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GHOST DIALOGUES 

 

 

Spanning nearly four decades, the Western Front Media Archive is a storehouse of traces, a vast 

body of resonant actions from a previous cultural season, a series of reference points from which 

to construct plural histories, necessarily incomplete. Since the centre's inception in 1973, the 

Western Front "has been committed to creating video and audio documentation of its diverse 

artistic activities. As well, it continues to house the video artworks and documents produced by 

artists in residence during their stay."1 Having been invited to explore this archive and listen 

carefully to how these works continue to speak, I have to ask: what is our relationship to the past 

and how may we access this relationship through what remains? How does cultivating an 

association with history through these traces change the spirit of the marks themselves? 

Intending to draw attention to the archive as an act of remembrance, and the reciprocal 

experience of any attempt to fathom its contents, the selected works of Cioni Carpi, Tom 

Sherman, Dalibor Martinis and Kate Craig highlight the cooperative agency in constructing a 

rapport with our pasts, presents and futures. These are ghost dialogues.  

 

Cioni Carpi's Interview for the Birds [1977] presents an erudite young female interviewing an 

older male artist. Her questioning temper is highly intellectualized and the man promptly asks 

her to speak in a less academic tone of voice. As she nonetheless continues on in her artspeak, the 

interview subject proceeds to get more and more agitated–pacing the room, crawling on the floor, 

speaking in the song of birds. And yet, she doesn't seem to be so concerned with her subject, nor 

too terribly interested in his answers. Though occupying roles intended for thought conveyance, 

they are not partaking in a dialogue with each other. This discord is reinforced by the quality of 

the image. Filmed with two cameras, the representation reveals ghosts of both the man and the 

woman, their fuzzy doubles becoming more pronounced as they move behind or in front of their 

proper place as interviewer and interviewee.  
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Interview for the Birds exemplifies a failed attempt to converse between generations, and we are 

reminded of as much when the awkward couple disagree about recorded history. "No, I never said 

that," insists the artist. "Oh yes you did, it's here. You said it. Are you saying you didn't say it? 

How can you say you didn't say it, if it's here?" implores the questioner, pointing to a sheet of 

paper.2 Archives of any sort pose a challenge to memory as they stand in as the bearers of history, 

tangible artifacts meant to signify intangible experiences. And no clear method presents itself as 

an intermediary to reconcile these types of contrary claims. What seems obvious from this dispute 

is that simply pointing at the remnants of the past is not good enough to learn anything factual or 

philosophical from them. There is no enlightenment to be had when either the past or the pointer 

are not open to the possibility of reinscription because an artifact reveals little outside of a context 

or framework of understanding. Memories, as those fragments of the past that are temporally 

removed from their referents, rely on articulation and, reciprocally, reception, requiring an 

account of agency in both the past and present time frames. "History has a curious way of revising 

opinions," admits the interviewer, challenging us, the viewer, to be conscious of the way history is 

represented through the documents that remain, and indeed, how this work is here standing in 

for the history of the Western Front.3 

 

An attentive seer of history should emerge haunted by it, engaging in an unpredictable dialogue 

with brute facts. Living implies a vulnerability to time past and future, to play the role of conduit. 

Tom Sherman's Individual Release [1978] might be a fictional story, but its tragic ending evokes a 

caught-in-the-throat realization. The characters Bill and Vivian to whom we are introduced at the 

beginning are revealed as dead by the end, cars crashing on a neverending freeway. The ghosts 

here are apparitions of the dead, themselves delivered via the lives that conceived them. Seeing 

these characters as ghosts requires a suspension of disbelief, or perhaps better stated, a 

surrendering to belief. Collapsing the binary between life and death, the characters, whose fate 

has already been given away [though all stories end in death], stand in with their flesh for ghost-

flesh, speaking to living ears through the tongue of an artist.  
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Collective memory relies on articulation, on words and objects that can be passed between 

individuals and through time. The effects of memorialization can be observed in an individual 

when memory is held up against the whole of a life: more is lost than retained. "Memory is always 

transitory, notoriously unreliable, and haunted by forgetting–in short, human and social. As 

public memory it is subject to change: political, generational, individual. It cannot be stored 

forever," but what does remain is often tied to stories told.4 It is noted that secrets stand here in 

opposition, as accounts of past actions that persist in a consciousness despite deliberate silence. 

But this refusal to speak of the secret is derivative of the desire to let die its content. A secret is 

never kept for posterity. Which is to say that the purpose of externalizing a history is to enliven it, 

to pass it as currency in an unpredictable pattern of transference. 

 

So, how is it possible for ghosts, or history, to speak with the living? How can we communicate at 

all? Individual Release proposes translation. Sherman, the artist, lends himself as a medium, 

cloaking fictional facts in narrative, breathing life into death tales. Through a monologue, his 

audience is exposed to a dialogue between life and death, the artist accepting responsibility for the 

subject positions he has created and then reaching out through time and space to his audience. 

Creation is only ever or always an act of translation, inspiration passed through the sieve of 

motivation to yield an objectified synthesis. Similarly, meaning is produced in the interval 

between an object’s coming into being and subsequent encounters with it in the world. Because of 

this, the value of the creative intention to the reception of a document through time is wholly 

underdetermined. "The fault line between mythic past and real past is not always that easy to 

draw…the real can be mythologized just as the mythic may engender strong reality effects."5 

Sherman's desired effect depends heavily on our willingness to play into it. Surrendering to the 

work itself, it acts upon us. In turn, we revive Sherman's ghosts in our own individual release, 

escaping weary and old identities. 

