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Constellation - Dispersal - Association  

Historical background information on gestural radio listening 

 

[03_2004] 

 

 

*"The more space and time are mastered, the less readily one can identify their masters."*  

Siegfried Kracauer  

 

Radio is today a medium we have gotten into the habit of underestimating in many ways. It's become 

little more than background noise. While television still retains the power to spark controversy, not much 

attention is devoted to the qualities and implications of radio. This presents an interesting opportunity for 

stealthily appropriating this neglected medium to make possible new and unpredictable situations. 

Thanks to the attentiveness of a few intellectual spirits, some of the original scenes involving radio were 

recorded in the late twenties, shortly after its inception and spread as a mass medium. These scenarios 

serve to remind us of the basic conditions necessary for an appropriation of radio - as well as of its 

intrinsic limitations. Based on two such scenes, the following will present the constellation of listeners and 

the dispersal of the voice as the key radio motifs that cannot be mastered, in light of which we will 

undertake a re-reading of the radio theory postulated by Bertolt Brecht.  

 

 

1st Scene. Constellation. The Evening of an Election Day. 

 

"Since all of the special correspondents sent here from abroad were busy reporting to their newspapers 

back home about the election-day fever that had broken out here in Berlin, I decided to venture out 

myself on the evening of Election Day and take a reading of the public temperature," Siegfried Kracauer 

begins in his brief report for the *Frankfurter Zeitung*. The journalist goes out onto the street to give an 

eyewitness account of what's happening there. March 1932: the situation on the street was usually tense, 

with street battles likely to break out at any moment, so that surely something could be expected to 

happen on Election Day - even if only a clash of hot tempers. But, to Kracauer's surprise, the day ran its 

course in relative peace, "only on the advertising pillars did the battle continue to rage. There, one could 

see red National Socialist signs stuck over the mouths of Thälmann and Düsterberg, as if to forcibly 

prevent these two from having their say." The feature writer continues onward toward Berlin's wide-open 

public squares to see what will develop there once the polls have closed. Will the battle on paper be 

carried on into the public realm?  

 

"Across from the ‘Kaufhaus des Westens' department store a white projection surface had been set up in 

the middle of the square, before which, however, only a few people were standing." In previous years the 

crowds of people collecting in front of this type of election announcement had grown larger and larger. 

They formed groups that indulged in vehement debates - and were capable of springing into action at any 

moment by virtue of the fact that they were out on the street. Only in the streets did these diverse 

individuals make up an aggregate public whose reactions could not be predicted. But by 1932 this spirit 

seems conspicuously absent; an "abnormally low temperature" reigns in the public space. Berlin seems 

much emptier and colder than it normally is in March.  

 

Kracauer ends his precise observations with a search for the reasons behind this situation. Perhaps 

people are afraid of violent confrontations? No: "A more likely explanation is (...) that most people are 

staying home to listen to the election results with their families. The radio is at fault for the abandonment 

of the public space. At a time when politics has penetrated from citizens' homes out onto the street, at 

decisive moments like these, radio is driving them back into their living rooms again." Radio dispels 

Kracauer's hope for the politicization of the street, which one might have presumed would be the reaction 

to the dawn of a revolutionary movement. With the masses, a new public had emerged, which was 
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perhaps not vital in and of itself, but which could at vital junctures politicize the street. But radio stops 

this possibility dead in its tracks before it's able to make historical inroads. The constellation of listeners 

sitting at home partaking separately in the public-ness of the program, who represent a kind of dispersed 

public, appears unable to take concerted action and is thus meaningless as a political factor. The family 

listens to the voting results being broadcast from the polls, maybe discusses them a bit, but, just like the 

voice coming out of the radio, their reactions are bounded by their own four walls. Even if the 

consciousness of the listeners is changing, this has no direct political impact. Just one year later, the 

National Socialists will march through the deserted public spaces with their parades and torchlight 

processions, while the masses passively follow the events at home, learning from the radio how the 

political landscape has changed.  

