of
desire or hasret as people refer to it – and had sworn, “We will
not marry until we take out blood for our brother!” And time
passed, and they were 40 years old. And believe me! They were
devastated by the pain, suffering by this situation. And they
did not have a girl’s or a woman’s features. They did not have
women’s or men’s features or characteristics. And, in Verrat e
Llukës, one of them approached me, she called me, “Father
Lush! Father Lush!” [...] There were more than 35 blood feuds
that were forgiven spontaneously; 120 had agreed to reconcile.
I said, “And what do you want to say?” “Let us forgive,” she
said. I said, “But what will you say?” “I will say they killed
my brother, but today I have discovered that you are all my
brothers and sisters.” I went and said to Anton [voice trembles]
and Zeqa [Zekeria Cana], I said, “You think that Father Lush
is the greatest Cicero and orator of the Albanians or the
world. I found an orator, she said something that nobody has
said yet.” And she came, and tearing up, she said, “They killed
my brother, but today I have discovered that you are all my
brothers and sisters.”’

Photograph from a reconciliation gathering held in Carralluka, Malisheva, 1990.
Photo credit: Ibish Neziri

– Father Lush Gjergji
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ORAL HISTORY IN KOSOVO:
TEMPORALITIES OF MEMORY
Erëmirë Krasniqi
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Conducting oral history interviews is complicated. You never
fully know your narrator well enough to activate the kind
of memory you are interested in. You don’t know where the
interview is going because it is a dialogue. While you assist
them in revisiting their life experiences, you are almost trying
to find your way into uncharted territories. The knowledge
rests with the narrator. In this process of co-production, as an
interviewer, your task is to support the narrator to tell their
stories. In oral history, the source is the people themselves.
Recognising this power relation is key to building the trust
needed for oral history interviews.
Oral history interviewing focuses on personal memories.
I record memories before they are irretrievably lost. In this
intersubjective process, as an interviewer, I am not always
asking the questions. I am listening carefully and going with
the narrators to the memories they want to revisit. By using
this interviewing methodology, I am not after establishing the
truth. I am after truths that have been instituted culturally, and
I am after histories that are not written in official history and
have remained under the radar.
In Kosovo, coming out of decade-long oppression and
war, conducting oral histories provided a way to approach the
past. The documentation of historical events lacked, and the
history of individuals, families, and nations was preserved as
a narration of stories. Stories orally transmitted are never an
expression of a single creator. With each retelling of stories –
personal or collective – they wear the imprint of each narrator.
This secures a shared authority, and maybe more importantly,
local ownership of culture and history. In wanting to approach
questions of the past, it was critical to look for such an
authority that does not celebrate a single experience but many.
It is an authority that embodies multiple voices.
Building a collection of oral history interviews was a
way to expand the sensorium of cultural memory. The online
archive www.oralhistorykosovo.org is thought of as perpetual
transmission rather than permanent storage. Activating and
sustaining cultural memory through the archive, and doing
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away with the idea of the archive as a depository of stories.
Contrary to the belief that archives arrest time, Kosovo
Oral History Initiative acknowledges the archive’s multiple
temporal qualities of memory.
When I started researching the Reconciliation of Blood
Feuds Campaign in late 2015, I related the event to Anton
Çetta. The memory of the campaign was structured around
one person. A well-known scholar and folklorist in Kosovo,
Çetta passed away in 1995, so I was unsure how to go about
the research. The photographic archives I came across online
had no labels, no information about where and when these
events were documented. But they captured moments of
crowds watching in awe as families in feud extend the hand
of reconciliation, and that was not difficult to read culturally.
The act of forgiveness was recognisable.
I had long sessions of browsing these photographs. In
them, I couldn’t recognise anyone. It was like a language you
don’t know. They were the people of my people, but they
were people I would never cross paths with. When I started
conducting oral history interviews, these photographs opened
up. By making copies of our narrators’ private archives, our
photographic archive grew. I learned about them and their
fellow friends and activists. Also, I understood that certain
groups cultivate certain memories and try to control the larger
narrative, and as a researcher, it took a lot of work to step out
of group memories to ensure multiperspectivity of oral sources.
Five weeks into the research, I learned that the
Reconciliation of Blood Feuds Campaign was actually started
by women. At first, this was neither visible in the photographs
nor coming through in the testimonies. And I realised quickly
that it might not come across at all; because memory too is
subject to patriarchal scrutiny. The cultural history of Kosovo
tends to diminish and, in most cases, disregard women’s
participation and contribution in political processes. When
I interview a male narrator, I often force in the question, ‘So,
what did your mother, wife, daughter do?’ Through oral history,
the interviewing methodology is such that it encourages