 

Yet, ghosts need not imply reference to some antecedent being as a vestige of existence. Sherman 

hints at this by entrenching his artist character on the same plane as his artistic creations, but in 

the end his characters abandon the mortal aspect of their bodies and he goes on to celebrate 31 
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years of life. Using the medium of time, cinema can mark history. As a recording device, the 

mechanics of cinema also document the present. Dalibor Martinis, with his Dalibor Martinis 

Talks to Dalibor Martinis [1978], offers a compelling exploration of the way in which cinematic 

representation can collapse multiple temporal frames, allowing for a manifestation of our ghostly 

contemporaries.  

 

Dalibor Martinis Talks to Dalibor Martinis is an interview where subject and interviewer are the 

same individual, separated by the 22 years between them. The ghost there, at the time of the 

conversation, was present but operating in a counterintuitive direction: for every question that 

Martinis asks in the year 1978, the image of a black screen holds the place for Martinis to insert 

his answer 22 years in future. Dalibor Martinis in the year 2000 was waiting to be realized, having 

not yet existed, or existing then as only potential energy, a being in the future tense. This ghost 

was much more than a current absence; this ghost was about becoming, and its voice was 

highlighted by drawing attention to the fact that it might one day be able to answer back. "This 

interview is very much related to time and our linear approach to time," Martinis tells us, alluding 

to the continued conversation that is history, and our constant [re]writing of it.6 Emphasizing the 

tricky presuppositions inherent in the posing of questions, not to mention in developing answers 

to them, Dalibor Martinis Talks to Dalibor Martinis problematizes the notion of bracketed 

events. Diffusing his gaze through time and expressly interacting with the unknown between the 

artist as a young man and the artist as an aged man, Martinis submits to his past and future 

through instigating an intimate time capsule. History is permeable, inhabiting temporal spaces on 

into the future, back into the past, and often our language is inadequate to "describe phenomena 

which are by their nature ongoing, mutable."7 History is not frozen in time and this work acts as 

an accumulating duration offered to a public through exhibition, or to an artist by way of its own 

creation, as a testament begging for revision. 

 

How can correspondence between evolving versions of an identity be established, as in the 

relationship that Martinis in the year 1978 holds to Martinis in the year 2000? How much can an 

event "change before it becomes a different thing: at what point on a sliding scale does the 
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changeover occur? Where, in other words, are the grey areas in our taxonomy of the world, and 

what do those areas tell us about that taxonomy's limitations?"8 Kate Craig's Delicate Issue [1979] 

shows us a ghost in the inevitable, mundane and tragic epigraph that awaits us as much as it has 

embraced her. A founding member of the Western Front, Craig initiated the Artist-in-Residence 

program responsible for the works comprising these ghost dialogues, herself instrumental in the 

production of them all. In July 2002, she passed away. Here we confront a visceral response to 

the aftermath of time's passing. Her naked body, here presented in all of its excessive detail, has 

now aged and ended. As we read Craig's identity off of her body, curiosity conversely compels us 

to acknowledge our own mortality. Her monologue asks us to take responsibility for 

contemplating every bit of her through a macro lens. Who are we to see her like this? She asks us, 

"How real do you want me to be?" and I have to ask back, how real is she, given this document, 

given her flesh, given our spying?9  

 

Having passed outside of the privilege of present time, this future that Craig embodies now as a 

ghost is in stark contrast to the corporeality of Delicate Issue as a document of her flesh. There is 

an easy answer here to the question of classification, demarcating Craig's physical and ghostly 

bodies by way of her passing from one into the other. However, there is also a more nuanced 

consideration, one of what gets brought forward and the component parts that are used in 

reformulations. Philosopher Jacques Derrida, commenting on his own interaction with cinema 

states:  

 

The cinema is the art of ghosts, a battle of phantoms …I believe that ghosts are part of the 

future. And that the modern technology of images like cinematography and 

telecommunications enhances the power of ghosts and their ability to haunt us. In fact, 

it's because I wished to tempt the ghosts out that I agreed to appear in a film. It could 

perhaps offer both us and them the chance to evoke the ghosts.10 

 

It is difficult to imagine Delicate Issue as not always being intended to evoke Craig's ghost by way 

of her body, and it is most certainly impossible to not read it this way in the light of our hindsight. 
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Given our assured finitude, this archive of her body boldly proclaims a moment in time that was 

already gone by way of its documentation as our acts of inscription necessarily trail behind the 

events they mean to entrench. Which is to say in response to the question of taxonomy, that 

Craig's work conjures the grey areas, that ghosts inhabit the future through the now when we 

render the latter for the former.  

 

Our relationship to time is cultivated through embodiment: we enter into collaboration with 

ghosts, past, present and future, in an act of translation to [re]write or [re]imagine the real. Carpi, 

Sherman, Martinis and Craig do not proffer their ghosts as privation. These ghosts reject a 

custom of forgetting by demanding a reckoning of corporeal existence by incorporation into the 

now. What materially remains is always inadequate to an event that has passed out of present 

time11, warranting this rejuvenating interconnectedness made possible by beings that do not rely 

on proper chronologies. Time, in all its tenses, is the connective tissue between these artists and 

myself, between history as it has been written, and here and now as we rewrite it. To work with an 

archive is to cut tangents of research through a collection that precedes and trails an individual 

existence. To articulate something new from the remnants of history is to admit that the past is 

not a closed and grounded system. And so, I speak with you from the other side of this action 

through these traces I am inscribing with the egotistical hope that they may be revivified by what I 

cannot here imagine.  

c.turions, 2008 
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