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It is a cliché that events are better understood as they pass from present time into the 
past, but how memories are taken up in an act of remembrance is anything but simple. 
Imagine an old circle of friends recollecting some pivotal event in their relationship. 
There is bound to be discord and, consequently, alliances struck in the re-telling. While 
whatever happened, happened, there is very little fact in the matter. The rosy glow of 
nostalgia is one way to understand the mutability of history, as is the disintegration of 
memory, where dark spaces stand in for experiences gone forever. Text is often used as 
a tool of memorialization, bringing into the present what has already come to pass, and 
its very existence carries with it a certain de facto authority. Living on the page, text is 
a solid mass easily passed from one person to another. When we speak of history, we 
often mean history books, yet what is written there is not neutral. Might setting text in 
motion–moving it from the still page to the screen of moving images–be a way to disrupt 
its authority? What of the perceptual experience of cinema can reconfigure the intellectual 
experience of language? All Our Memories Significant in Retrospect is a program of text-
based films that explore the possibilities inherent in the cinematic act of reading. In my 
conception of the term, text-based cinema is moving image work where the use of the 
written word is conceived as integral to the formation of meaning acquired through 
the cinematic experience. The films of Basma Alsharif, Beatrice Gibson and mounir 
fatmi share this formal characteristic, and it buttresses their attempts to reconcile the 
repercussions of history in the present tense.

Basma Alsharif ’s We Began By Measuring Distance recounts the complexity of embodying 
Palestinian national identity through a poetic collage that maintains a peculiar indexical 
relation between the sound and the image. Taking Arabic narration into English prose, 
Alsharif ’s subtitles utilize the materiality of language as an aesthetic object, suggesting that 
the film is meant to stand as an object of translation only fully knowable in its movement 
from one language to another. Instead of the usual correspondence between narration and 
script, the subtitles are an extension of the visual imagery. For instance, the unsettledness 
of the film’s anonymous characters is emphasized as the accompanying subtitles march 
across the screen in a complete trajectory from left to right. The distance of the title is 
another example. A game of measurements evolves from an innocent diversion into a 
political mapping of pivotal years in Palestinian history. The relationship between text and 
lived experience is somewhat vague as the measurements in kilometres become markers 
of time without didactic contextualization. Alsharif mirrors the fallibility of memory by 
fading out the text, only to have it reappear as a mutable, progressing truth (or clock), 
which allows her to preserve a critical distance from the certainty of facts.

Alsharif ’s gesture is a restrained one, but she suggests a need to examine ideas about how 
to relay history without effacing the enormity of all that remains outside of language. 
Where words and numbers fail, absurdity may best stand in. What is the distance between 
Gaza and Jerusalem? How many kilometres stand in for the heavy weight of that land’s 
history? According to Alsharif, the number is not simply a function of the calculated 
extent of land. Despite the short distance between the two cities, there remains a political 



I am obsessed with the way we perceive information: how we derive 
content from a sentence, how we interpret an image, how the same word 
can be understood in different ways depending on the context.

I have a hard time retaining information, recognizing faces, 
remembering names, or even just understanding the subtle nuances of 
social interaction. As a Palestinian this is a rather burdensome 
problem since, I like to argue, one’s “national” identity involves 
having a long list of politically significant historical events, numbers 
and figures readily accessible.

At some point in my art education, and through the influence of others 
making work that explores similar issues, I began to realize that there 
is never one single element in a piece of visual communication that 
operates alone. The individual parts are always working together to 
relay a message. This is fairly obvious. For example, in a television 
news clip sound and image are linked together to produce a visual 
representation of the story being told, which is reinforced through the 
subheading or voiceover. But what is not obvious, at least to me, is 
what that means for the viewer. How is information actually perceived 
to function? How is it interpreted? How does an individual reconcile 
themselves–and their existence–in relation to the information they are 
receiving? 

I want to combine various components such as sound, image, historical 
information, et cetera and experiment with those elements as 
materials. I want words to become images: forms on the screen that 
exist aesthetically within the frame of the image, and whose function, 
movement, placement, et cetera occurs in direct relation to sound and/
or in response to what is being said through voiceover. In We Began 
By Measuring Distance I decided to take this approach with material I 
myself was having a difficult time making sense of.