exploration of different political consciousness and subject
positions, and gives agency to less visible subjects of history.
Hava Shala and Myrvete Dreshaj were only 20 years old
when they got out of prison. While in high school, together
with five other girls, they were arrested during class. They
were imprisoned for three to five years each for their political
activism. They were known as ‘Peja’s Group of Girls’, a group
considered as a part of Ilegalja, an umbrella term used for
political dissidents. Upon their release in 1990, they went to
university and studied Albanian Language and Literature.
Soon after, they found themselves in the midst of student
demonstrations protesting Kosovo’s abolition of autonomy
secured with the 1974 Yugoslav Constitution.
During these protests, many Albanian students were
killed by Serbian police forces. The events were represented
by the Serbian media as killings between Albanians in pursuit
of revenge, leaving out the fact that the students were killed
by the Serbian police. Not wanting to provide an alibi for
the Milošević regime, Hava Shala and Myrvete Dreshaj, as
former political prisoners, used their social capital to approach
people and build networks of students to identify families in
blood feuds and mediate their reconciliations. The campaign
called for women, educated, and esteemed members of the
community to join. This was the only way to secure acceptance
and respectability of the cause. Approaching Anton Çetta and
Zekeria Cana gave them access to oda [male chambers]. As
scholars of folklore and history, they enjoyed respect in these
male-dominated spaces.
The year 1990 in Kosovo was known as The Year of
Reconciliation. Every reconciliation of blood feuds required
the engagement of many activists; a well-functioning network
that worked on identifying the blood feud cases; a group that
mediated the reconciliations; and a group that communicated
to the families in blood feuds that reconciliation was achieved.
The families did not forgive the blood to one another, but
to the youth, and the nation. To honor the reconciliation
achieved, the Reconciliation of Blood Feuds Campaign
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organised public gatherings, where people who forgave were
invited to do this again in public. With this, they assured that
the reconciliation is a lasting agreement between the families,
by giving a social recognition to the forgiveness, and also
encouraging others who haven’t yet agreed to reconcile.
At its core, the Reconciliation of Blood Feuds Campaign
was about nation-building, but it also fed other strong
movements coming out in Kosovo in the ’90s. During this
period, many self-organised political movements began, all
of which were engaged in peaceful resistance. Women, too,
contributed but not as an organised feminist movement.
However, their engagement intersected with feminist
thought because the issues that they raised problematised the
patriarchal order.
During the mediation of reconciliations, at first, women
activists were not welcomed in the oda. Their presence made
the men of the house uncomfortable because, up to that point,
women were not considered their equals. It was culturally
unprecedented to discuss with women matters that concerned
family honour or the fate of the nation. Their experience never
informed the decision-making of this kind. The fact that Hava
Shala and Myrvete Dreshaj were former political prisoners
destabilised existing gender assumptions. Their presence in
the oda was a cultural paradigm shift; they changed the oda.
After this, men-to-men convening and decision-making in
enclosed spaces no longer activated the same value system. The
campaign helped the people break away from that tradition
and position them politically for what was about to come.
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SEXUALITY OF A NATION:
LIONEL SOUKAZ AND
LIBERATION POLITICS
Paul Clinton
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‘Even more than the return of a repressed under the
thick cloak of conventions, it is an explosion of desire
answering the violence of the social order. Lionel’s
cinema repeats and insists, like life.’
René Schérer, ‘Lionel Soukaz: Une Vitalité Désespérée’
(‘Lionel Soukaz: A Desperate Vitality’, 2002)
Sexuality of A Nation was a programme of film forums and
consciousness-raising sessions around the experimental films
of French gay liberation pioneer Lionel Soukaz. Rather than
merely situating his early filmmaking in its historical context,
against the backdrop of sexual liberation movements in 1970s
France, this programme aimed to test the current relevance of
his films for intersectional and anti-capitalist queer debates in
the present.
Of course, this series was partly motivated by the
importance and influence of his films, which have nevertheless
been underrecognised. He has worked with key cultural
figures such as his friend and frequent collaborator Guy
Hocquenghem (‘the father of queer theory’) with whom he
made the films Race d’Ep (1979) and Tino (1985). He also
knew or collaborated with philosophers Michel Foucault and
René Schérer, the artist Copi, writer Hervé Guibert, and many
others. Yet it has been almost 20 years since he was the subject
of a sustained screening series in the UK or Ireland, and many
of his works have either been untranslated or the English
editions were previously only available in 35mm.
But Soukaz’s work also feels particularly timely. His
films from the 1970s and ’80s constitute a radical critique of
assimilationist politics and anticipate contemporary concerns
including the commercial and governmental co-optation of
queer culture; discrimination against race and ignorance of
cultural difference within the gay rights movement (such as
whether LGBTQ identities mean the same thing in various
contexts); the invisibility of working-class people within the
queer community; and the class and gender divide within
revolutionary politics.
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Like Hocquenghem, Soukaz rejects sexual and gender
essentialism, seeing identities as socially constructed and
of only strategic use in revolutionary politics. Both saw the
acceptance of a domesticated and private ‘out’ gay identity as
a kind of fake tolerance and a tool for economic exploitation.
Towards the end of Race d’Ep we hear the complaint:
‘tolerance, integration… give us your money, but fuck between
yourselves’. Soukaz’s next film IXE (1980), made in reaction
to the censorship of Race d’Ep, targets exactly this pseudotolerance, in which sexual minorities are accepted only if they
abide by existing family values. IXE includes every obscenity
to which the censor might object; a despairing and darkly
comic act of self-sabotage, it shows that revolution was either
total or not at all. To be truly liberated the individual, sexual
roles, family, state, capitalism, and the boundaries between
bodies had to be rethought – the question now is whether
these still feel like desirable or even viable aims for queer
activists, or whether queerness can challenge market forces.
The last few years have seen renewed interest in this earlier
period of sexual politics. Two books by Hocquenghem have
been reissued and Verso have published titles from British
and American 1970s activists Gay Liberation Front and
the Gay Left Collective, while international conferences
including ‘Cruising the Seventies’ and exhibitions like Art After
Stonewall, 1969–1989 at the Grey Art Gallery and LeslieLohman Museum of Art, New York, have also been staged.
But each of these projects have historicised their subject,
and failed to situate the art of the period in something like
its activist setting. Nor have they sought to test the current
usefulness of strategies from that time for sexual politics today.
Through its use of the open-discussion format of a film forum,
borrowing techniques from consciousness-raising, Sexuality of
A Nation is just such an experiment.
Soukaz’s films invite this more socially engaged approach.
As film theorist Richard Dyer has written, the historical
development of experimental cinema and sexual liberation
were closely entwined, and this is particularly the case for

