“the distant girl

grasping for her field of vision

pressing it between her fingers

into a strange gleam”1
The story of Echo and Narcissus tells of Narcissus, who sees his own beauty reflected in water: “While he is drinking, being attracted with the reflection of his own form seen in the water, he falls in love with a thing that has no substance; and he thinks that to be a body, which is but a shadow.”2 Thus he is doomed to never meet his love. This longing for the unattainable causes Narcissus to fade away in anguish, the only thing of him remaining in the end “a yellow flower, with white petals encompassing it in the middle.”2 He has been turned into a narcissus flower, standing by the water.

“Why, credulous youth, dost thou vainly catch at the flying image? What thou art seeking is nowhere; what thou art in love with, turn but away and thou shalt lose it; what thou seest, the same is but the shadow of a reflected form; it has nothing of its own. It comes and stays with thee; with thee it will depart, if thou canst but depart thence.” 2
Of Echo, the nymph of the voice, we are told that she has been cursed by Juno to be only able to respond: “The noisy Nymph, who has neither learned to hold her tongue after another speaking, nor to speak first herself.”2 Echo’s fate resembles that of Narcissus, she falls in love with him as well, but her curse prevents her from ever meeting or reaching her love. She can never speak to him; only repeat his most recent words. “Ah! how often did she desire to accost him in soft accents, and to employ soft entreaties! Nature resists, and suffers her not to begin; but what Nature does permit, that she is ready for; to await his voice, to which to return her own words.” 2 

At this time, Narcissus had “so stubborn a pride in his youthful beauty” that Echo realizes he is not interested, and: “Thus rejected, she lies hid in the woods, and hides her blushing face with green leaves, and from that time lives in lonely caves; but yet her love remains, and increases from the mortification of her refusal. Watchful cares waste away her miserable body; leanness shrivels her skin, and all the juices of her body fly off in air. Her voice and her bones alone are left. Her voice still continues, but they say that her bones received the form of stones. Since then, she lies concealed in the woods, and is never seen on the mountains: but is heard in all of them. It is her voice alone which remains alive in her.”2 

This story speaks of longing and dreams of meeting another, which could mean the other party in a romantic relationship, but also the other or the others within you. The things you desire and want to attain within yourself, but that also means that you attain the parts you don’t want. 

 “Turn yourself into me. Turn me into you.”3 

“I will never be like you, I change all the time, you can’t ever catch me.”3
The flying image, it comes and stays with you, it disappears with you. 

The image needing a viewer. The image which needs what the viewer brings to it.

The personal approach that I have to my work is not private. I try to work in a way that opens the image to the point where the viewer finds an entry point, find his or her own story inside it.

Ever-responding. Ever-responding Echo. Always sensitive to others.

How much is chosen, in a person’s history? What are our options? We respond to what we are given. Freedom is perhaps the choice of what to repeat, which words we will say again.

And the voice. The voice. Whose is it? Where is it from? Whose voice is heard? Whose isn’t? And who is listening?

A while back, my youngest sister told me about “kulning”. She told me that a long time ago the forests weren’t as quiet as they are today. Sometimes, you would hear the echoes of singing and kulning. Sweden used to be one of few countries where, in pastoral life, cattle herding was the work of girls and women. Kulning, a kind of song that uses a special vocal technique, was a working tool used to call for the animals. Perhaps kulning was also a way to pass the time, and sometimes maybe just a way to hear each other. Kulning offered a kind of freedom, it really required you to sing your heart out to make yourself audible, and unlike the folk songs that were sung in the homes, there were no rules about how and what to sing.