 

 

2nd scene: Dispersal. Spectral Voices and Radio on the Street. 

 

Intellectual Günther Stern also stepped out onto the street at the end of the twenties. But this street 

wasn't eerily deserted; it was instead filled with spooky voices: "It was radio that first radically destroyed 

the spatial neutrality attributed to music. You leave your home, the music from the speakers still echoing 

in your ears; you are inside it - it is nowhere. You take ten steps and hear the same music coming from 

your neighbor's house. Since music is here as well, the music is both here and there, localized and 

planted in space like two stakes. But they are both the same music: over here X is continuing along with 

the same song he started singing back there. You walk on - as you reach the third house, X keeps on 

singing, accompanied by the second X, with muted background vocals courtesy of X in the first house. 

What makes this so shocking?"  

Stern notices how the voices in the radio leak out of the houses. The deserted public space takes on a 

macabre quality through these "duplicate voices," because all of them are sounding simultaneously, all 

asserting the same claim to being the one authentic voice. This is the underlying *shock* of ubiquity that 

radio evokes for music-lover Stern. For him, radio is an uncanny medium that forces "the human being" 

to decide whether just to ignore the phenomenon or to "avow" the "duplicate voices," with the danger, 

however, of thereby becoming "himself inhuman."  

What Stern perceives as an eerie phenomenon can be explained by the basic technical conditions 

inherent in radio: the distribution of the voice and its dispersal from one station to an indeterminate 

number of end devices. The peculiar materiality of the broadcast voice comes from the fact that it is only 

ever heard in plural form. Therein lies its threat for "the human being," whom Stern always puts in the 

singular, as opposed to the plurality of the identical duplicate voices. Any attempt at an appropriation of 

this "outgrowth," this "immoderation," is doomed to fail, for it would necessarily be turned against the 

subject of the appropriation and would end up dragging it along into the spectral realm of technology. 

Once there, its voice would be dispersed again into the uncanny public space of radio.  

 

 

3rd Perspective. Association. Listeners Unite.  

 

Thus we have sketched two original scenes from the history of radio that evoke its uncanny qualities: the 

listeners in their dispersed constellation and the voice dispersed identically among many different 

receivers. These two scenes evoke the abandonment of public space and the haunting of the resultant 

emptiness by doubles and ghosts. Left-wing media criticism seems to have found this dispersal similarly 

strange - and to have viewed it above all as nothing but a problem. This probably explains why the 

opportunities for distribution offered by radio were to a large extent ignored in the course of the 

numerous attempts to appropriate the medium - from Brecht's suggestions and their reception by 

Enzensberger, to Radio Alice, to Geert Lovink's model for sovereign media. Or, alternatively - thanks to 

Brecht - distribution was regarded instead as a drawback that must somehow be overcome: "The 

broadcasting system must be changed from a distribution system into a communication apparatus." 

Hence, the inherent potential for ghostly distribution - the creation of a dispersed public and a more than 

mere acoustic transformation of spaces and situations - is ruled out, although this is a potential for which 

radio is uniquely suited among the media.  
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But how, then, can this potential be appropriated? Although it may not seem so at first glance, this is just 

the question Brecht poses in his "Radio Theory." He remarks in his essay on how the presence of radio 

receivers changes public spaces, qualifying this observation however with the comment, "but it cannot be 

the main task of radio to also place receivers under bridges," and going on to assert the above-cited 

demand that radio be transformed into an apparatus for communication. The kind of radio 

communication Brecht meant is usually taken to consist of an "interaction" between transmitter and 

receiver, thus not taking into account the peculiar constellation of the many listeners. Brecht's 

explanation seems to acknowledge this: radio is "purely an apparatus for distribution, for mere sharing 

out." Only a major change could transform this distributive sharing-out into a two-way communication. 

But is this really what Brecht is asking for? Because he goes on to say that radio is already fulfilling this 

function of conveying information: "The task of radio is not limited to the mere repetition of reports." 