Soukaz, whose filmmaking was shaped by his activism.1 He
organised film festivals in Paris for the Groupes de Libération
Homosexuelle (Groups for Homosexual Liberation, GHL),
the second of which in 1977 was shut down for obscenity by
the Ministry of the Interior and attacked by fascist groups.
Just as the debates around Rosa von Praunheim’s first film It’s
Not the Homosexual Who is Perverse… (1970) are credited with
kickstarting gay liberation in Germany, so too Race d’Ep would
be a much-discussed document of that movement in France.
Such group discussions, known as forums or consciousnessraising (CR) sessions, originating in Maoist and feminist
collectives of the 1960s, were later adopted by a range of
social movements. These strategies of sharing experiences and
relating theory to real life were essential to the era’s guiding
mantra: the personal is political. This principle perhaps took its
most extreme form in the GHL’s earlier incarnation the Front
Homosexuel d’Action Révolutionnaire (Front for Homosexual
Revolutionary Action, FHAR), which had darkrooms for sex
at its meetings, all the better to become one collective desiring
body, as its member Hocquenghem would theorise.
In fact, Soukaz’s films have sometimes been divided into
two types, the more polemic and directly political such as Race
d’Ep and Tino, and the more overtly personal including IXE,
Maman Que Man (1982) and later Châteaux Andalous (1995).
But they are actually always a mixture of the two.2 Even his
most intimate work – such as his 8mm short films, featuring
scenes of so-called private acts of shaving, shitting and fucking
– would see him classified as too political to belong to his
contemporaries, the ‘Écoles du Corps’ (School of the Body)
gay filmmakers who also used amateur cameras to document
their lives. As the epigraph from René Schérer indicates,
the personal is for Soukaz mobilised as a counter to the
shame and violence of straight society. But for all his activist
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Richard Dyer, Now You See It (Routledge: 1990), p.211.
Ibid.
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commitments, Soukaz’s films express his and Hocquenghem’s
ambivalence about gay liberation and identity politics through
wry comedy. The final scene of Race d’Ep, in which bourgeois
assimilation is denounced, takes place in the Tuileries Gardens,
a famous cruising ground. Influenced by the ironic music
and montage in the films of Kenneth Anger and Jack Smith,
Soukaz would similarly employ pop songs or incongruous
images to undermine or mockingly emphasise his more
polemical scenes. Amid the onslaught of violent and antireligious footage in IXE, we hear the sweet sentimental sounds
of the Singing Nun, all the better to point out the kindly mask
used by governing powers. While struggles for acceptance
during the 1970s and ’80s led most gay filmmakers to make
affirmative images of queer life, Soukaz refused to participate
in what he saw as moral repression, making instead for often
uncomfortable viewing.
The programme itself aimed to avoid the mediation of the
films by a critic or curator. It departed from the usual screening
format, where the film is followed by a talk or conversation
between experts who unpack it for the audience. Instead, there
was a group discussion, for sharing experiences or views on
the issues raised in each film, and how change may be effected
in the present. As in CR sessions of the 1960s and ’70s, a
facilitator provided a list of suggested questions as prompts
for discussion, although these did not have to be followed.
Through these sessions, it is hoped that the institution might
learn from its audience and the form of the retrospective can
be rethought as future-facing, dynamic and vital to grassroots
politics. At a time when intersectionality is much talked of but
underrepresented communities are rarely listened to, Soukaz’s
inclusive analysis, as well as the act of sharing experiences,
seems more vital than ever.
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Race d’Ep: Royal Opéra, 1979. Still from the film.

Royal Opéra, 1979
Direction and Screenplay:
Lionel Soukaz and Guy Hocquenghem
This is the last chapter of Soukaz’s film Race d’Ep (1979), a
collaboration with proto-queer theorist Guy Hocquenghem,
which argued that homosexual identity had been constructed
by psychologists and appropriated by the gay community
via photography. Set in the present day of 1979, Royal Opéra
diagnoses the failures of gay liberation, and the me-generation
of the ’60s and ’70s. A gay leftist, played by Hocquenghem,
picks up a straight man, played by bisexual porn actor Piotr
Stanislas, and together they walk around Paris, including the
city’s best-known cruising spots, discussing the commercial
exploitation, assimilation and failed revolutionary potential of
the gay community. Snapshots taken in real time, then tossed
into the Seine, speak to the need to undo the norms of gay
identity and let desire run amok.
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knowing act of self-destruction, an attempt to make a film
that, at the time, could not be shown. The film was made at
the start of the 1980s, before the onset of the AIDS crisis and
the slow response of various governments to the communities
most affected – its prediction of the decade’s imminent
conservatism seems particularly prescient today.

IXE, 1980. Still from the film.