Basma Alsharif, direct response to curator, 31 January 2011

divide between them that is seemingly impossible to bridge. In fact, the distance between 
Gaza and Jerusalem (or any two cities) might more accurately be measured in terms of 
subjective experience. A Palestinian identity is not an uncontested one, and central to 
its current expression is the interruption of a person’s connection to their homeland. 
Therefore, it is not surprising that the reassuring certainty of measurements quickly 
progress into a coded articulation of political concerns. What steadfastly remains is 
an irrational logic that equivocates between nature and war. The imaginative tone of 
Alsharif ’s film is one way of reconciling the disappointment of a world beyond sense 
without falling prey to a cynical impotence.

Beatrice Gibson’s The Future’s Getting Old Like the Rest of Us utilizes the thin line 
between documentary and fiction to bring about a similar, meticulously orchestrated 
failure of communication. The film follows a four-act structure, with the addition of an 
imageless prologue and a self-reflexive epilogue. Constructed from verbatim transcripts 
of discussion groups held with the residents a number of older people’s care homes in 
the UK, the script has been edited into a vertical structure in which eight monologues 
occur simultaneously. The ensuing cacophony gives way in parts–the introspection of 
some residents allows the distinct voices of others to rise above the din. Gibson’s film is 
an endurance piece of sorts, but within its temporal extension and perceptual discomfort 



Beatrice Gibson, excerpt from the script for The Future’s Getting Old Like the Rest of Us, direct response to 
curator, 03 February 2011
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. . . . . . . . .INT, Wellesley Road Care 
home, Camden. 

Voice A

Scene One, Space
(Footage of moon landing)

INT, Wellesley Road Care 
home, Camden. 

Voice B

 
Scene One, Space
(Footage of moon landing)

INT, Wellesley Road Care 
home, Camden. 

Voice D

Scene One, Space
(Footage of moon landing)

I can’t hear…… I can’t
hear . . . . I don’t know what 
their talking about. 

� ere’s somebody talking. 
I’m deaf.

INT, Wellesley Road Care 
home, Camden. 

Voice C

Scene One, Space
(Footage of moon landing)

Look at that.  What’s that. 
� ere’s a big black beetle. 
Running. Across the � oor. 

 By his left foot. Left 
foot. Right foot.

May I say something.  I 
can’t say its been a life 
changing event. I just. . .  
recall seeing it . . .I saw it . 
.  in black and white. After 
that there were so many 
B-movies made. Made 
with directors and so on. 
I became totally bored. 
Bored. I put it out my 
mind. 

 

  Yes         Yes 

I’ ll try anything once.

� e thing is . . . 

I was in Germany, dancing 

 Germany 

� ere were all the plastic 
balloons. And they were 
� oating up and down in 
space as it were, weren’t 
they? (Cough. Cough)

INT, Wellesley Road Care 
home, Camden. 

Voice E
 

Scene One, Space
(Footage of moon landing)

INT, Wellesley Road Care 
home, Camden. 

Voice F

Scene One, Space
(Footage of moon landing)

INT, Wellesley Road Care 
home, Camden. 

Voice G

Scene One, Space
(Footage of moon landing)

INT, Wellesley Road Care 
home, Camden. 

Voice H
 

Scene One, Space
(Footage of moon landing)

� at’s amazing. I remember 
that. 

 I never found out 
what happened but there was 
a man who went and walked 
on it wasn’t there?

It’s amazing that we 
actually were able to get up 
there.

Germans. He didn’t go to 
Germany.

� e man who was walking 
on the moon. 1969.

       � ey never went again 
because there was that 
much going on down here. 
Murders every ten seconds 
of the day or drugs and all 
the rest of it.  

 

  It takes . . . . courage,  

Unrealistic it seemed. It 
was almost like a vision in a 
dream, I felt, that I couldn’t 
quite make it reality, it 
took me some time to do 
so, when it was talked on 
the radio and on television, 
when they enlarged on it, 
then I was able to grasp, 
step by step what went on 
because the landing itself         
and ... people like myself 
didn’t know what to make 
of it and how they got there.  

� e best thing to come 
out of that was the frying 
pan.  � e non-sticky frying 
pan. You put your eggs in. 
You put your, your, er lard 
whatever it may be and 
it never stuck to the pan. 
It never stuck to the pan. 
� ey invented that from the 
moon. � ey,  got it from the 
stones of the moon. 

