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Photographs of an artwork at the graduation show in Fine Art at 

Listasafn Reykjavíkur, Kjarvalsstaðir, June 13th – 17th 2020. The 

artwork is 16 ECTS final project for a BA degree in Fine Art at the 

Iceland University of the Arts. It is not allowed to copy the 

photographs in any way without the author’s consent. 
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Project about water / Verkefni um vatn 

An invitation for people to mail water. In return, water is mailed back to 

them. The objective is to create international connections and to encourage 

thought about the movement of water. Both artists and non-artists interject 

their own interpretations. There is only a certain amount of water on earth; 

in our life we will drink the same glass of water twice. The water that is here 

has already been everywhere. While we stay still, water’s processes 

continue, through us and through the hemispheres, and that leaves us always 

connected. When you drink water, you don’t usually consider its journey 

before it reaches you. With the water project, that thought is more accessible 

– you're able to imagine the far distances. 

 

Ready for Take Off, the graduation exhibition of BA students in the Fine Art 

department of IUA, Listasafn Reykjavíkur, Kjarvalsstaðir, June 13th – 17th 

2020, Reykjavík. 
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This paper is a 4 ECTS final thesis for a BA-degree in Fine Art at the 

Iceland Academy of the Arts. It is not allowed to copy this thesis in any 

way without author’s consent. 

  



 

Abstract 
 

‘Can you say it in a haiku?’ is my way of asking… how much can be said with as little as 

possible? When we are given less information it often leaves us more curious. This thesis 

is written with the assistance of stories to explain my development and research within an 

art context. A strong consideration is placed on the formative experiences which have 

shaped my artistic thought, and these ideas are then related to those of other artists and 

movements. Mainly towards the action movement in former Czechoslovakia and Jiří 

Kovanda specifically, a professor that deeply inspired me during my time studying abroad 

in Czech Republic. The writing emphasises on what ignites the beginning of projects, the 

essential building blocks for the growth of what later on becomes work. Two projects of 

mine are explained in depth, and there is a focus on the topics I find myself returning to – 

memory, how emphasis and intent can transform mundane experiences, how simplifying 

things often leaves them more interesting, and a forever love of community spirit. 
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I. The green leaf 
  

A few cold winters ago, a dear friend was visiting me from Canada. We were driving 

along the south coast, arriving at what we then thought was the black-sanded beach. 

However close we were, we ended up parking in the wrong place and walking through 

what felt more akin to an infinite black desert; nothing to be seen for the miles that 

surrounded us. Our plan was to walk until we reached the ocean, not realizing it 

would take over an hour to do so. As we were walking, cold and semi-frustrated at 

ourselves for having made this mistake, we stopped, startled in our tracks, looking 

down at what was a small, crisp and healthy looking leaf.1 Despite there being no 

trees in the vast distance of our surroundings, along with the fact that it was the 

middle of a frigid January winter, it was there to turn our frustration into pleasing 

confusion. Where did it come from? I wanted to hold on to that lack of sense for as 

long as possible.2 It was a beautiful experience and a stand-out moment for the both of 

us. It was a moment that easily could’ve been missed, with a lack of attention or if we 

had been walking only a metre difference. The moment of finding the leaf became 

more memorable than finally seeing the ocean that day.  

It’s these kinds of stories which in hindsight I see have had a dramatic 

influence on my approach to creating. I feel that this is the kind of moment art is 

capable of igniting, and one I strive to bring within my work – something that can be 

easily missed, something so small yet has the potential to hold more significance than 

its larger neighbouring counterparts. This kind of event brings to life a near 

impossible reality, it takes you by surprise and leaves you feeling connected to 

something larger. The connection seems to be of displacement and understanding in 

relation to what is true. I can only hope that these moments which bestow upon me 

such a pleasant confusion continue to find me.   

At the end of this bachelor’s degree, I’ve been asked to find my place in a 

historical context, to reflect upon my artistic intent and the house that encompasses it.  

This thesis will be used as a tool to do just that, as well as centre on the stories and 

topics that I find myself returning to.   

 
1 See appendix image 1.  
2 Starling talks about ‚holding onto a lack of sense‘ Ross Birrell, “Autoxylopyrocycloboros: Simon 
Starling Interview,” ART&RESEARCH, Volume 1. No. 1. Winter 2006/7, 7. 
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II. Can you say it in a haiku? 