Brecht is not interested in communication in the sense of interaction, but rather in transforming 

distribution itself, in understanding it as a form of communication. The technical apparatus need not be 

transformed, according to Enzensberger's reading, but instead the function of supply. It should not 

simply be used to "prettify public life," but must in its function *as* a supply medium be able to 

transform the situation of the listener and, as Brecht notes elsewhere, to realize "his mobilization and 

redrafting as a producer." Brecht's theory is not motivated by a desire to devalue radio, but consists 

instead of a critique on the prevailing use of the medium, in which the possibilities of distribution are not 

being adequately exploited.  

The contemporary relevance of his analysis can be found in the fact that, unlike Kracauer and Stern, 

Brecht does not blame the rise of radio for the decline of a public culture, but instead perceives for the 

first time the opportunity provided by radio to "relate" listeners to one another in a kind of aggregate 

constellation, i.e. to organize them into a free-form association.  

Interpreted in this way, the real task of a left-wing appropriation of radio would by no means consist of 

an inversion of the medium, which could after all be understood only as a self-contained act: an act that 

always remains a future projection, that never actually begins. Instead, the task is to embark upon an 

appropriation of the medium that heeds the fundamental condition of the spectral nature of distribution. 

This appropriation would be open-ended, allowing for the development of models that would test the 

medium over and over again to discern what possibilities it might offer. In which situations might radio 

intervene? What kind of political impact might the dispersed public represented by the listeners be able to 

exercise? How can the constellation of listeners be transformed into an independent, politically effective 

association? In the course of searching for answers to such questions, hitherto unforeseen practices 

connected with the use of radio could evolve. 

 

 

Translated from the German by Jennifer Taylor-Gaida 

 

[from: Open House. Kunst und Öffentlichkeit / Art and the Public Sphere, o.k books 3/04, Wien, Bozen: 

Folio 2004] 
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Scattered Listening 

 

[12_2002] 

 

 

On a Saturday afternoon before Christmas 2002, downtown Hamburg is a glittering consume mile full of 

crowds of people carrying their precious purchases in their arms. They are loaded down with bags, boxes, 

packages, or - radios. Radios, loudspeakers and ghetto-blasters are being carried around everywhere as 

well. In addition, there is a garishly clad angel and pastors with squeaky recorders, a bicycle trailer with 

"alternative coffee" and lots of little police troops addressing the young people with radios. It is hard to 

say what exactly may be heard from the radios. One conjectures that it might be a patchwork of 

statements of all kinds, in many languages, of music and noises. 

 

It is an unusual day in the city center, which certainly applies to this place, which has been exemplary in 

Hamburg for many years for its systematic policies of keeping order and of expulsion, for the surveillance 

and privatization of public space. Public space here in the vicinity of Jungfernstieg, Mönckebergstrasse 

and the city hall is to be used for consume and representation, according to the decision of the senate of 

Hamburg years ago, still led at that time by a coalition of the Social Democratic Party and the Greens. 

The current coalition of the Christian Democratic Union, the Schill Party and the Free Democratic Party is 

continuing this course with a rigor that their predecessors would not have dared. Gathering places for 

citizens less inclined to consume or less representative are systematically reduced out of existence, 

political expressions are not tolerated, especially in the pre-Christmas season, when the sweet jingle of 

coins is expected after a lean year. Since the second week of November this year, quite a number of 

demonstrations have had to stop before the portals of the elegant boulevards of Hamburg. 

 

Since Monday, November 4th, the political situation in Hamburg has clearly become more intense. Since 

the police cleared the Bambule wagon area in the central Karoviertel, too many people have felt 

themselves too rigorously confronted with the Law and Order course steered by the Conservatives-Schill 

coalition. Several hundred advocates of a plurality of ways of living have reacted with a wave of 

demonstrations and actions against the aggressive proceedings of the senate and the police. During the 

week of solidarity with Bambule more and more people have been mobilized with a lantern procession, 

bicycle demo, rally in front of a noble disco, round table discussions and further demos. The 

demonstrators are not only demanding a new area for the wagons. Their demands are more varied. The 

fundamental issue at stake is the defense of heterogeneous life styles. And it is a matter of opposing the 

authoritarian executive power of a senate that has no other response to the emancipatory, socially and 

politically engaged organization of this city than repression and ignorance. 