Yes . . .

I would have liked to have 
gone up there. It must be 
fascinating.  We should be 
able to get up there. We 
seem to � y around. We’re so 
advanced now compared to 
what we were years ago.  I 
would love to go.

there is a poetics of activation. The script becomes a methodology for making people 
move: movement at the level of production, manifest as the instigation of a collective 
production process, and movement at the level of reception, manifest as a shift in 
meaning and interpretation on the part of the viewer. When Gibson reveals her script as 
such, it recalibrates the distribution of power within the work. At that moment, the film 
opens and becomes not simply about the nature of memory or about what life looks like 
in retrospect, but about the configuration of the film as an object and how it interfaces 
with both art and reality.

A careful consideration of form is central to Gibson’s practice, and in this work she 
translates an interest in scores and experimental notation–and the social principles 
at play within them–to the medium of film. As a model for action, the politics of her 
script are neither aggressive nor persuasive, but they call upon her actors and audience 
as collaborators in a landscape of potential meaning. Considering her subject matter, 
Gibson is also importing a political agenda that demands a reckoning with the inevitable: 
age. The attention a viewer pays to one particular voice or another sets up a dynamic 
of relation between them. Otherwise, history and subjectivity are effaced and Gibson’s 
characters become easily ignorable people, just blathering on. The script of The Future’s 
Getting Old Like the Rest of Us is used to set up an open-ended composition that enables 
the production of speech (the rambling yet structured conversations of the film’s voices), 
while replicating this effect for the viewer, so they too are activated and asked to move. 
As literary critic Pierre Macherey notes in his A Theory of Literary Production reading is 
a form of production that separates a writer’s intent from a reader’s explication. Gibson’s 
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. . . . . . . . .

 ... I’m not going to nod o�  
am I, I’ve got stay awake 

I can’t hear . .

Yes it started with the Paris 
group. Later on the were 
also people like Bertie 
Russell. . . I mean he was, 
he was  an old timer then 
wasn’t he, and this chap 
whose....Ben....there’s some-
thing about it even again 
tonight, the older people.... 
lord Ben, pillars of the es-
tablishment.... and in those 
days even Bennie with his 
pipe, Tony Benn, thank you 
yes ... I think, ... something, 
... I think something.... 
somebody must haven 
given... cockles   .....must be 
given those, when she was 
on a demo march,  there 
was that young...

I belonged to the book club 
� rst, where we used to have 
the books. Bookmarx. � e 
Communist book club and 
then the communist party 
and then generally just from 
being active within the fam-
ily. I used to have meetings 
in my own home, we had 
meetings in our � at twice 
a week. Well I always took 
part in anything that was 
going on, I mean even now, 
I don’t miss out on any-
thing. Usually if anything 
is going on in the home, 
they come to me and say 
do you want to go and I’m 
there, I want to be there, I 
don’t want to miss out on 
anything that’s going on.

  . . . I .. I  . .  I had 
a cousin she used to work 
here, her light skin. . . tall 
and stout . .  She come and 
see me when I was in the 
hospital, . . is she here?

A Frenchman wasn’t there, 
actually he was an extreme… 
well what I would term an 
extremist. . .  in the period 
you’re talking about... Gros-
venor Square...was.... what 
did....did Fletcher go? oh yes, 
68 , Paris... in Paris, ...

 What’s better than help-
ing the one you’ve spent 
your life with, my wife and 
I have been married 55 
years, they separated us. 
Just to say you can’t do it 
sort of thing, alright I’ve 
got a frame, I can’t walk as 
far as I could and they give 
me that to help me breeze 
along, take your time, but 
its not vital for me to walk, 
� rst thing in the morning it 
helps with me balance but 
after that I’m alright.

I know this much I was 
very pleased to have met 
somebody like Charlie here, 
because when I came here I 
felt very frightened. . . what 
have I... what is it going to 
be like that sort of thing.

When your in a place like 
this you don’t talk very 
much. I’m not saying, its 
not...I think they’re won-
derful, they’re wonderful to 
us old people. 

For my wife, it’s a joke, 
because she gets out and 
their away looking for her 
and she says I want a taxi 
this time, not a police car 
and they treat her like, the 
coppers are very good with 
her very good, come on Ivy 
come on,  they’re not open 
yet, come one you know,    
they’re really reall...