  

A habit I have is to write haikus in my head as I go through my day. I find a sentence 

that I like and try to see if I can adjust it just so that it coincides with the syllables of 

5/7/5. I tap the syllables on my fingertips, I rearrange the sentence until it fits. I’ve 

now related this haiku attitude3 to my art process. This shuffling of information, to try 

and say as much as I can with as little possible is now how I often approach my 

projects. An idea can change drastically before finding its perfect structure, and once 

arrived in this place it can seem impossible to see it in any other way.  

I often work without realizing, it’s an unconscious intent which I later try to 

make sense of. Ideas come before reason, and sometimes it feels rude to ask “why” at 

first. I hold a high consideration to formative experiences, making it so that being 

outside of the studio and placing myself in situations that are new and unusual is very 

important. My work is not so much a self-expression, as it is a reaction to what I 

encounter. I feel there is already so much potency that surrounds us that can be re-

seen with new perspective, re-experienced with feeling. Rather than creating, I am 

curating, collecting, and observing what already exists in the world around me. I 

prefer a hindsight approach to creating; following an inner knowledge, and later on 

retracing my steps into a why.   

I’m interested in our ability to charge things with intent, our relation to one 

another, how we understand and communicate with each other even when there are 

barriers; most things that lack a physical element. In my practice I like to rearrange 

moments like furniture, until I find what then seems like the most efficient and 

pleasing assemblage.  With a sensitivity towards the familiar, mundane experiences 

have the potential of becoming new through us. Finding different ways of accessing 

this internal space of awareness in myself as well as others has been the focus of my 

current artistic investigation. I want to be holistic with my creation; to not interfere 

too harshly with the nature of things, yet still make an impact. So much already 

happens in a moment shared between two people, or a moment to one’s self. There is 

so much internal space within us for new shapes of ideas and understanding to form, 

even about the things that seem usual and normal to us. 

 
3 A haiku attitude being a readiness to experience something for its own sake. Kenneth Yasyda, 
Japanese Haiku (Massachusetts: Tuttle Publishing, 2001), 13. 
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III. I love Praha 
  

While studying in Czech Republic on academic exchange, I hadn’t yet become 

familiar with the Fluxus movement, and instead was eagerly learning about the action 

arts of 1960s – 1980s former Czechoslovakia. I was studying at the Academy of Fine 

Art in Prague, working under the guidance of Jiří Kovanda, a man known for his 

actions which took place while the country was under Soviet rule and behind the Iron 

curtain.4 This was a bleak time in communist history when anything unordinary was 

banished and everything was surveillanced.5 I found the art made under these 

conditions fascinating, art that was made hidden and molded to avoid attention.6 

There were a lot of overlapping thoughts during these times in Eastern Europe and 

North America, however in Claire Bishop’s Artificial Hells, she points out that while 

the art made during these independent continental developments may superficially 

appear to be similar and could be described in akin ways, they came to life under very 

different circumstances, and their differences is what makes them most compelling.7 

 When I returned to Iceland from my exchange, the feedback I received from 

my professors was that my thinking was very ‘Fluxus’, something that not one person 

mentioned to me while in Czech Republic. I found that interesting also, Eastern 

Europe still seemingly worlds away from Western definitions. Since I’d never heard 

of it, I began my research. There were many things I loved about this movement.  For 

example, the way it emphasizes the importance of process over results. I related to the 

ideas of being anti-object, anti-individual, and anti-profit.8 The blending of art and life 

seemed to be the most prominent link between these very far from each other 

movements.9 What drove them to this point were opposing political factors, the West 

trying desperately to create disruption and oddity, while those under Soviet rule were 

experiencing a distinct disruption and oddity of government, and in reaction had to 

make work that fit (or hid) in this kind of environment. While North American artist 