“There is no such thing as an empty space or an empty time. There is always something to see, something to hear.”4
There is a small house, all on its own, in the woods near the small village of Bygget in the Swedish province of Halland. The house is called cinema obscura, and works just like a camera obscura. A small path leads you from the old railway track down to the house. It isn’t that far from the village, but there are no signs to show the way. If you’ve heard the story of the camera in the forest though, and have been told how to get there, it’s not hard to find.

cinema obscura is at the edge of the woods, facing a bog. It is a quiet place. Sometimes there is a squirrel or two on the roof. Inside the house, you can hear the branches of fir trees scraping against the walls and the roof. Birdsong drifts in during spring and summer.

Visitors step through the small doorway, shut the door behind them and sit down on one of the two chairs inside. Then they wait for the light beams that enter through a small hole on the wall behind them to form a picture of whatever is outside on the white screen in front of them.

The picture is never the same. Weather, wind, light and darkness all add their own character. Strong daylight is needed for a picture to appear at all. In the wintertime, it’s sometimes hard to even see the image, unless it has been snowing. The contrast between the light outside and the darkness inside makes a difference. The picture of the outside is upside down and mirrored, less sharp than reality, more ethereal and picturesque. A different version. A different picture.

I built this house for the first time for the schools annual show in the spring of 2005. It was in a corner of the courtyard outside, and its light grey exterior didn’t grab your attention. It looked a bit like a weird shed that had ended up in the wrong place. A little over a year later, with the extensive help of my dear father and my dear sister, the house was erected in the forest where it remains to this day. 

“The pine tree takes on different characteristics depending on whether it lives in isolation or together with others. It also makes a difference if it is inside a forest, or at its edge. And I quite like these pines along the edges, which have to make certain sacrifices on the side that faces the forest, but are free to grow on the side facing open terrain, towards emptiness, the non-wooded world. They shoulder the duty of delimiting the collective, to keep its secrets, and to hide its inner nakedness (sternness, sacrifice, weaknesses) by developing their own lower sections: they have to be less strict towards their own successive expansion, successive developmental steps, than the communal pine does (the completely communal pine that is). They are allowed to retain the memories, and the display, of their own stages of growth. They even live as much through these ends as they do through their peaks (oh dear, I’m not putting this very well).”5              

When I grew up I had the opportunity to see and sift through the traces and remnants of the stories and histories from people before me. The history of my family was a tangible presence in the inherited furniture, the barn my dad rents to store all the things he has collected throughout the years, and the plants in the garden that had grown somewhere else before. The stories were also there in conversation, my maternal grandfather enjoys telling me stories of the past, and my paternal grandmother was always eager to tell us everything she knew (and point out that she knew it). My maternal grandmother would communicate, in a quieter way, all the practical know-how she possessed and wanted to pass on. I know less about my paternal grandfather, as he died when I was seven, but I know he took care of me on occasion during my first few years.

I think I learnt to be a listener early on. 

Until I was three, we lived on the farm where my dad grew up. It is in a small village in Halland, close to the border to Småland. The village is at quite a high altitude, so the air is special, usually very clear. The landscape is quite open for these parts, but surrounded by a lot of forest and heath. The climate is quite cold and some plants were hard to keep alive and growing there.

I remember the farm and the place very well. When we moved to a house 20 kilometers away, my dad still rented the farm for a few more years. Now and then, I would join him when he went there to do something, and I remember those occasions as nice outings when I got to spend time alone with dad and listen to stories. We would often take a detour on our way home to see if we could spot any wild animals, or because he wanted to show me some special place or other.  

When we were at the farm and my dad was busy, I would walk around on my own in the buildings, playing and exploring among the things that were left. There was a lot, because my grandparents had lived there before my parents. But maybe most of it was old junk really. 

I remember the desk on the top floor, in the room that used to be an office. The desk drawers were full of things to look at. Pens, little boxes and papers with somebody’s writing on them. As I sat there at the desk I could see the big maple tree in the yard. If I turned around, another window offered me a view of the fields and the woods.

My old room had the built-in bed frame where I used to sleep, with painted flowers along the frame. There was a bedroom on the top floor that had wallpaper with roses. In the living room there was a cabinet full of ornaments. I particularly remember a porcelain cat and dog, which I found again a while back, in a different place.

