“I know very well that the Other’s culture is worthy of the same respect as my own: 

nevertheless … [I despise them passionately].” 
 









Slavoj Žižek, The Fragile Absolute 
Fifteen Fragile Absolutes was the title of Alan Phelan’s recent project at the Irish Museum of Modern Art during his period as artist-in-residence in 2008. The title refers to the work The Fragile Absolute – or, why is the Christian legacy worth fighting for? by the Slovenian sociologist, philosopher and cultural critic Slavoj Žižek. Phelan took the italicised words from that text and used them as random word associations towards 15 ideas for works. This assembly of words, while putting aside the content of the book, did manage to convey some of both Žižek and Phelan’s mutual interests. Fragile Absolute #3, World War I in Colour (the void itself) (2009) is an example:
it • it • it • more! • did • drink the Nothingness itself • objet petit • opposite •‘culturalization’ of the market economy itself • place • objet petit a • horror vacui • creating empty, unoccupied place • occupant without a place •correlative • only an element which is thoroughly ‘out of place’ • can sustain the void of an empty place • rien n’aura en lieu que le lieu • suicide • imaginary • imagined • Real • passage a l ’acte • resists • cannot • resists • internal •passage a l ’acte • direct • directly • same • passage a l ’acte • passage a l’acte • symbolic • almost-nothing • opposite • this • L’objet du siècle • future anterior • rien n’aura eu lieu que le lieu • takes place • save • its own • a la •‘objectively’ ugly • ‘represents’ the function of ugliness • irrelevant •Verweisung • The Last Tycoon • But • behind • desublimation • directly depicting • had to be accomplished • the Void itself • trash itself • within •directly •

Ferdinand de Saussure argued that in language, meaning emerges only in its use. That is, the meaning of sounds, words or images is only fixed when stabilised in a series with others. This points towards the fact that meaning is constructed only in the context in which elements appear to us .
 Phelan’s Fifteen Fragile Absolutes clearly disrupt the stability of language and meaning aligned by Žižek, but his dismembering of it provides a framework through which we can view his own work. As he reconfigures diverse elements they are lent a new voice – their context providing a means towards interpretation. 
The exhibitions at the Irish Museum of Modern Art, Chapter Arts Centre, and Limerick City Gallery of Art form a synopsis and re-presentation of the Fifteen Fragile Absolutes project. The intention is to present one exhibition over three spaces, each exhibition project unique and defined by its context. From this we can extrapolate some of Phelan’s strategies of display - works are constantly de-contextualised or re-contextualised through interdependencies which are interrogated by configuration and juxtaposition. Previous examples of this include Enthalpic Everything at the Limerick City Gallery of Art in 2000; and his recent Bio Bits exhibition at The Lab, Dublin in 2006 where, in a type of extreme parataxis, he erected a scaffold tower within the confined space of a window-box-gallery to which he attached various works from the previous ten years combining elements of many different projects in a dynamic new arrangement. While these reconfigurations have been a part of Phelan’s work for the best part of a decade, it is interesting to note that it is a feature that he shares with Žižek. ‘The practice of Žižek’s work: the constant reworking of concepts, examples and even actual passages of prose testifies as much as anything to the repeated attempts to seize the Thing itself. As the Marxist cultural critic Fredric Jameson says … the true Hegelian moment lies not in some mystical Absolute Knowledge, but in the practice that becomes substantial and worth doing in its own right, as an end in itself.’