 
4 The Iron Curtain specifically refers to the imaginary line dividing Europe between Soviet influence 
and Western influence. (https://courses.lumenlearning.com/suny-hccc-worldhistory2/chapter/the-iron-
curtain/). 
5 Claire Bishop, Artifical Hells (London & Brooklyn: Verslo 2012.) 129 – 162.  
6 Pavlina Morganova,“Action! Czech Performance Art from the 1960s to the 1970s“ (PhD diss., 
Acadamy of Fine Arts, Prague, year unknown), 4. 
7 Bishop, Artificial Hells, 129.  
8 Roy F. Allen, “FLUXUS and Literature,” in FLUXUS: A Conceptual Country, ed. Estera Milman 
(Providence, RI: Visual Language, 1992), 69-78. 
9 Craig Saper, “FLUXACADEMY, From Intermedia to Interactive Education,” in Fluxus: A 
Conceptual Country, ed. Estera Milman (Providence, RI: Visual Language, 1992), 79-96.  
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Allan Kaprow’s work often feels loud, busy and eager to be at the centre of attention, 

works by Czech artists such as Milan Knížák were short lived, hidden in the 

countryside, and advertised only by mouth in order to avoid police disruption.10  

 Before I met Jiří Kovanda, I never considered performance because of my shy 

nature, thinking that performance meant attention and audiences. This is probably 

why I feel more drawn to the action art made in Eastern Europe over that in North 

America. Jiří was also shy, and this was reflected in his work being so subtle that it 

was almost unnoticeable and required a sensitive attention. He claimed his artistic 

intentions were never political, however he was just working under the conditions 

available to him at that period of time, as well as working within the realm of his own 

social insecurities.11 Because of that, I was inspired for the first time to make small 

experiments of my own, finding ways to incorporate performative gesture into my 

work but only in ways that would not give myself notice. I considered these my 

‘performances for shy people.’ I would often return to older projects for inspiration, 

taking the same idea and recreating it with different means. Such as my project, 

Dandelion (2016), in which I collected dandelion fluff and arranged it as a fragile 

pyramid atop a plinth,12 I returned to this in the Stromovka park behind my apartment 

in Holešovice, this time focusing only on process, blowing out all the seeded 

dandelions that surrounded me. I’d photograph the fields before and after, showing 

what was actually quite a dramatic difference, but one you’d only notice if you had 

seen the fields before I made my way through them.13 These interventions with nature 

were deeply inspired by works such as, “I am carrying the water of the river in my 

hands several metres down-stream…” (1977) performed by Jiří Kovanda in which he 

does exactly as the title suggests.14 

 Another project that I returned to while in Prague was my church recordings 

done in the years 2015-2018. One winter many years ago in Guadalajara, Mexico, 

during a heightened moment of insecurity alone in the busy and overbearing streets, I 

found comfort in a church for just a moment. The experience stuck with me and I 

began to make a habit of it to go to church when I was in a new place, specifically in a 

language I didn’t understand. It felt to me that the unity transcended understanding 

 
10 Bishop, Artificial Hells, 132. 
11 Simone Menegoi, “Action! The Silent Revolution of Jiří Kovanda” Mousse Magazine, January 2007. 
12 See appendix image 2. 
13 See appendix image 3. 
14 See appendix image 4. 
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and belief. I recorded the services as some sort of proof at first, but in Prague I 

realized that was unnecessary. Putting the emphasis on the actual experience made it 

feel more potent, instead of creating something to share later. It turned into a game of 

belonging, seeing if I could disguise myself as a local in the Kostel sv. Antonína 

Paduánského15 and other ancient, decrepit, beautiful churches.  

Fluxus and Action art both seem like a perfect answer for the artist who 

doesn’t have money to spend or space to work. The world is where you work, and you 

work only with what’s there and the community within it. Jiří Kovanda once told me 

that he loved contemporary art because you didn’t need money or be overly smart to 

make something worthwhile. He was a man who didn’t have any formal education, 

and because of that never had a studio of his own and still doesn’t.16 Now, as a highly 

respected University professor, he's still working out of his home, still making simple 

enough art that he doesn’t require anything more than that.  

Another project of Jiří’s which I consider a great influence on my secret 

project (which is described in detail in chapter VI) is his Kissing Through Glass 

(2007),17 performed in Tate Modern. In this project, he invites people to kiss him 

through a glass wall, a delightful example of a shy man making work that both 

challenges his social insecurities as well as recreating something as simple as a kiss, 

but by altering it slightly, giving people an unusual experience that they will 

remember. Creating memorable moments using the framework of experiences we all 

know, just rearranged enough so they feel new to us.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
15 A Catholic church in Prague, Czechia.  
16 Simone Menegoi, “Action! The Silent Revolution of Jiří Kovanda” Mousse Magazine, January, 
2007. 
17 See appendix image 5. 
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IV. Souvenirs 
 