In the outbuildings there were more things, like my granddad’s old black motorbike. And in the garden there were apple trees, peonies and daffodils growing. Behind the barn, there were bullaces and sloe. A hedgehog family lived in the broken old garage. 

One time I made my youngest sister believe Santa Claus lived in one of the outbuildings.

I have an ambivalent relationship to all these stories that surround me. They are very interesting to me, and I feel that it is very important to bring the smaller and more peripheral stories to the forefront. But on the other hand I sometimes feel like all the stories around me become overpowering, like I need to break away from them so they won’t consume my own story.

I need some distance to be able to tell stories myself.

” … The meaning of what actually happens and appears while it is happening is revealed when it has disappeared; remembrance, by which you make present to your mind what actually is absent and past, reveals the meaning in the form of a story. The man who does the revealing is not involved in the appearances; he is blind, shielded against the visible, in order to be able to ‘see’ the invisible.”6
A window can be seen on a wall in a room without windows. You can’t quite see through it, as though it is covered by a membrane, or filter, something elusive. But something is hinted behind it. A house, maybe some bushes. Is someone walking there? The light changes, and is changed. Shifts. The thing behind there is sometimes made clearer, sometimes disappears entirely. 

Black lines flicker past. Dust and dirt move around in a tranquil dance. 

vindöga (wind-eye) is a video projection which is projected to the size of a window on a wall with no window. It was first shot with a Super 8 camera, single frame, then shot with a video camera and slowed down. The slowing down has made the dust from the Super 8 projection more distinctive, remaining in view for longer and attaining its own meaning. vindöga is an animation of sorts, from dawn till dusk. 

And over again.

“Wherever we are, what we hear is mostly noise. When we ignore it, it disturbs us. When we listen to it, we find it fascinating.”7
In the western tradition of music we are taught that there are twelve semitones. Before this simplification was made for practical reasons, there were more tones that people were used to hearing. Quarter tones, for instance. In the eastern tradition, this simplification hasn’t been as extensive and more tones are used, some of which can sound out of tune to an untrained ear. Learning to hear, and see, the different tones and nuances, is like “ear training”, and is a sensitivity that can be taught and practiced.
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Time. Time fascinates me. The fact that it just keeps going. Or does it? Keeps going. Round and round. I think I am also afraid of time. The fact that it just keeps going. Time passes us by. As you say. You can’t stop it. 

You can’t stop it.

The fact that time passes by can also bring comfort. Whatever you do. Whatever I do. Whatever happens. Time will keep going.

Time. Again. I am also interested in states where it feels as if time stands still. Where the kitchen clock ticks softly in the background. Almost more of a pulse than a measure of time.

Heartbeats. 

Music without music. Silent music.

This summer I recorded the sound an old school organ makes when you press on the pedals to make a noise. (To make it come alive) There is something hoarse, a bit gravelly, in that sound. 

Breathing. 

“The poet is he with whom feelings develop into images, and the images themselves into words which translate them while obeying the laws of rhythm. In seeing these images pass before our eyes we in our turn experience the feeling which was, so to speak, their emotional equivalent : but we should never realize these images so strongly without the regular movements of the rhythm by which our soul is lulled into self-forgetfulness, and, as in a dream, thinks and sees with the poet.”8
On September 1st 2007, I got up early. It was five o’clock, and the sun hadn’t appeared yet. The fog was thick, and the ground was steaming, but it looked like being a nice day, a sunny day. I put warm clothes on, made some sandwiches and a pot of coffee, filled my thermos, and put it all in a backpack. 

I picked up the backpack, video camera and tripod, and went outside. The air was cold and fresh in that late summer way. I went through an enclosed bit of pasture with horses, through some brush and on to another enclosure. I had chosen a tree from there the day before. A wild apple tree by a cairn. 