The central work commissioned for the formal gardens at IMMA, Goran’s Stealth Yugo (2009) arose from Phelan’s 2006 artists’ residency in Belgrade, Serbia. While there his interest in modified car enthusiasts (commonly called Boy Racers) prompted a visit to the Zastava car production plant in Kragujevac, south of Belgrade. At the height of its production in 1989, just under 55,000 people were directly employed by Zastava and about 500,000 jobs were dependent on the company. Two years later in 1991 as war broke out, Yugoslavia splintered into separate states and the Yugo, the Zastava flagship car, “suddenly found itself named for a country that no longer exists; effectively, a car without a country, set to share the destiny of Yugoslavia”
. Through the 90s, monthly wages at Zastava dropped as low as $15 per month, and production stopped as many of Zastava’s suppliers were located in Croatia. The international embargo on Serbia devastated its industries - as well as eliminating the country's industrial export markets, sanctions caused shortages of raw materials. In 1993, Serbia's industrial output and retail sales fell by 40% and 70% respectively. Approximately 60% of the industrial labour force in Serbia was laid off.

The Kragujevac which Phelan visited in 2006 was a very different place to the thriving industrial hub of the 1980s. By then employment at the factory had fallen to a fifth of previous levels causing crippling unemployment throughout the area and the poverty and social problems associated with it. Talks with international car manufacturers such as FIAT were ongoing in the hope of securing foreign investment to revitalise the company. Unfortunately these talks were proving inconclusive with the result that that factory was operating in a strange kind of suspended animation. What Heiner Müller described as, ‘the waiting room mentality’ in Communist Eastern Europe:
There would be an announcement: The train will arrive at 18.15 and depart at 18.20 – and it never did arrive at 18.15.  Then came the second announcement: The train will arrive at 20.10. And so on. You went on sitting there in the waiting room waiting, thinking, It’s bound to come at 20.15. That was the situation. Basically a state of Messianic anticipation. There are constant announcements of the Messiah’s impending arrival, and you know perfectly well that he won’t be coming. And yet somehow, it’s good to hear him announced all over again. 

Among the many specialists, engineers, mechanics and technicians still based at Zastava in 2006 was the car designer, Goran Krstić. He, among other projects, had been designing fantasy concept cars of the type beloved of modified car enthusiasts or Boy Racers. Phelan immediately saw the match with his practice and asked Krstić to design a CAD version of the Yugo, in the distinctive style of previous sculptures such as Bennett Island  (2006), including ‘blending in’ pine twigs. The resulting drawing, a large format blueprint, was entitled Goran’s Stealth Yugo (2006) and exhibited at Galerija SKC in Belgrade in 2006 at the end of his residency. 
This work, and the relationship which had been built between the artist, Goran Krstić and Zastava, formed the genesis of a commission from IMMA to construct a sculpture to be erected in the formal gardens at the Royal Hospital Kilmainham alongside the 2009 exhibition. The sculpture, made from highly polished chromed steel, sits 4 meters above the fountain of the formal gardens. Its frame is covered with over 100 ‘pine twigs’ made from extruded rubber of the type used to seal car windows which reference the ‘Blending In’ of some of Phelan’s previous projects. The term ‘blending-in’ comes from a ‘stealth’ industry which seeks disguise or camouflage technology, for example disguising a mobile phone mast as a tree. 
The context and references implicit in this work are numerous and complex. In a wider sense it forms a curious exercise to compare the foundation myths of Serbia and Ireland. Previous works of Phelan’s including, Eamon Often Spoke in Tongues (2007), Michael should have learned to blend-in better (2006) and Roger should have stayed in the jungle (2006), each reference Irish revolutionary leaders. The personal and political histories of Éamon de Valera, Michael Collins and Roger Casement are in many ways, stories of sacrifice, betrayal and ambivalence. The site of the current exhibition at the Royal Hospital Kilmainham touches on these histories – the building itself was at the centre of the apparatus of the British Army, while the neighbouring jail was the site of the execution of the signatories of the proclamation of the Irish Republic. The partition of Ireland along religious divides and the ‘Troubles’ which resulted, have parallels to the split between the Croatian Roman-Catholics, the Serbian Orthodox Christians, and the Bosnian Muslims. But within that statement is contained the fault-line of time and modern warfare. What separates our recent histories is perhaps the modernist project itself - ostensibly, one of progress and historical improvement, it paradoxically led to means and methods of slaughter on an industrial scale. 