 

Four weeks after the eviction, the need to articulate protest and political opinion has not diminished. 

However, another demand has been added. Until now, the up to five thousand people per demonstration 

have marched through windy, deserted traffic centers, accompanied by three thousand police in double 

rows and flanked by water cannons and clearance vehicles. And the demonstrations led again and again 

into "their quarter", the areas of Schanzenviertel and Karoviertel, and stayed their among their own kind. 

 

Back to Saturday, December 14, 2002, in downtown Hamburg. The demonstratively carried radios are 

here in response to an appeal from the Hamburg radio group Ligna. Since 1996, the radio group Ligna, 

by name Ole Frahm, Michael Hüners and Torsten Michaelsen, has mostly been broadcasting music on FSK 

(Freies Sender Kombinat - "Free Broadcaster Combine"), the Hamburg independent radio station. Today, 

though, the broadcast consists of a multitude of statements from diverse groups on the political situation 

in Hamburg, of recordings from demonstrations in recent weeks, of noise and music. 

 

The three-hour program is now being broadcast on the street, at the Christmas market and in 

department stores; several hundred radio-carriers have gather in Mönckeberg Street, set their radios to 
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93,0 MHz Freies Sender Kombinat and scattered, strolling through the city. The radios are heard at mid-

level volume, as small troops of police ensure the less than optimal volume, but wherever radio-carriers 

stay for a brief period, the attention of the passers-by is captured. In the course of the three hours, more 

and more questions are asked. Attempted explanations, conversations and discussions result. A plethora 

of small antennas are spied sticking out of jackets, bags and almost everywhere. The radios become a 

recognizable sign. The conspicuous and inexplicable presence of the radio swarms clearly triggers 

irritation. It seems unclear at first, whether there is a conspiracy involved or an important soccer match. 

It is left up to the radio-carriers themselves, whether they want to make use of this moment of irritation 

or not. 

 

The scattering is not a gathering. Unlike a demonstration, its effect is not the result of closing ranks, but 

rather of a good distribution in the space. Although the radio demo shares with its elder sister the 

necessity of collective/concerted action, the law and order policy procedures are not prepared for this 

kind of articulation. The scattering does not even come into conflict with the development rights of the 

consumers and business people, to which court decisions for a prohibition usually refer. Thus the police 

on duty remark somewhat helplessly on the volume of the radios and give a few poorly founded orders to 

move on. Even the wording of the noise protection regulations does not allow for plausibly founded 

interventions: "Radio and television appliances ... may only be used in such a way that other parties are 

not significantly disturbed." Most of the passers-by appeared to be more amused than disturbed. 

 

Ligna successfully tested the strategy of scattering for the first time in May this year. The "radio ballet" 

conducted several hundred participants through the Hamburg main train station for an hour. Ligna's 

broadcasting studio in the adjacent Kunsthalle conveyed a set of movement instructions that were carried 

out by the participants equipped with radios and headphones. Sit down, stand up, hold out your hand in 

a begging motion - and turn around. Dance and "wave good-bye to the departing train of the revolution". 

The transference of forbidden gestures into the control space of the main train station only conditionally 

worked - most of the passers-by could not interpret the symbolism of the movements. However, the 

moment of irritation was successful, not least of all due to the widespread expansion and the uncanny 

impression of the mute choreography. 

 

The subversion of conventional ways of dealing with political articulation was equally successful in the 

radio ballet and the radio demo. The prohibition sought by the train station management was not 

implemented, a minor victory for reconquering the space of the train station that was being fought for on 

all sides. For this one day, freedom of speech and of art also applied to this place. For the radio demo as 

well, Ligna made use of sabotaging the repertoire of urban activity - in light of the somewhat helpless 

proceedings of the police, the inappropriateness of standardized methods is clear in the case of 

scattering. Ligna links the organizing function of the radio with the strategy of subversion here. The 

irritation induced by scattering leads to communicative discussions, and these remain the uncontrollable 

variable for Ligna, due to their unpredictability. The power of independent radio begins and ends with the 

listeners. This is the point where Ligna turns the course of events over to the decisions and political 

actions of the participants. 