I don’t know how old this tree is, but it has most likely been part of a number of stories, even if it has spent most of its time standing on its own. 

My younger brother came here once when he was angry and upset, and sat down by the tree. He sat there for a while, and a hare moved up to him. Very close, right next to him. The angry and upset feeling went away and my brother went back home. 

This morning, the tree wasn’t alone as I had expected. Several cows and calves, and a bull too, were standing there with a look of bemusement as I arrived. I had to find a different cairn, get on top of it and place the camera and tripod on it. When the sun slowly began to rise I had done what I could to fix the settings, and the camera was in an interval mode where it shot half a second every thirty seconds.

The camera was in interval mode, shooting footage, all day long. I spent the day in the pasture myself, dozing in the sun a little further away, with the nosy cows close by. Once in a while I had to change the battery in the camera. 

The result was a portrait of a day in the life of a tree. Small shifts in the light, small events, were magnified and made apparent. The filming technique created its own special rhythm, and I would later time the switches between images to match the rate of a beating heart.

The tree in the center of the image. Constant and central. As I had imagined it before I did it, the tree was the main thing, but when I saw the result I noticed that there were many things around the tree that were just as important. Other stories, other histories, all woven together. 

The way it really is.

“You mustn’t think that being a plant is painless, she might say herself. You are tied to your root, fused to your own misery. You are impaled on a stake you can no longer run from.”9
A few years ago, my grandmother died. Her apartment was left almost untouched for a long time after she passed. I felt as though my father’s grief made it hard for him to do anything about it, so one summer I decided to help him. 

My grandmother had been a collector. She had bookshelves full of photo slides, each one labeled with the date and location, in intricate handwriting. She collected books, rocks, postcards, calendars, letters and texts. She also wrote a fair amount herself. I think she felt it was her duty to document her skills and her knowledge. There are cassette tapes of her singing songs with an enormous number of verses, so they wouldn’t be forgotten. There are photographs that are photographs of other photographs.

She wrote down a lot of stories about the past.

My grandmother was an imposing and strong woman, who knew what she wanted. For instance, at age 70 she decided she would go to the U.S. to look for her relatives, and took off for a few months. She wasn’t always easy to deal with for the people around her, as she usually knew best. Being knowledgeable was a virtue as far as she was concerned. 

That summer, as I went through her things, I discovered many texts, and even diaries, which revealed a different person; someone we didn’t always realize was there. A voice writing very tenderly about the people around her, the wonderful food someone had cooked, or how proud she was of someone else’s achievement.

A more gentle voice, not so self-assured.

I found a story she wrote about a young woman’s love and feelings for a man. The names where changed, but I soon realized I was reading the story of my grandmother’s first encounters with my grandfather. The dances on Saturdays where they met,  that she longed for all week. The dress she had worn that was definitely in fashion, but that my grandfather, who was a few years older, found a little too revealing. About the dress story she writes that all she wanted was to feel beautiful, couldn’t he see and understand that?

”Socrates talks of being one and therefore not being able to risk getting out of harmony with himself. But nothing that is identical with itself, truly and absolutely One, as A is A, can be either in or out of harmony with itself: you always need at least two tones to produce a harmonious sound.”10
Sometimes I think of my maternal grandmother, who had died some time earlier. I simply can’t help comparing the two of them. While my father’s mother usually followed her own will, my maternal grandmother usually did what she thought other people wanted her to. Although she did have some stubborn ways, like getting up at night to sew in her sewing room, to do exactly what she wanted. 

She didn’t leave much behind in terms of writing. There are a few diaries, some lines here and there. But there are clothes she made, tablecloths she embroidered, carpets she wove and all the dresses she made for me and others throughout the years.

When I was little it was easiest to like visiting my maternal grandmother, because she would do anything for you. She wanted to play, read you stories, bake cinnamon rolls and keep you close. 

She wanted to tell her stories. 