James Campbell in his essay Interpreting the war describes this evolution: “In many ways, the unprecedented mass slaughter of the first World War, inaugurates the twentieth century as a disruption of enlightenment. The products and techniques of industrial culture turn on their users: what had been tools for the efficient production of goods become weapons in the efficient production of death. Mass armies of draftees are marched to their mechanised destruction with all the organisation that industrial capitalism has learned from the factory and the abattoir. The machine has produced the machine gun, and the human individual, the supposed heir to Tennyson’s ‘one far-off divine event / to which the whole creation moves,’ becomes merely one of the more vulnerable parts of that machine.”

Phelan’s work World War I in Colour (the void itself) relies on ‘objective’ historical accounts such as those of James Campbell to frame his enquiry into historical events. The photographs presented are stills captured from an eponymous DVD offered free by The Irish Daily Mirror. Although less than a century has passed since the events represented took place, the Hussars with their busby hats, and the elaborately plumed Prussians literally look like something from another age, a sense conveyed through his manipulation of the printing process as by overlaying the images with vague striations, he creates a pseudo-painterly effect redolent of hand-printed photographs and a type of historicity. The text on each still derives from the subtitles already present in the video frame from the narration of Kenneth Brannagh. The words of the protagonists remove them even further from our experience, ‘Let’s punish the Balkan monkeys, show ‘em what the army of a great power is worth’. Of course, hindsight is a great thing and the arrogance of the ‘great powers’ was to be tested by this war, which initiated the Modern project but spelled the end of the Colonial one. 
Ireland was one of the first states to attempt to profit from its colonial master’s weakened state through the 1916 Rising. Therein is perhaps another dichotomy between her relative non-participation in two World Wars, and Serbia’s ‘blame’ for the first through the assassination of Archduke Franz-Ferdinand in Sarajevo in 1914. There is a strange circularity or prescience between the events of 1914 and 1989 when ‘Serb Unity the Only Survival’ was declared by Slobodan Milošević, putting into motion a chain of events that would culminate in NATO’s bombing of Serbia in 1999. While NATO’s intervention in Kosovo and Serbia are well documented, in the context of Phelan’s work it is worth noting that the Zastava factory was one of the ‘high-value’ targets of the NATO bombers. Zastava was possibly a legitimate target having, through its long history, made arms, rifles, tanks and the other paraphernalia of war. During the NATO bombing, the car factory, truck factory, power plant, machine and tool foundries all suffered to varying degrees. The factory was bombed twice and 140 Zastava employees were injured during the first raid, 30 seriously; while another 36 were injured in the second. Many of the workers formed a human shield around the factory in an attempt to protect their livelihood and in an open letter to NATO declared, "We, the Zastava workers and citizens of Kragujevac, are afraid of the future ahead. Now we wonder whether we have any future at all. Our children are hungry, and their eyes are filled with horror. We have no more answers to their questions."
 While this bombing was certainly a human tragedy, it is ironic that one of the areas of the factory most badly damaged was its paint shop – its most modern wing fully equipped with robots. Ironically the NATO ‘surgical’ bombers missed the arms factory entirely! A factory spokesman at the time stated, ‘’If we include all the other factories throughout Serbia that are part of the Zastava Group, it is estimated that the living conditions of about 200,000 people are in jeopardy and many a Western observer suggests that Zastava's ability to manufacture cars is entirely eliminated."
 Collateral damage in Kragujevac included the destruction of the power plant which leaked toxic materials into the water supply - NATO immediately intervened to put right this damage.
  
Žižek describes NATO’s strategy as “perverse in the precise Freudian sense of the term: it was itself (co-)responsible for the calamity against which it offered itself as a remedy (like the mad governess … who sets the family house on fire in order to be able to prove her devotion… by bravely saving the children from the raging flames).” He goes on to say, “The crucial point is thus to recognize clearly in this ideology of global victimisation, in this identification of the (human) subject itself as ‘something that can be hurt’, the mode of ideology that fits today’s global capitalism. This ideology of victimisation is the very mode in which – most of the time invisible to the public eye, and for that reason all the more ineluctable – the Real of Capital exerts its rule.”