IXE, 1980
Direction: Lionel Soukaz
Lionel Soukaz’s IXE is one of the landmarks of European
queer cinema. The year before its making, his film with
Guy Hocquenghem, Race d’Ep – showing a century of
representations of gay identity – was censored by the French
government and classified as pornographic. The ensuing
outrage led to an open letter in defence of Soukaz, signed by
Roland Barthes, Gilles Deleuze, Michel Foucault, Marguerite
Duras, Simone de Beauvoir and others.
The filmmaker’s response was to make a film that would
deliberately provoke both the censor and political
conservatives’ worst nightmares and fears about LGBTQ
culture: explicit and abject images of bodies and depictions
of drug-taking and gender insubordination. Alongside these
scenes, Soukaz presents found footage depicting religious
dogma, war and misogyny, which amount to a searing
indictment of the very society that rejects queer life and love
as obscene. Furiously composed yet full of irony, IXE is a
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Loi X: Permanent Night, 2001
Direction: Lionel Soukaz
While IXE deals with the censorship of Soukaz’s films, Loi
X brings his flair for irony to a discussion of the French X
rating itself. Introduced in 1976 by Minister of Culture Michel
Guy, the law plunged newly emerging art cinema, particularly
gay films, into a ‘permanent darkness’, as one headline reads.
In an act of parody, Soukaz cuts into the celluloid just like
a censor, but only to scratch puerile drawings of cocks or
references to ‘caca’ onto footage of Guy at a museum opening.
Such childish actions may refer to the innocents supposedly
protected by X ratings, the audience infantilised by censorship
or the immaturity of the censor who only understands nudity
and violence on screen in a literal way. But the cocks also refer
to Guy as a closeted homosexual, whose defence of family
values in film may have been motivated by his own desire
to keep this a secret – hypocrisy driving morality. The final
frames of Loi X list celebrated filmmakers whose work was
cut or banned by French censors, from Luis Buñuel to Andy
Warhol. Yet the act of putting text instead of pictures on
screen might also have an element of parody; Soukaz after all
films a projection of his film, putting his whole argument at
one remove from immediate and sincere expression. Like many
of the filmmakers he cites – gay, feminist, or Marxist – Soukaz
argued that visibility was a way of being controlled, limited
and economically exploited, putting his own relationship to
the censoring of images into question.
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Your Asshole is Revolutionary, 2005
Direction and Screenplay: Lionel Soukaz
Referencing Guy Hocquenghem’s slogan of the 1970s, this short
film reflects on the fact that while sodomy once seemed to be a
revolutionary act, it is now anything but that, complicit in the
commercialisation of sex. What room is there for revolutionary
queer action when transgression is no longer possible?

through to the world of movie-making which manipulates
and hides signs of labour. Maman Que Man presents even
cosmopolitan gay culture and the arts as riven by class
exclusions or pretence. Pointing to the artifice of his own film,
like cinema in general, Soukaz casts the effete, well-known gay
playwright and artist Copi as his own father.

Amor, 2006. Still from the film.
Maman Que Man, 1982. Still from the film.

Maman Que Man, 1982
Direction and Screenplay: Lionel Soukaz
‘Mom, I’m afraid. You never wanted me to make movies... You
thought that the movie world wasn’t for me. That it was for
rich kids.’ The opening lines of Maman Que Man anticipate
the themes of Didier Eribon’s Returning to Reims (2009): the
emotional conflict and alienation felt by a young working-class
queer caught between the narrow horizons and obligations
of his background, and an urban, gay life in which he also
feels out of place. He belongs in neither world. At home, the
protagonist’s sick mother needs him and fears that his dream
of making films will take him out of her class and community.
But as he pursues his ambition, everything and everyone
seems to be pretending to be something they are not, from a
lover who promises to fulfill his ambitions but deceives him
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Amor, 2006
Direction: Lionel Soukaz
Untypical of the filmmaker’s output, Amor is composed of
outtakes from IXE. Here are moments of tenderness, comedy,
cross-gender play and eroticism which isn’t phallic or endoriented, which were left out of that earlier violent, provocative
film. Any hint of nostalgia for an earlier time is undercut by
the ironic soundtrack. The music comes from Jacques Demy’s
Peau d’âne (Donkey Skin, 1970), itself an ambivalent criticism
of and tribute to the permissive society of the 1970s. As
evidence of the gentle, open-ended sexuality left out of the
earlier combative film, it is arguable that Amor shows that, on
occasion, queer protest can end up reproducing the limiting,
macho politics it opposes.
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picked up and lusted over by an American actress and her agent
(the latter played by gay socialist writer Doug Ireland). Scenes
of Mahmoud posing naked for a film role at once criticise and
participate in a gay Western exoticisation and objectification
of Arab men. Supposedly liberated sexual expression is thus
shown to often be complicit in capitalist exploitation. This story
is interspersed with scenes showing the relationship between
ancient Roman Emperor Hadrian and his lover Antinous, who
had long been important historical references for gay men. But
far from celebrating this queer past, Tino aims to highlight the
persistence of Western cultural and economic imperialism even
in queer history and progressive political movements.

Tino, 1985. Still from the film.

Tino, 1985
Direction and Screenplay:
Lionel Soukaz and Guy Hocquenghem
[Tino is] ‘crushed by the Western Machine of sex and power’
– Hocquenghem’s notes on Tino, IMEC Archives.
Even as they struggled against heteronormativity, Soukaz and
Hocquenghem would also vociferously oppose the norms
produced by gay identities. This included their concern that
such labels arising from within Europe and the US might
be limiting for those from other geographical contexts, who
practice sexual freedoms but may or may not want to define
themselves in terms of being gay, bisexual, etc. At the same
time, gay writers such as Paul Bowles, William Burroughs and
André Gide had celebrated non-European cultures, particularly
North Africa, as sites of erotic possibility and destinations for
sex tourism. This film follows a young Tunisian man, Tino
(Khaled Mahmoud), who dreams of becoming an actor, as he is
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Tino, 1985. Still from the film.