 

The strong resonance in response to the radio demo resulted, not least of all, from the role that the FSK 

has assumed during the Bambule demonstrations in the preceding weeks. The broadcaster's increasingly 

important position in the reporting and discussion of political events is essentially derived from the fact 

that it is not only an observer, but also part of the movement in the street in the sense of being a 

movement radio. Ligna speak of movement radio (a term derived from the pirate broadcasters and 

resistant Free Broadcasters of the 80s), when radio does not report on a movement in a journalistic 

sense, but rather is itself part of the movement, when listeners become transmitters. The term 

movement is in no way intended to indicate an organized homogeneity at this point. It is instead much 

more a question of asserting positions and voices on the radio, which are part of what is being reported. 

 

The current situation in Hamburg is open - even the future of Bambule is not yet secured, and the urgent 

problem of closed homes, the retrograde traffic and education policies of the senate, the demolition of 

http://www.republicart.net 2



social facilities will keep resistance very busy in Hamburg. What has been proven in recent weeks, 

however, is the tenacity of the demonstrators, radio-carriers and radio producers, who have not grown 

weary of expressing indignation, despite the overbearing police presence. This is, not least of all, one of 

the achievements of the many radio groups that multiply information on FSK, thus providing the 

necessary infrastructure for a movement in the streets. The method of the radio demo - and the 

development and testing of further alternative forms of resistance - is equally open to other producers 

and recipients. The scattering of political content in public space has only just begun. 

 

Reports on the radio ballet in May 2002 

http://www.glizz.net/artikel/artikel_12.php 

http://de.indymedia.org/2002/05/21525.shtml 

 

Ole Frahm on the current situation in Hamburg 

http://www.nadir.org/nadir/periodika/jungle_world/_2002/50/sub08a.htm 

 

FSK homepage 

http://www.fsk-hh.org 

 

Audio Portal for Community Radios including contributions from FSK 

http://freieradios.nadir.org/ 

 

 

Translated by Aileen Derieg 

 

http://www.republicart.net 3
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From the art historical setting I can recall two
faces of the crowd: the first one, the holder of
political will (demonstrations or revolutionary
masses) appearing on the numerous historical
or allegorical paintings (depicting concrete
historical events or summarizing a certain
social state into a symbol), the second one,
more neutral and more dispersive, usually
connected to the representations of the city,
modernity and urban life. 

But, the crowd is never absolutely neutral.
Apparently nameless bodies, anonymous minds,
ordinary settings are always producing
“higher” narratives at least on the level of
representation. Even impressionist chronicles
that tend to be “disinterested” pictures of the
law intensity mass scenes are not random
outdoor frames or simple cut-outs from the
street. As reportages of early modernity, they
basically announce standardization of the city
crowd, early control of public space and
regulation of the mass behavior in the street.

It seems that what happened between the
impressionists’ paintings and the monumental
color photographs by Andreas Gursky is the
creation of a “brave new world”. Art and sport
events, clubs, airports, factories, stock
exchanges, libraries ... travel and leisure,
finance, material production, information ... the
individual is lost amid the massive and
overwhelming networks. People are dwarfed
either by enormous frenetic crowds or by the
monumentality of architectural or natural
settings. Fully integrated into their given
system, they become just another part of that
system’s formal elements.