She taught me to sew. She taught me that she liked wild flowers the best.

another story is composed of texts written as fragments, where “Hon” (“She”) is the main character. The stories about Hon come from the women around me, and my own experiences. When I present the texts it is always important that there is no specific order in which to read them, and that the reader is free to read as much as he or she wants. Each reader gets a different version in this way, depending on which texts are read. There are some topics which are touched on in most of the texts, and they are memories, disappearances, dreams, things you want to remember and things you want to forget. 

Beatriz Columina wrote about the architects Le Corbusier and Adolf Loos, and what they left behind when they died. In the case of Le Corbusier, he had preserved all of his blueprints and all kinds of other things. Adolf Loos made had sure to get rid of as much as he could. Beatriz Columina writes: “If the research on Loos can be said to be based on the gaps in the archives, the research on Le Corbusier is based on the abundance of the archives. Loos empties a space, and eradicates any traces he may have left behind. Le Corbusier fills a space in front of him, but not just any space; it is a living space, literally a house. The ideas about Loos involve inhabiting a public space, the space of words in print, his own and others, but also a space of declarations, rumors, gossip, and tip-offs; the mystical space of circumstantial evidence. Ideas about Le Corbusier of necessity involve penetrating private spaces. But what does private mean in this context? Exactly what is this space? And how do you get inside it?”11
Empty space and occupied space both interest me. Empty space can be filled with possible stories. Occupied space can seem empty. These spaces are two extremes, which may have the same meaning. You have to find your way to the story, but in different ways.
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The stage. The empty one. 

Where it can happen. Where it could have happened. Where it happens. Or doesn’t. 

And silence. How does silence sound?

The narrative of a silent movie is told through moving pictures and captions. The lack of spoken dialog made silent movies more universal as they used a shared visual language, and all that needed translation was the captions.

When silent movies where shown, live music accompanied the film.

“Most silent movie comedies hardly even bothered to tell a story. They were like poems, or interpretations of dreams ….”12
She is standing in a reflection in water. She might be standing in an illusion. But she is reflected, and thus she exists. When she throws a rock into the water after a while, she disappears as her reflection turns into ripples on the water. She becomes water. Some time later the ripples disappear one after the other, and her image returns.

miradouro is another video piece, which portrays a mirror image in water, showing a woman in a landscape. The video is projected to the size of a small painting, about 50x40 cm.
”For the trouble is that the thinking ego, as we have seen – in distinction from the self that, of course, exists in every thinker, too – has no urge to appear in the world of appearances. It is a slippery fellow, not only invisible to others but also, for the self, impalpable, impossible to grasp.”13
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And what is it I am writing? 

I think I am trying to get hold of the different voices within a person. Their dialog. Their struggle. It is eternal. It is constant. It progresses. It repeats itself. It continues like a music box. Round and round. Round and round. Has different rhythms. Different beats. A dance. 

”For nothing can be itself and at the same time for itself but the two-in-one that Socrates discovered as the essence of thought and Plato translated into conceptual language as the soundless dialogue eme emauto – between me and myself. But again, it is not the thinking activity that constitutes the unity, unifies the two-in-one, on the contrary, the two-in-one become One again when the outside world intrudes upon the thinker and cuts short the thinking process. Then, when he is called by his name back into the world of appearances, where he is always One, it is as though the two into which the thinking process had split him clapped together again. Thinking, existentially speaking, is a solitary but not a lonely business; solitude is that human situation in which I keep myself company. Loneliness comes about when I am alone without being able to split up into the two-in-one, without being able to keep myself company….  It is this duality of myself with myself that makes the thinking a true activity, in which I am both the one who asks and the one that answers.”14
-where are you?

-are you?

-are you here?

-here?

-I can’t remember.

-can’t remember?

-have you disappeared?

-disappeared?

-are you here?

-here?

-where are you?

-are you?

Karolina Erlingsson, 2008.
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