Marche Gaie, 1980
Direction: Lionel Soukaz
Marche Gaie documents the first LGBT march on Washington,
which only took place in 1979. The film captures both the thrill
and the clichéd sentimentalism of the march itself. Alongside
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claims that transgender people march so they will ‘not be
trampled on anymore’ are tongue-in-cheek references to gay
teachers carrying images of ambivalent lesbian icon Gertrude
Stein, ‘the gay Miss Piggy’. Ambiguous comedy is never far
in Soukaz’s work. He seems to mock the marching bands
and nationalist cries of liberty, the idea of seeking rights from
political leaders over revolutionary change, but at the same
time depicts this as a momentous occasion.
Black-and-white stills capture the march for posterity, while
rhythmic editing, and a couple walking and kissing, convey
the heart-pounding exhilaration of attendees. The arrival of
the protestors is viewed through the visor of a mounted police
officer as the voiceover declares that marchers have come by
plane, train and, like the law keepers, on horseback. Drawing
this mirror image between the protestors and the police,
Soukaz may hint at the paranoid relationship of the law to
the citizens it claims to protect, or to the law-abiding nature
of the protest itself. Solidarity is also shown to be riven with
contradictions: Allen Ginsberg is at the same event as patriots
and members of a gay church. Can this be a meaningful
movement, if the members are so opposed to one another?
On the other hand, alliances are shown to be important:
Guy Hocquenghem is seen talking to the radical feminist Kate
Millett, suggesting the need for common ground, rather than
struggles for separate identities and interests. But the concern
in the voiceover is that this mix of particularisation and
seeking protection from the state is neutralising gay politics:
‘At Stonewall, the first homosexual demonstration took place,
born from a revolt led by prostitutes now the march is federal,
the processions organised by state from Alaska to Hawaii.’
Around the same time, Hocquenghem will write that the
idea of a gay community risks being a form of ghettoisation,
incompatible with broader social revolution.
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AN INTERVIEW WITH
LIONEL SOUKAZ
Virgile Iscan

Virgile:

Where did you start? Cinema or homosexuality?

Lionel Soukaz: The cinema! Homosexuality was not
mentioned at the time. I was born in 1953 and homosexuality
was considered a social scourge. In the schoolyards, everyone
said ‘fucked, fucked’ but it was a terrible unspoken. We never
talked about it, not even the parents. In short, it was 1953, the
year Stalin died and the cinema… The cinema I always liked,
because my mother took pictures and she organised slideshows
on Sundays. It was annoying, but it was also good. I really
started attending the cinematheque around 1967. Then 1968
fell upon me, I was 15 years old and it was great upheaval.
Before that I was like my father, rather a Gaullist, but with all
these events happening, I wanted to meet other boys.
VI:

It was the right time?

LS: Not really. 1968 was very macho. The women cooked
while the men played Che Guevara, and the fags negatively
perceived. [Guy] Hocquenghem says in an interview with
the Nouvel Observateur in 1971 that he was forced to deny
his sexuality three times like Saint Peter, because if you were
homosexual, you were shit. I remember communist lovers
I had at the time; they spoke of it as a ‘bourgeois deviance’
which had no future.
VI:

Previously published on Vice.com
March 2011
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I heard that, too. I have the impression that
everything blended naturally for you, cinema
and sexuality.

LS: Yes, because cinema is very related to sexuality. We go
there with our friends, we masturbate watching movies – not
necessarily sexy, but hey. With the appearance of the erotic
cinema, we have our first experiences, we are dragged by old
gentlemen… There was an embarrassment because I knew that
I was homosexual, but I later learned that my hetero mates
fucked together. But as for me it was important and much
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harder to admit, that I fucked much less than them and I spent
my time refusing everything.
VI:

You knew there was a homosexual cinema?

LS: Of course, but there were not many movies at the time. In
Hollywood films the homosexual was always the alcoholic, the
impotent or both at the same time. In Suddenly, Last Summer
(1959), for example.
VI:

Was it to show the truth that you went
into directing?

LS: Not at the beginning anyway. In my very first Super 8
films, I was playing straight. In Ballad for a Lonely Man, I film
my boyfriend at the time and I try to be stripped, but in fact it
is a film about ecology. When I made Chausey Paris in 1973, it
was the great era of 8mm film; a medium which facilitates all,
and can’t be censored. Chausey Paris was a feature film and I
was still playing the hetero who asks questions. In the script I
tried to imply the homosexuality of the character but I quickly
gave up because when the actors learned that I was homo, they
mocked me by playing the tarlouze [slang for faggot] on the
phone. It was very difficult to manage.
VI:

What allowed you to tell people?

LS: It was with the Front for Homosexual for Revolutionary
Action (FHAR) in 1971 that we were able to reveal a little.
Before, there was a group called Arcadie, where we could
dance on a Sunday afternoon if we wore a tie and did not kiss.
But the FHAR exploded everything. Intellectuals such as
Daniel Guérin, Françoise d’Eaubonne and Hocquenghem had
drawn up the manifesto. As a result, young people came from
all over France to kiss and finally live out their homosexuality.
In fact the Beaux-Arts was one big orgy.
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VI:

You were at the Beaux-Arts?

LS: No, I was 18, I was forbidden to stay in this world: the
age of majority was 21 years. I hid in the toilet. There were
Renseignements Généraux (intelligence officers) everywhere
and I always had to hide.
VI:

Was hiding in the toilet a good idea?

LS: Yes, although the French policemen could have put
cameras in the toilet to watch us. At that time change broke
out everywhere, thanks to the feminist movement, because
they were the first to claim sexuality, in relation to abortion,
contraception, and so on. Besides, the FHAR was mixed at
the start. Then it broke up, like everything else. The women
reproached the guys for thinking only about ass. It is true that
it was a brothel. It was a movement that disappeared as quickly
as it appeared.
VI:

How did you meet Hocquenghem? It is thanks
to him that you made Race d’Ep (1979)?

LS: For the first few years he was just an acquaintance. He was
at the FHAR, and I was madly in love with him. I was reading
his books without understanding everything, but I understood
that the problem was not homosexuality but homophobia. His
speech was very much influenced by Deleuze, who was his
teacher and friend. In 1969 the university of Vincennes was
created and I went there, but to smoke joints. There was too
much going on around Deleuze but I was able to meet him
later, with Michel Cressole, Gilles Châtelet, François Châtelet,
Michel Foucault and all that band. I was a kid at the time. I
was going because everybody was talking about it.
VI:

And your first films came from that?