We’re not interested in poli-
tics at our age, why?

I don’t think old people are 
interested in politics.

Oh yes they are.

When you become an 
older person yourself and 
you want all the attention 
that you don’t get then you 
sort of think. Why aren’t I 
getting it done better than 
this?

36 years, he was in the 
coal mines as 12 year old 
and I was down at 14, you 
had no choice, otherwise 
the company would have 
become obselte, that’s the 
name, yes yes, a tough job, 
there’s nothing easy about 
it, you’ve a lot to contend 
with, put it that way, you’re 
blacked out, gas, white gas, 
all the gas under the sun, 
until the inventor one day 
invented the Glen lamp, 
it was lamp that shone, 
you know the light inside, 
we used to have birds you 
know, canaries, sparrows, 
canaries, down the coal 
mine, to let them know 
when the gas was coming, 
but this glen lamp saved all 
that, it saved the birds.

It weren’t an easy world at 
that time... you can’t change 
people. . . only God can do 
that himself, so you know 
what I mean, people when 
they can’t stand each other 
it will be a better world to 
live in it ... it’s a problem . . 
it’s always a problem.

It’s a bit dull isn’t it. It’s 
dark, it’s not very bright.  
You go out looking for the 
bright bits.

I can remember the strikes, 
the worst one was the last 
paper strikes because it 
a� ected me, my friendship 
with a friend. I’m trans-
porting general workers, he 
was national union of this 
or something, and he said 
you’re mob never ‘elped 
us when we were out on 
strike and I said no, because 
Margaret � atcher was 
clever she changed all the 
laws regarding picketing 
before she even started on 
the miners.

What is it you saying about 
Margaret � atcher? 

   What, Magaret � atcher 
change? What � atcher 
change. � ings worse for 
you all, we all in this coun-
try. . . Ahh that is what you 
say, because, I’m telling you 
if Magaret � atchter did 
not abolish hanging in this 
country.... all these people 
they kill in America they 
would never do it because 
they know they could get 
killed. . . How a man 200 
hundred and something 
people. . . and you, you, 
you, you, you let o�  the 
man, say he can go in his 
own country because he 
have cancer. When you kill 
you kill, you kill somebody, 
you kill 6, you know you 
have to... all these people 
they would not do all this 
killing...

(Snoring)

Well, it’s not so important 
to me now as its used to 
be, but I’m still interested 
in what’s going on. I read 
all the local papers and na-
tional papers and I get most 
of my news from papers and 
from the television. 

                   You can’t make 
things better can you. . . 
we’ve explained it all, at 
that time there was a great 
communist chap called 
Gallagher, you know, in the 
mines, you know, you had 
Trafalgar square. Where do 
we go from there, but you’ve 
got to believe in something, 
you can’t leave Gods earth,  
you’re just a lump of fresh 
air, you’re just a Human 
being.

Beatrice Gibson, excerpt from the script for The Future’s Getting Old Like the Rest of Us, direct response to 
curator, 03 February 2011

aim is to minimize this space as much as possible through an unbuilding or unlearning 
of reading as a passive act, making viewers aware of their own level of authorship in an 
experience of the film.

In The Beautiful Language, mounir fatmi summons the viewer to inhabit this same 
space between perception and sense through a rich use of text, both as language and 
aesthetic object. fatmi’s work takes François Truffaut’s film L’enfant sauvage (1970) as its 
primary source. L’enfant sauvage is based on the true story of Victor of Aveyron, a feral 
child discovered in the woods of France in the late 1700s and later subjected to intense 
examination and re-education at the hands of the medical system. While Truffaut’s 
film champions the efforts of the men who worked closest to the child, fatmi instead 
deconstructs the civilizing program of the doctors and, implicity, the imperial programs of 
France in the 18th century. 