The souvenir is known as a physical object, one kept in order to remember a 

significant moment in our lives. At first one might imagine a tacky mass-produced 

object that is bought when visiting exotic-to-us places, however the definition is much 

more all-encompassing than that. The first being, “a thing that is kept as a reminder of 

a person, place, or event,” and the second definition being, “a memory.”18  

The French translation of the word memories is des souvenirs, and I feel that 

they are both. A memory acts as a souvenir of an experience, and a souvenir ignites a 

memory of an experience. I am interested in the moment when an external experience 

is internalized, how its lifespan continues through a memory. Just as I find myself still 

thinking back to the moment that we found the leaf two years ago;19 a work of art 

similarly has the potential to live on much longer within us. 

“I know, for instance, that my grandfather got lost in a certain wood. I was 

told this, and I have not forgotten it. It happened in a past before I was born. My 

oldest memories, therefore, are a hundred years old, or perhaps a bit more.”20 Certain 

moments have the capacity to outlive us. It requires storytelling, and for others to see 

the significance in it.  

In Susan Stewart’s On Longing, she writes with incredible depth about our 

capacity to hold memory to these objects. They are often things which seem worthless 

to anyone except us, and the people connected to the event that the object links to. We 

have such an engraved desire to hold onto small traces of what we consider our most 

authentic experiences, the ones we have decided are noteworthy.21 I imagine this is 

what drives us to make art that is tangible, something to outlive ourselves, to tell our 

stories long after we are gone. I don’t feel this pull, I want my work to rely on 

connection, communication, and shared, actual moments. I prefer invisible souvenirs.  

What’s fascinating about souvenirs (or memories) is their capacity of 

provoking a one-way time travel of thought, both internally and linearly.22 “We 

comfort ourselves by reliving memories of protection.”23 But have you ever tried to 

remember something you’ve never remembered before?  

 
18 https://www.dictionary.com/browse/souvenir. 
19 See first chapter, ‘The green leaf.”  
20 Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space (Boston: Beacon Press, 1969), 188.  
21 Susan Stewart, On Longing (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1984), 135.   
22 Ibid. 
23 Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, 221. 
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V. The Ocean Project 
 

1. Artistic Research      

The concept behind what was once a simple idea fluctuated with the new information 

I acquired about the subjects – oceanic waters, transference, and the value that comes 

with knowing. In the beginning, I wanted to bring water from the Pacific Ocean here, 

to an island in the middle of the Atlantic. I thought the effort was comical and with an 

unprovable result. It would be a knowledge relying on trust. This kind of experiment 

with result became fascinating to me, how can results be successful if they can’t be 

proven? How can one come back to a result of nothing and still be successful?  

During the initial research of this project I learned that thousands of gallons of 

water from foreign places are already brought to new oceans all the time. Before this 

project, I didn’t know about something called “ballast water.”24 In order to resist the 

lateral forces on the hull25, boats fill their bellies with ocean water.26I found this 

interesting in itself; having to be filled with something in order to be protected from 

the very same element. I thought that perhaps I would be able to get the water I 

needed through these boats. 

Upon learning this, I left at once to the Hafransóknarstofa to seek information 

about this mysteriously thieved water. The first person I meet is a man doing research 

on this very thing, though he is more concerned about the biological effect. He hands 

me a paper on all the alien marine species now found in Icelandic waters. He says he 

is not overly worried but down the line it could cause us some trouble as it is in other 

harbors, incoming ships releasing foreign waters being the cause and effect. He tells 

me to go talk to the major shipping companies here in Iceland.  

Next I met with a man from the shipping company Eimskip, and through him I 

learn that now, to avoid the disruption that the biologist is worried about, the ships are 

now mostly equipped with machinery that “cleans” (or rather, kills all living 

organisms inside) the water before dispersing it into the new, surrounding ocean. This 

is either done with chemicals, or UV light. This is done no matter the distance, even if 

the destination is still in the same ocean or sea. 

 
24 See appendix image 6. 
25 Direct definition from https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sailing_ballast. 
26 Bjorn Faafeng, “How to deal with ballast water,” Science Norway, May 2013, 
https://partner.sciencenorway.no/contaminant-fish-health-forskningno/how-to-deal-with-ballast-
water/1386809. 