LS: Yes, I recorded extracts from the journal Co-ire, with
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texts by Hocquenghem, René Schérer, Tony Duvert, Gabriel
Matzneff. All those writers who talked about things we can no
longer talk about now. It was also an opportunity to do stuff
that I could show to Guy – you have to know that everyone
was in love with him. He was sublimely beautiful and he
spoke well. I had several missed opportunities and I had to
wait until 1976 for a lover to invite me to meet a producer
from France Culture in a house near Avignon after screening
Le Sexe des anges at a festival. And what happens? I meet Guy
Hocquenghem.

Hocquenghem had already met him, but I hadn’t. I had the
opportunity but I was too intimidated. But I was reading
Genet, Hocquenghem, Bory, who won the Prix Goncourt and
was one of the first to come out on TV. It was unbelievable,
especially at a time when there were only two channels. I
watched him do that, and I turned to one of my friends with
whom I was watching and said, ‘I’m also a fag.’ He left. I never
saw him again. At the time to be a faggot, you had to give up
all your friends, your previous life – and that’s what happened
to me.

VI:

VI:

Pretty cool.

LS: We talked all night, and I showed him the beginning
of my film. I think that intrigued him. I told him I wanted
to adapt Bird of the Night which he had written with JeanLouis Bory – it later became the last part of Race d’Ep. And
he decided to tell me the beginning of that history, with the
invention of the word homosexual in 1860, and so on. With
a little help from the Centre National du Cinéma and all of
Guy’s buddies, we could make the first three parts. It was a
fabulous chance to meet them and unfortunate to lose them
so fast.
VI:

Was Race d’Ep the first essay film on the history
of homosexuality?

LS: Possibly, yes. It was made at the same time as Foucault
released the first volume of his History of Sexuality.
VI:

Were you involved in the FHAR?

About TV, Jean-Edern Hallier had taken up the
cause for homosexuality using the platform of
channel Antenne 2 (France 2) on the occasion of
the release of Race d’Ep.

LS: Ah, ah, yes, it was funny. It was the first of a show by
Lionel Chouchan that was after a film by James Dean.
Very little publicity, and the show begins with the band
Les Charlots in the background, and us in front: Hallier,
Hocquenghem and me. Hallier shared a poetic frenzy around
homosexuality, Guy joined in and I start going against the
censorship of Race d’Ep. Chouchan was summoned by his
bosses the next day and there was no sequel, it was the one and
only show. Les Charlots were surprised but after the show, one
of them came to me and said, ‘Ah but you know I have nothing
against it, quite the contrary …’
VI:

Ah ah. Besides Kenneth Anger and Jean Genet,
who inspired you for your films?

LS: I was too young. I saw that from a distance. I read about it,
and it excited me as much as it scared me. I was at the 1 May
1971 demonstration and it was great to see Hélène Hazera,
and Genet as well. Not Jean Genet, eh, Philippe Genet! At
least Jean Genet I had read, he was a little bit our mentor.

LS: Gérard Blain, the director who made Les Amis – a
beautiful movie. Pierre Molinier, too, with his heels, troubled
me very much. But there was nothing at the time to compare
to Anger, who had made Fireworks (1947). Jean Cocteau had
shown it to everybody in France. But what I did not know,
and I learned through Hocquenghem (this is also the subject
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of Race d’Ep), is that in the 1930s there was a very important
gay movement in Germany, as in New York and Paris. But
the cinema, for me, was the films that had a ‘white square’
on television [indicating that they were for adults only], or
showed at the cinematheque where we paid 1 franc to see all
the films. Then I took care of the cine-club in my high school
where I was showing Dziga Vertov, Sergei Eisenstein. But
there was nothing about homsexuality, though Eisenstein was
gay, you had to decipher ¡Que Viva Mexico! (1930-1979).
VI:

Hence the desire to make a festival?

Frédéric Mitterrand had already organised a festival in 1977 at
the Olympic in Paris, but he showed only Hollywood movies
and Soviet film. Following this, in La Rochelle, there was the
grouping of Jean-François Garsi and Cinémarges, Super 8
films by Michel Nedjar, Philippe Genet’s Bank of sperm (1976),
films by the Gazolines (a group which grew out of FHAR),
and those of Isabel Mendelson … Suddenly films came in
from everywhere. And Jean Genet’s Un Chant D’Amour was
always prohibited.
VI:

Given the legislation of the time, was it not
incredibly complicated to programme something
like that?

LS: Oh yes ! When we did La Rochelle, we wanted to call the
festival ‘Ciné pédé, gouine and the others’ [Faggot, dyke and
other cinema], but the municipality of La Rochelle came down
on us – even though they were of the left. We were told to call
it Images of Deviance ‘because you understand, your title will
not pass …’ It was part of Cinémarges queer film group, and it
was the start of everything. TOUT! [the radical newspaper] in
1971 was the departure of everything and, very quickly, groups
of liberated homosexuals had developed almost everywhere.
VI:
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LS: I went around the villages with my 8 mm films. Obviously,
we were not always very well received and Un Chant D’Amour
continued to be prohibited. What is funny is that it was
banned following a complaint from prison guards who did
not like to see themselves on the screen mistreating a prisoner.
And as Genet had been freed from prison by Cocteau, he
had to be held in check. We had a copy at the Collectif Jeune
Cinéma and I passed it to those on the right, and on the left.
Going back to the first question, sexuality went through the
cinema, the cinema through sexuality and all that was very
related. A festival at La Pagode, Paris, was violently repressed
in its second edition.
VI:

The Pagoda? The cinema in the 7th
arrondissement?