Phelan’s project incorporates some of these notions of Capital through the economic and social relationships implicit in its exchange. While the collaboration with Krstić is informed by a Relational standpoint, it is useful to differentiate Phelan’s practice from the Gillick/Gordon/Parreno paradigm in which inter-relationality is confined to a specific social group. Phelan appropriates the methods of exchange posited by Relational Aesthetics but fractures those exchanges through the placing of economic (socio-political) subalterns within them. In doing so, Phelan implicates capital exchange within the art-market, particularly how it relates to global capital. The project also reverses, what was in 2006, the prevailing flow of labour between Ireland and Eastern Europe. A second work included in the exhibition The Other Hand of Victory (Heibei version) (2009) more directly quotes exchanges of global capital. Based on Phelan’s chance encounter with the ‘hand of victory’ at the Musée du Louvre – it is the right-hand of the Winged Victory of Samothrace (c. 220-190 BCE). The Winged Victory, one of the most iconic works of Hellenistic art, has been extensively quoted throughout art-history and popular culture. A direct connection to Goran’s Stealth Yugo might be Marinetti’s Futurist Manifesto of 1909 in which he states: "A race-automobile adorned with great pipes like serpents with exploding breath ... which seems to rush over exploding powder is more beautiful than the Victory of Samothrace.”
 This speed, so beloved by the Futurists, is referenced in the work Blurred Chicken (you can because you must!) (2009), the implication being that the chicken is ‘blurred’ because it has been seen from the window of a passing vehicle like a Futurist work of art. Phelan further adopts some of Marinetti’s iconoclasm in his rendering of the other hand of Victory. He purchased a wooden modelling hand from German mega-retailer, Lidl, and reconfigured an approximation of the Louvre hand. This model was then sent to Hebei in China where local craftsmen scaled it up in white marble.  
Parallels between Goran’s Stealth Yugo and The Other Hand of Victory can be drawn to the conceptual works made by the Italian artist Alighiero Boetti the late 1960s. Boetti hired groups of Afghan women in Kabul to make his tapestries, with the intention of removing as much decision making as possible from the artist. A result of these collaborations was an exposure of the constructs around the making of an artwork, the market and cycles of capital within that system. The women who crafted these works were disenfranchised individuals, unable to read the text which they were embroidering, and paid almost nothing for their work. Boetti demonstrated that once an object entered the art market, it was subject to systems of capital outside the space of its conception. The artist had little control over the fate of his object once he relinquished it to the forces of capital. It also exposed the osmotic transfer of value through economic systems along political lines of alignment from Non-Aligned (Third World) and Socialist states (Second World); through to consumerist Western economies. 
Phelan’s collaborations may be coloured by Boetti’s Arte Povera, but his work seems to take a more cynical position in respect to global transfers of capital, a position possibly informed by US foreign policy, post 9/11. Naomi Klein in her recent book The Shock Doctrine (2007), coined the term ‘Disaster Capitalism’ for a new, pervasive and pernicious type of profiteering.  Klein contends that 9/11 offered US multi-national corporations an opportunity to privatise the systems around the ‘War on Terror’ ensuring that war is now an entirely ‘for-profit’ venture. She cites a number of statistics to illustrate her point. In 2003 the US Government handed out 3,512 contracts to companies to perform security functions. By August 2005, the Department of Homeland Security had issued 115,000 such contracts transforming the “homeland security” industry into a $200 billion industry.
 