 

 8 

There are more than one hundred thousand ships on the water at any moment, 

just counting those used for shipping, and while there are precautions being put in 

place to avoid disruptions among the different ocean flora, we are still constantly 

mixing oceans.27 If we are constantly mixing our oceans, where does the separateness 

begin? When will it become one homogenous ocean, when will the density and 

salinity of all oceans even out and become one? What are the consequences of putting 

this “clean” water back in the ocean? 

 

2. The Tiniest Pacific Ocean   

How can I describe my touch? Even though I have touched it, seen it before, I never 

thought of it before… I’m true and it has to be true. When I touch, I say I believe 

you.28 

 

The project titled, The Tiniest Pacific Ocean, is both a participatory piece and an 

action art; asking the viewer to be a small part of something larger. The project is 

about water, and how experiencing something can be both big and small. How when 

an experience is taken apart, it still exists but in time frames of a different order than 

we are used to. Through this project’s evolution, I remained loyal to my desire of 

bringing water from the Pacific Ocean to our island in the North Atlantic.  

  

Here is the exhibition text:  

“On 23.09.2019, a piece of the Pacific Ocean was taken from the west coast of North 

America and brought 7,000 kilometers to be here.  

   

During the exhibition, you are invited to touch that ocean, and in doing so you 

exchange the most minute part of each other. This bowl of water is a fragment of the 

earth’s most vast and impressive aquatic ecosystems. This exchange will be 

completed when the water is brought back to its home, with your touch, into the 

Pacific Ocean. Imagining your touch reaching far distances.  

   

 
27 Faafeng, “How to deal with ballast water.” 
28 These are the comments memorable to me made during my exhibition critique.  
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Oceans are in a constant migration, in both natural and artificial ways. Weather 

patterns and currents simultaneously transfer water from one place to another in an 

endless cycle. In order to resist the lateral forces on the hull, boats fill their bellies 

with ocean water. This technique of using “ballast” transfers 10 billion tonnes of 

water from one ocean to another annually. If they are constantly being mixed, then 

how are they separate? When we look out into the ocean, how much of the Atlantic 

are we seeing? Is it partly Caspian, Baltic, a recipe of seas?  

   

  The water (and your touch) will be released back into the Pacific on 

16.12.2019”  

  

Touch and experience are introduced to the project. I realize, only later, that 

almost no one here has seen the Pacific Ocean. It becomes about bringing new 

experience to those who wish to have it. Asking if it still constitutes as the real 

experience.  

I was lucky in that Bjarki Bragason, a professor at the Icelandic University of 

the Arts, was coming back from California a few days before the exhibition, and he 

offered to bring me the water.  I liked that even I didn’t know the journey the water 

had to make to get here, that was only known by him.29  

Thoughts: Does “Pacific” reference the area, or the actual water? When you 

bring it here, is it still considered Pacific water? This kind of transference, bringing 

something from somewhere so far, is an incredible accomplishment of globalization, 

and is something that should be appreciated much more than it is, especially when 

living on an island.    

3. Exhibition Overview  

As the visitor walks into the space, the designed path leads them to the first station, 

where the information card is displayed. Since this is in the exhibition space, they are 

able to understand that it is an integral part of the work. The information, the 

knowing, is just as, if not more, important as everything else in the exhibition. From 

the information card the reader learns about why this water is special. For many, it’s 

the first time they’ve seen the Pacific. The participant sees how far this water has 

come (7,000 kilometers). How did it get here? What did it have to go through in order 

 
29 See appendix image 7. 
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to arrive?  With these ecological thoughts in mind, I watched as people walked 

through the exhibition – a simply set up narrative bathed in natural light. A beaten-up 

bottle set beside the plinth carrying the water, as though to prove its journey.30 As 

people dipped their fingers into the bowl of Pacific Ocean water, they were able to see 

the Atlantic Ocean through the window.   

The second station is where the participant is invited to dip their fingers in the 

water.31 Some just a fingertip, others, full hands. I watch as some massage the water 

into their skin, their skin absorbing some of the foreign waters. Some people put their 

finger in their mouth, wanting to taste it. Little baby hands were being dipped into the 

sea. I wonder what they are thinking about. Political issues in fragile environments? 

Wanting to touch something they had never even seen before? Or maybe just 

following directions? 