LS: Yes. At the time it was a cinema that belonged to Louis
Malle. This is where Pasolini’s Salò (1976) was shown. As
we were presenting homosexual candidates for the 1978
parliamentary elections, for us the cinema had become a
platform and the government did not like that. The police
infested the festival, there were RGs there every day, they even
recorded the debates. What followed was prohibition of the
festival, the seizure of films … but I had stashed most of mine
somewhere so they took only those of Cocteau, who had visas.
But more serious was the attack of about 30 masked fascists
from the far right group, Jeune Nation. They pummelled
people and many were left with very serious injuries, including
filmmaker Guy Gilles.
VI:

A little Stonewall in Paris.

LS: In Stonewall, the transvestites succeeded in repelling the
cops, but the opposite happened. We were beaten in the dark
by the extreme right while the cops were in the projection
booth. This resulted in a demonstration on rue Sainte-Anne
where a police van was overturned. After this story, people
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were afraid and the festival was overturned while the first week
there were very long lines – if I may say so – in the street of
the ministries. It was packed.
VI:

The arrival of the left in power has relaxed the
ranks, right?

LS: Let us say that it made it possible not to be considered
a scourge any more, but it also brought new laws, the double
penalty for people who had dealings with teenagers and this
ambiguity about the age of sexual majority. New censors
too. It was above all a disappointed hope with the affair of
the Rainbow Warrior, the Coral affair, the eradication of the
extreme left by the Parti Socialiste. Everyone had waited so
long for this moment that once the left was in power, there
was no longer any resistance.
VI:

Was FHAR close to the situationist
movements and annexes?

LS: Yes, in the use of slogans and all that. But situationism
was much earlier, as was Lettrism and surrealism. The FHAR
was centred on the homosexual revolt, it was neither a school
nor an artistic movement, although it produced a lot, and it
gathered anarchists like Daniel Guérin. And Situationism
was very straightforward. At the time the faggot was really
worth less than nothing, he belonged with gypsies, Arabs,
outlaws. The FHAR allowed us to claim to be faggots, dykes,
transsexuals, mad, perverse, just as blacks were called ‘negroes’
by the Black Panthers. It was about turning insult into pride,
returning the weapon of exclusion by claiming it. But total
transparency has its perverse sides.
VI:

control over the sexuality of people’. I remember in Actuel,
Hocquenghem and Michel Cressole had issued a questionnaire
to find out the sexuality of this or that personality. They were
attacking Gilles Deleuze and Deleuze responded by pointing
out that it was a fascism to force people to be transparent
about their sexuality. Hocquenghem came round later on the
double life he led, the importance of having different friends,
and especially not having a monolithic existence. Out of
oneself.
VI:

Do you rejoice in the excitement of gay and
lesbian festivals?

LS: It is very well yes, and I support them all but the side
‘ghetto’ bores me a little. At the l’Étrange Festival, I like to see
a varied audience. Sexual films are political, political films are
sexual, we cannot differentiate them as we cannot differentiate
thought from the body. Above all, I think that every sexuality
is an eternal possibility of change.
VI:

Today, it seems that the work of the FHAR
and the GLH has borne fruit. Is there still a
need to fight?

LS: Right now, I’m very close to collectives like Existrans.
What is happening today with transgender people is a bit like
what was going on with homosexuals back then. We were
witnessing the relationship with the Arabs, of homosexuality,
of another way of living. When we see the female to male
and male to female transgender people today, they have other
claims, other reasons to revolt. We are far from Herculine
Barbin, who saw no other solution than suicide.

That is to say?

LS: There is a very beautiful sentence by Pasolini who says:
‘Sex shops are not proof of liberalisation but of the state’s
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BIOGRAPHIES

Asia Art Archive (AAA) is a nonprofit organisation based
in Hong Kong which focuses on documenting the recent
history of contemporary art in Asia within an international
context. AAA incorporates material that members of local art
communities find relevant to the field and provides educational
and public programming. Cici Wu is an artist and a researcher
with Asia Art Archive in America.
Betsy Damon is an internationally acclaimed artist who has
been called a practical visionary and a humanist. For the past
four decades, Damon’s work has focused on a central subject:
water, which she reveals as the connective, creative, and
collaborative medium behind all life. Damon promotes public
consciousness of ‘Living Water’ and invites us to place water
itself as the foundation of all planning and design. In its search
for truth, her work traverses the complexities of water – from
a molecular scale to the levels of ecosystems and societies.
Damon is known for her performance works The 7,000-YearOld Woman (1976) and The Living Water Garden (1998) in
Chengdu, Sichuan, China. She has directed many collaborative
public performance events, most notably in Chengdu and
Lhasa, Tibet, China. Currently, she is in communication with
international exhibitions, museums and activists in Ireland,
Poland, Turkey, and China and will be exhibiting in 2022 at
Stony Brook University in New York. She has received awards
from the Bush Foundation, Heinz Foundation, NEA, UNHabitat, Waterfront Center Top Honor, and the ASLA.
Ciara Phillips is an Irish and Canadian artist. She studied
Fine Art at Queen’s University in Kingston, Ontario (BFA
’00) and completed a Master’s Degree at Glasgow School of
Art in 2004. Her work has been exhibited widely in museums
and public galleries since 2010 with major exhibitions taking
place at the Museum of Contemporary Art Australia as part
of the 21st Biennale of Sydney (2018), Tate Britain in London
(2014), and the Benaki Museum in Athens (2017). Phillips has
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worked on high profile commissions including Every Woman:
Dazzle Ship Scotland (2016) commissioned by Edinburgh Art
Festival and 14–18 NOW, and This, looped (2018), a large-scale
work for the new V&A building in Dundee. She has been
artist-in-residence at St. John’s College, Oxford, Headlands
Center for the Arts, Marin County, California, and at
Grafikens Hus in Stockholm. In 2014 she was nominated for
the UK’s Turner Prize for her ongoing artwork Workshop and
in 2020 she was awarded the Queen Sonja Print Award for her
work in the field of printmaking.
Erëmirë Krasniqi is an art writer, curator and researcher
based in Prishtina, Kosovo. Erëmirë received her MA from
Dartmouth College, and BA from Bard College Berlin. Her
writing has been published in Kosovo 2.0, Versopolis Review,
Kontakt Collection, and Artforum. As an independent curator,
she has led and curated projects for the National Gallery of
Kosovo, National Gallery of Arts in Albania, and other arts
and culture institutions. Currently, she is the executive director
of Oral History Initiative, whose main project is the ‘living
archive’, a digital resource which engages new forms of cultural
production, supporting and advocating the essential work of
media archives.