fatmi recalibrates these histories–those of Victor of Aveyron in particular, and 
colonization in general–through a manifold strategy that takes the perceptual experiences 
of cinema and queers them. Applying a formal collage technique to the source footage of 
Truffaut’s film, fatmi articulates another, critical version of Victor’s fate at the hands of the 
state. The doctors’ measurements, education and testing are shorn of their certainty and 
instead a monstrous creature is displayed as the program’s result: a four-legged creature 
with no head, or a faceless yet blindfolded figure giving his teachers the middle finger. 
The cut-up method that fatmi utilizes not only destroys the linearity of both Victor’s 
experience and Truffaut’s film, but the pace of the footage is distorted as well. The film’s 



mounir fatmi, The Beautiful Language, pencil on paper, 29.7 x 42 cm, courtesy of the artist and 
Analix Forever, Geneva, direct response to curator, 04 February 2011.

montages are either feverish or restrained, but rarely at the speed of life. Neither does 
the soundscape of the film correlate to the imagery. Instead, an eerie and repetitious beat 
carries the film forward, punctuated by shrill notes of distortion and haunted references to 
what might have once been voices, mutated so as to speak unfathomable things.

The use of text in The Beautiful Language stands in for speech, at least in part. fatmi 
draws on political theorist Hannah Arendt’s Imperialism to proclaim–through English 
intertitles–not only the savagery of the French doctors but also the destructive potential 
inherent in demarcating difference in general. Arendt’s counsel is particularly poignant 
in a contemporary climate characterized by a plethora of racist phenomena, such as 
Islamophobia, terrorism and wars on terror, and the hyped-up rhetoric of clashing 
civilizations. The import of these tensions is aggravated further by fatmi’s incorporation of 
untranslated French and Arabic text. The Arabic falls flat as a signifier for most Western 
viewers, but it does potently signify belonging and otherness: the audience becomes the 
savage, obliged to contemplate the demeaning process of Victor’s civilization and, by 
extension, enculturation in general. But even this adjustment is slight because as the film 
progresses the Arabic text is deconstructed as an aesthetic object, subject to measurement 
instead of translation. The French text, imagery of the doctor’s incessant note taking 
Truffaut’s film, is mostly obscured by fatmi’s montage technique. The expertise of the 
doctor’s observations is not validated by the conveyance of his ideas. Despite pretensions 
to the contrary, language is always nebulous: the idea of communication contains within 
it the possibility of miscommunication. By drawing attention to the often unfulfilled 
promise of language to promulgate meaning, fatmi’s film makes possible another reading 



of Victor’s history, in close relation yet wholly opposite to Truffaut’s rendering.

Although the works of Alsharif, Gibson and fatmi all use textual components in an 
integral way, this collection does not look like a screening of text-based films might be 
expected to. (The work of Young-Hae Chang Heavy Industries is an exemple of this other 
kind of cinema where text becomes the image entirely.) These filmmakers situate a locus 
of destabilization in the space between image and text, so that both components are 
inextricably bound and accomplish what neither would alone. What began as a curiosity 
about the potential of reconfiguring the authority of language has led instead to a diffusion 
of the charge carried by images. These films complicate the relationship between language 
and that to which it refers, breaking down a hierarchy of reception in art and challenging 
notions of power. The visual imagery of these films insufficiently conveys the gap between 
experience and recollection, or reality and representation. The resulting disenchantment 
is addressed, in part, through the incorporation of text as a mutable thing–a reality 
reinforced by its presentation through the shifting frame of moving images. 

There is a particular intimacy in the use of language as a medium of exchange. In the 
interval between looking and reading, there is the world, always, and then there is our 
activation of it. Sometimes this is simply responsive, but other times it can be productive. 
These films call upon their audience to read history with a particular eye for how the 
present tense establishes the future. Although the certainty that language imparts cannot 
compensate for the losses represented in All Our Memories Significant in Retrospect–
of a homeland, of memory, of a way of knowing the world–language must still be 
acknowledged as meaningfully determining our lives, in both how we make sense of the 
world and our way of performing our individual and collective existences within it.

POSTSCRIPT

At the heart of this screening is a curiosity about what happens when text is taken 
from the stillness of the page into the frame of the moving image. After my initial 
conceptualization of the program, I invited the artists to respond to my framing in a way 
that would again occupy still space. Their responses are included here (and in the festival 
catalogue) as another iteration of translation between mediums. I am quite taken by the 
fact that each of them has responded distinctly: Alsharif with a written letter, Gibson with 
an image of text, and fatmi with an illustration. I extend my sincere gratitude to each of 
the artists for their willingness to participate in my game of transformations.
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