The third and final station is with a clipboard with an email list,32 where the 

visitor is asked to put their email if they want to see footage of their touch (and the 

water) being released back into the Pacific Ocean. More than 80 people signed, giving 

the work a future. The work is left in a continuous state, and after it’s forgotten, will 

provide a pleasant surprise in the inboxes of those who partook.  

 

At the end of the exhibition, the water now appears murky. What was once 

thought of as more of an invisible molecular exchange now becomes apparent. As I 

poured the water back into its original plastic container, for it to be stored until its 

return, I see that the water is now many centimeters lower. Showing how when 

something small, to the extent of being hidden on a singular scale (the touch), can 

become much larger when repeated and done together, leaving behind a greater mark 

than we may realize. This takes me back to the thoughts about the water, it’s constant 

mixing. Maybe it’s only happening in small portions now, but if continued, our 

oceans will one day become completely homogenous.  

Thoughts: How something gains sacredness under different circumstances – a 

liter of pacific water means nothing when it’s compared to the whole (the largest 

ocean on this planet), versus the exotic quality it acquires when it’s divided from its 

totality and brought somewhere far from it.  

 
30 See appendix image 8. 
31 See appendix image 9. 
32 See appendix image 10. 
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 On 23.12.2019, a few days later than expected, I drove to a beach on the west 

coast of Vancouver Island and videotaped myself dropping the water back into the 

ocean. The video was then sent to all the participants. This action of dropping the 

water finally concluded the 4-month project of taking, bringing, touching, and 

bringing back water and touch to the same ocean. An incredible amount of work for 

something to be reversed back into nothing. 

4. Continuation: Ballast Water 

A few Mondays ago, I was invited to take a sample of ballast water from a Cargo 

ship. I got a tour of the whole boat, got to meet the captains and engineers and ask 

them questions about their lives at sea. I came home with 2 liters of the North Sea. I 

love to see what can be done or how far you can go just by asking nicely. As it often 

is with my projects, the point of this continued escapade is to be determined!  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

*After this project was complete and I was doing research on Fluxus, I found 

some notes between Czech artist Milan Knížák and American artist Ken Friedman. In 

their letters to one another they would trace out their hand, to send to the other in 

order to do the same, ‘touching’ each other through letters in the mail. 33 I see an 

underlaying similarity.  In parallel of how Fluxus and the Czech action movement 

began independent of one another, it seems that ideas are up for grabs to anyone who 

is willing to find them, and consequently the same ideas are accessed by many in 

different places and time. 

 
33 Tomáš Pospiszyl, “Milan Knížák and Ken Kriendman: Keeping together Manifestations in a Divided 
World,” September 2015, https://post.at.moma.org/content_items/683-milan-knizak-and-ken-friedman-
keeping-together-manifestations-in-a-divided-world. 
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VI. The Secret Project 
Tell me something you otherwise wouldn’t if I understood you. 

  

(can you say it in a haiku?) 

  

Tell me something you 

Otherwise wouldn’t if I  

Could understand you. 

  

At first it made me rather uncomfortable to live in ignorance while abroad, to not 

understand the conversations being had around me; at the dinner table, or in the 

classroom. Almost without me realizing it I’ve grown comfortable in this, not feeling 

the need to overhear conversation that doesn’t concern me, instead enjoying the 

solitude and observation that comes with the kind of listening that happens when you 

can’t understand. You pay attention in a different way, instead appreciating the 

inflexions of voice, the bodily movements. Sometimes you can know exactly what 

someone is saying just by context.  There is a beautiful flow that happens between 

two people who share the same language, which is something I’ve grown to 

appreciate in the conversations I have as well as those I’m overhearing. Instead of the 

unavoidable eavesdropping of being surrounded by language you speak, I’m gifted 

time to observe in another way, to ask questions about how close we can become to 

one another if we don’t share the same language. How much of connection is based 

on language? I’m convinced of it being both a lot and a little.  

The project, Tell me something you otherwise wouldn’t if I understood you, 

(2019) was created by accident, in a moment I had with a former bilingual boyfriend – 

long before I ever lived in a place with a language other than English.  While we 

reminisced on a life he had before in Sweden, I asked him to tell me something he’d 

never tell me, but to do so in Swedish so I wouldn’t be able to understand. I remember 

this moment fondly, a heightened moment of intimacy, both vulnerable yet private. 