the summer of 2012 from a collaboration between the Kosova
Women’s Network (Prishtina) and The New School for Public
Engagement (New York City). In 2015, OHI became an
independent non-governmental organisation.
Lionel Soukaz is one of the pioneers of French queer cinema.
His work, especially in the first part of his career, reflects
a synthesis of the various avant-garde movements he was
drawn to in the 1970s and ’80s. Soukaz was affiliated with
the activists and intellectuals of the Front for Homosexual
Revolutionary Action and the magazine Gai Pied, such as
Guy Hocquenghem and Copi. He was also active within the
experimental film scene, working to promote Super-8mm
filmmaking at the Festival des Cinémas Différents, Hyères and
Cinémarge, La Rochelle. Ultimately Soukaz organised his own
event in 1978, the first gay and lesbian film festival in Paris:
Écrans roses et nuits bleues. His works have recently been
shown at Gasworks/LUX and Studio Voltaire, London, and
Anthology Film Archives, New York. Soukaz was the subject
of a solo exhibition at University of Paris VIII.

Kosovo Oral History Initiative is a Kosovo-based nonprofit organisation consisting of a collective of researchers of
different generations, ethnicities, and backgrounds. Serving
as a pioneer in new media formats, OHI locates its practice
within the field of digital humanities, cultural heritage, and
memory studies. The Initiative engages with Kosovo’s history
in a non-formulaic way, trying to recover the interplay of
individual and collective memories, beyond constructed
group narratives – whether ethnic or national. OHI’s publicly
available multilingual digital archive, www.oralhistorykosovo.
org, presents recorded life stories of individuals from all walks
of life as video, audio, and text. The initiative was conceived in

Merve Elveren is a curator based in Istanbul. With an
emphasis on the social and cultural landscape of the 1980s
and 1990s in Turkey, her research-based curatorial practice
examines critical discussions and new institutional formations
around shifting political urgencies. Between August 2011 and
September 2018, Elveren was part of the founding team of
Research & Programs at SALT, an interdisciplinary cultural
institution based in Istanbul. Some of her projects realised at
SALT include A Promised Exhibition — Gülsün Karamustafa
(co-curated with Duygu Demir, 2013), How did we get here
(2015), and Continuity Error — Aydan Murtezaoğlu and
Bülent Şangar (2018). Elveren was the curator of the Guest
Programme of the 39th EVA International (2020–2021) titled
Little did they know and co-curator of In Time / On Ground
which will take place as part of the 17th Istanbul Biennial.
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She is the co-editor of Cengiz Çekil: 21.08.1945-10.11.2015
published by SALT in 2020. In 2018 she was the recipient of
the Independent Vision Award for Curatorial Achievement,
awarded by Independent Curators International, New York.
Paul Clinton is a writer, curator, and editor based in
London, UK. He is a lecturer at Goldsmiths, University
of London and associate faculty at Conditions with David
Panos and Matthew Noel-Tod, and between 2019–21
was Royal Academy Fellow in Criticism, Royal Academy
Schools, London. For four years he was a senior editor at the
international art and culture magazines Frieze and Frieze
Masters. His writing has appeared in magazines such as Frieze,
London Review of Books, MOUSSE, Art Monthly, Art Review,
and The White Review. He has written on artists including
Gustav Metzger, Cosey Fanni Tutti, David Goldblatt, and
Terry Richardson and on topics as diverse as class in the art
world, solidarity in activism, the queer theorist Didier Eribon
and the philosophy of Pierre Klossowski. His curatorial
projects include Forbidden to Forbid (Goswell Road at Balice
Hertling, Paris, 2018), Strange Perfume: A Queer Culture Book
Fair (South London Gallery, 2018), duh? Art & Stupidity (Big
Screen Southend and Focal Point Gallery, 2015), and the
conference ‘Shimmering World: gloss, sheen and the politics of
production values in contemporary culture’ (2014).

an alternative pedagogical practice produced with trans and
non-binary young people. Institutional and independent work
has included projects with artists such as Renate Lorenz and
Pauline Boudry and Phil Collins, and new commissions by
Aideen Doran and Eimear Walshe, among others.

Sara Greavu is a curator, writer and organiser – currently
Curator of Visual Arts at Project Arts Centre, Dublin. She has
held previous curatorial and development roles at Centre for
Contemporary Art Derry~Londonderry, VOID Gallery, and
Outburst Arts, Belfast, in addition to working independently.
In CCA she initiated the two-year residency programme
Our Neighbourhood, which engaged with local communities
of place and communities of interest, alongside artists Sarah
Pierce and Sarah Browne. In 2019/2020, in partnership with
artist Andrea Francke, she developed Knowledge is Made Here,
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