Returning to Žižek, perhaps this is what he describes as Id-Evil, a violence grounded in no utilitarian or ideological cause. Phelan’s ‘Fragile Absolute #1’, the Phantom Blanket (2008) obliquely references Id-Evil. The Phantom Blanket is an orange wool blanket into which Phelan cut out the outline of the face of Darth Maul, the apprentice to Darth Vader from George Lucas’s Star Wars movies. Aside from its resemblance to the Shroud of Turin, this work could appear glib or humorous, referencing as it does, popular culture in a direct way and through the somewhat idiosyncratic medium of a found orange blanket.
 However, Phelan’s juxtaposition of the Phantom Blanket with chapter 1 of the Fragile Absolute, Giving up the Balkan Ghost, demands further enquiry. In this chapter, Žižek describes the Balkans as ‘this vortex of (self-) destructive passions, the exact opposite, almost a kind of photographic negative, of the tolerant co-existence of ethnic communities, a kind of multiculturalist dream turned into a nightmare.’
 He describes a type of ‘reflexive racism’ and takes an example from popular culture The Phantom Menace, the prequel to the Star Wars trilogy.

“The usual leftist critical point that the multitude of exotic alien (extra-human) species in Star Wars represents, in code, inter-human ethnic differences, reducing them to the level of common racist stereotypes (the evil merchants of the greedy Trade Federation are a clear caricature of ant-like Chinese merchants), somehow misses the point: these references to ethnic clichés are not a cipher to be penetrated through an arduous theoretical analysis; they are directly alluded to, their identification is, as it were, part of the game…All the talk about foreigners stealing work from us, or about the threat they represent to our Western values, should not deceive us: on closer examination it soon becomes clear that this talk provides a rather superficial secondary rationalisation. The answer we ultimately receive from a skinhead is that it makes him feel good to beat up foreigners; that their presence disturbs him …”
 
Strangely Phelan does not portray the chief-villain, rather than Darth Vader he gives us Darth Maul, his lowly apprentice. This is a subversive, almost proto-political act, (think of Michael should have learned to blend-in better). Phelan manages to preserve the quality of Darth Vader’s ‘Beautiful Soul’ by giving us instead, the dark, profoundly ambiguous figure of Darth Maul who does the ‘dirty jobs’ for his master. Žižek elaborates on this ambiguity in the context of the Nazi hierarchy: “Hitler knew very well how to play this double game apropos of the Holocaust, using Himmler … In his speech to the SS leaders … Himmler spoke quite openly about the mass killings of the Jews as ‘a glorious page in our history, and one that has never been written and never can be written’, explicitly including the killing of women and children.”

Repeatedly what we see in Phelan’s work is a type of distancing himself from his subject. Very often there is a built-in dis-recognition inherent in the work as in the case of Trees Don’t Talk (2006) which obliquely references Milošević’s regime; Roger should have stayed in the jungle, the title of which implies that there could have been an easier option than losing one’s reputation and life; and most explicitly, each of those works including Goran’s Stealth Yugo, which through the use of pine twigs, ‘blend-in’ attempting to avoid identification or even detection. In a fictive ‘historical’ time line, the works in this exhibition begin in 1914 with the first World War, and end with the chilling Srebrenica Massacre of 1995.
 In psychoanalytic terms, the artist has no choice but to obfuscate as, “images of utter catastrophe, far from giving us access to the Real, can function as a protective shield against the Real.”
 Žižek posits that this dis-representation is the very difference between modernism and post-modernism. Since classical times, playwrights had put the terrifying event outside of the scene, and only placed its effects and reflections on stage. The post-modern way (via Proust and Hitchcock) is not to even show the reflections of the scene, but rather to show the perfectly ordinariness of evil. “One shows an object or an activity which is presented as an everyday, even common thing, but suddenly through the reactions of this object’s milieu being reflected back on the object itself, we realise that one is confronting a terrifying object, the source of an inexplicable terror … What we perceived only a moment ago as being a totally common thing is revealed as Evil incarnate.”