Here was a man who at that time was the closest person to me, and still there were 

things that we wouldn’t share with one another. I realized that there is always 

something you’d never say even to those who you are closest with. I felt a respect for 

that, there should always be space for one to have their own autonomy.  
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         When in Prague, I fell back on this memory and decided to use this moment as 

my Spring semester work. Reflecting back on Jiří Kovanda’s work, Kissing Through 

Glass (2007), in which he describes the work as being “about connection – very close 

but very distance.”34 I also wanted to work with this duality.  

 Realizing in hindsight that this experience was something special, and with my 

then language estrangement, I reached out to other friends and strangers in moments 

when I saw we had the room for it, to invite them to tell me something secret in their 

language.  I’m a good listener even when I don’t understand. I pay attention to the 

way their bodies and expressions are, yet I am unable to know what they are saying, 

and they always speak for much longer than I anticipate.  

 When you share something private with another person it can feel a bit 

dangerous, depending on what you’ve disclosed and who you’ve decided to share 

with. But it can feel really good to share something deeply private. It also feels good 

to be told something in confidence. It feels good to be able to keep a secret. If you 

don’t understand the secret you’re told, you have no choice but to keep it. The 

moment of sharing lives on inside of you, yet the secret is unable to escape.  

 Four years after the first time it happened, I had dinner with my former 

boyfriend and asked him if he remembered what he told me that day. He still did, and 

still he didn’t tell me what it was. It’s a beautiful moment that we both cherish. I have 

loved each and every moment this project has created, all are so different. I love that 

anyone is capable of it, that the project only exists between the two people when it’s 

complete only memory remains. (However, I did actually make small business cards 

with the title, to create some sort of souvenir for the people who participated. 

Something to ignite their memory of it.)35 

 This to me is a forever project. I’ve been lucky to have been told so far secrets 

in Mandarin, Icelandic, Czech, Polish, German, Italian, Dutch, Croatian, and 

Swedish.  

  

 

 

 

 
34 Philomena Epps, “Performance at Tate: Into the Space of Art,” April 2016, 
https://www.tate.org.uk/research/publications/performance-at-tate/case-studies/jiri-kovanda. 
35 See appendix image 11 & 12. 



 

 14 

VII. Conclusion 
 

I love long lasting, collective projects, ones that can go on for a lifetime. It’s not that 

I’m against conclusion, but I work similarly to Francis Alÿs with his ‘repetitive and 

recalibrated’ ways of creating.36 He compares this way of reworking to a mirage, the 

final work continually advancing as we get closer to it.37 To me that is work that is 

solid and worthwhile, constantly following an unquenched curiosity and finding 

pleasure within that. When there is no conclusion, there is always room for changes 

and improvements.  

 How can I make the deepest impact while also making the smallest impact? 

This ecological question has been following me throughout this degree and I keep 

reworking my answer. In reality I’ve been studying for 6 years, having taken the long-

winded route, first starting because of a love for photography and somehow finding 

my way here. Through these years I’ve come closer to creating in the way that makes 

most sense to me, but still it is a forever work.  

 Our lives sometimes feel like random, independent events, somehow 

summating to the next, creating a mixture of both sad and sweet experiences. 

Realising projects in response to these experiences is the work I will continue for the 

rest of my life. You never know when something significant is about to happen to 

you, and that is incredibly exciting. It’s best to keep alert! 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
36 Russell Ferguson, Francis Alÿs: Politics of Rehearsal (Los Angeles: Green Dragon, 2007) 12. 
37 Ibid, 13.  
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IX. Appendix 

  

 
1. The green leaf (2018) 
 

  
2. Clare Aimée, Dandelion (2016)  
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3. Clare Aimée, Dandelion Experiments (2019)  

  

  
  
4. Jiří Kovanda “I am carrying the water of the river in my hands sever meters down-
stream…” (1977), Prague  
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5. Jiří Kovanda, Kissing Through Glass (2007) 
 
  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 6. Ballast Water 
7. The water taken from the Californian coast,  
photo curtesy of Bjarki Bragason (2019)   
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Clare Aimée , The Tiniest Pacific Ocean (2019)  
 

8. Empty water bottle   
9. Ocean water  
10. E-mail list  
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11 & 12. Exhibition view of: Clare Aimée, Tell me something you otherwise wouldn’t 
if I understood you (2019)  