Phelan’s Fragile Absolute #11, Bad Glue (2006), originally took the form of a page from the Belgrade newspaper ‘Novosti’ (News) with the memoriam page from 16 March 2006. It showed notices taken by mourning supporters of Milošević, who died while in custody in The Hague during his trial for war crimes. The notices include text such as “Your ideas, your genius mind, energy in fighting for the truth, justice and comfort for your people, have been and will always be a source of utter inspiration for us”. In an ever-evolving state of parataxis, Fragile Absolute #11 has now morphed into a portrait-head of the Canadian novelist Douglas Coupland in the work Douglas (lacked the dimension of radical Evil) (2009). Like many of Phelan’s recent sculptures including Bent (striking at himself) (2009) and Woman who stole from farmer (it is only truth that matters) (2009), the work is constructed from papier-mâché. The paper used is derived from various periodicals; in the case of Bent the source is a column by the fictional writer Ross O’Carroll-Kelly from the Irish Times referencing the recent global financial crisis, while Douglas is composed of pages from Coupland’s 2006 novel jPod where a sinister yet minor character called Douglas Coupland appears, oddly and overtly self-reflexively affecting the main characters of the narrative. In these works we can see Phelan humorously undermining the content of his own work by making somewhat inappropriate or even tasteless relations between his subjects. Coupland is probably best-known for his 1991 novel Generation X, which coined terms such as ‘McJob’ to describe the malaise of the post Cold-War generation. Milošević is probably best-known for trying to wipe out a generation of Bosnians… 
In order to work towards a conclusion, it seems apposite to return to Žižek, but this approach is problematic as, like Phelan, his very practice refuses easy categorisation or completion:

‘We may thus observe the following paradox in Žižek … throughout his work as a whole, one can find him reversing his position many times. He writes … prolifically and seemingly with little concern for consistency. It is as though the activity of writing itself is Žižek’s chief motivation, the reason why he writes at all. This is reflected in the very form of his texts, where there is inevitably an unnecessary final chapter, consisting of faits divers or ‘related matters’ added on, after the main theoretical work of the book has been completed. In fact, strangely enough, what Žižek actually wants us to see is this very nothingness, this ‘nothing-to-say’ or ‘empty speech’ that underlies his texts. Let us call it his theoretical drive, or in more technical language a kind of enunciation without enunciated.’

In effect, it could be that Phelan has played with us by offering a seemingly infallible key to interpretation. It would be wise to consider Virgil’s words timeo Danaos et dona ferentis
 for he has presented us with little more than a Trojan Horse. He describes the structures which he created from The Fragile Absolute as a ‘fictive boundary … a self-imposed limit which conversely frees up the flow of creativity.’ Of the italicised words from Žižek, he compares them to ‘meta tags in HTML head section coding’ - keywords hidden in the code that provide the instructions for the display of a web page. Phelan makes parallels to this system to the provision of information around an artwork, he adds ‘Google, as far back as 2002, stated that meta tags could not be trusted as the information was being manipulated by coders. By repeating the same meta keyword several times or using certain combinations of words, many sites believed they could increase their ranking (keyword stuffing and spamdexing). It is more likely that a search engine will ignore the meta keyword element completely.’
 This splintering of experience or erasure of meaning in some ways can be explained by the Lacanian concept of ‘the Real’ and Žižek’s ‘empty place’. “The ‘empty place’ precedes and makes possible the object that fills it: objects are, for sure, out of place – but in order for them to be out of place, the (empty) place must already be there, and this place is rendered by ‘minimalist’ art, starting with Kasimir Malevich.”
 The implication here is that the absence of ‘meaning’ or ‘interpretation’ is an absolute prerequisite for both. In fact Žižek’s suggests that we, the post-modern audience, should have assumed a void, ‘one is tempted to propose one of the possible definitions of ‘realism’: a naïve belief that, behind the curtain of representations, there actually exists some full, substantial reality. ‘Post-realism’ begins when a doubt emerges as to the existence of this reality, that is, when the foreboding arises that the very gesture of concealment creates what it pretends to conceal.’

‘What, hear I the light?’



Richard Wagner, Tristan und Isolde

‘He lies like an eye-witness!’



Stalinist Soviet proverb
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