To talk about the crowd comes down to talking
about the individual and the society, about
politics, violence and the irrational, but also

about sociology and psychology... In 1885,
Gustave Le Bon publishes a book that will be
accepted as an authority in the field of psycho-
sociology1. “The Crowd: a study of the popular
mind” [Psychologie des foules] formalizes,
explains and develops the fantasies and terrors
gravitating around crowd in the last quarter of
the 19th century. According to Le Bon, the crowd
is rather feminine in nature because of its close
vicinity to “the nature” and of its versatile

character. And this increases the phantasms’
force and the menace it projects onto us. But the
author also asserts that the crowd is always
dominated by the unconscious. Impulsive,
mobile and irritable, the crowd doesn’t know the
meaning of doubt or incertitude and is always
extreme. The collective phenomena will be
analyzed for several decades on the basis of this
somewhat arbitrary description. Clichés or
reality? Fantasies of our society or actual facts?
We shall try to discern some of the faces in the
work of various artists whose only common
feature is that they are using the crowd as a
starting point, as a framework or as space for
their performance. 

In 2004, the young  Israeli artist Yael Bartana
made a work on a topic that perfectly illustrates
the portrait of the crowd as Gustave Le Bon
likes to describe it. Hysterical, excessive, vulgar,
the crowd gathered for the steeplechase in
Liverpool abides more than ever by the psycho-
sociologist’s definition. You Could Be Lucky is
an 8-minute film by Yael Bartana on the world
famous “Grand National Steeplechase Race”.
Fascinated with the ambiance and the
irrationality of this fauna gathered for the
occasion, the artist films the crowd and its
excesses, tries to capture the excessive
behaviors of a bourgeois population that gets
carried away in collective madness. How can the
crowd transform the individual who plunges
into it at such an extent? With the followers of
Le Bon, from Gabriel Tarde to Elias Canetti2, the
concept of imitation has been regularly invoked
in order to explain this increasing power.
According to Canetti, “there is nothing that man
fears more than the contact with the unknown”.
Man, generally, has the phobia of contact and
group. However, in the crowd man can free
himself from such contact phobia. In this
situation, the phobia turns into its opposite.
Individuals in a crowd get a collective soul. In
the collective soul the intellectual aptitudes of
people and their individuality fade out. In the
crowd, the individual acquires a feeling of
invisible power. The feeling of responsibility
disappears in the crowd. The individual in the
crowd is no longer aware of his doings. He has

become an automaton and his will is helpless in
guiding him. Yael Bartana is the witness of this
group alienation and mimetic in the heart of a
traditional event for the local bourgeoisie who
provides us with the show of a crowd that has
lost control. The fascination for human behavior
in group shows in the work of various artists
who sometimes tend to recreate artificially the
effects of such phenomena. 

We can also speak about process of
identification by reducing the crowd to its
constituents that again reproduce a new,
monumental, emotional and human face of the
collective. For example, Vesna Pavlovic’s photo
series “Watching” represents a chain of
portraits of the people within the crowd,
watching the basketball championship. Nothing
like Yael Bartana’s snap shots – portraits of
bourgeois people, followed by annoying colors
and noises, here we see iconic and calm images
of young and healthy sporty people that take on
the identity of a basketball match crowd. Black
and white photos depict a sequence of emotions:
temptation, fear, contemplation, joy, amusement,
pleasure, concentration, expectation...
Concepts of  fundom and imitation-behavior

can be  brought into connection to Guy Debord’s
idea of the spectacle as theater performed by
commodity-images. Suspense of the final result
together with the individual emotions are also
part of the spectacle and commodity
performance – people present themselves in a
favorable way. Presentation is also
representation of who they want to be or must be
for the audience, engaged in the same practice.
So, Pavlovic’s and Bartana’s representations
present two faces: the uniform face of the
audience or wild crowd, as Gustave Le Bon
would say, and the individual mirrored face who
at the same time performs as an audience and
for the audience.

The crowd can assume various shapes or even
invent some new ones. The artist can go to the
crowded places but the crowd can also come to
him. It is the case with the grand masses of
contemporary art that have a tendency for
multiplication. For example, at the last Venice
Biennial, in 2003, inside the Zone Of Urgency,
the Peruvian artist Jota Castro3, taking
advantage of the large number of visitors, has
distributed massively a survival guide for the
use of demonstrators. 
Conceived as a daily, the guide pours out a
series of practical and legal information as well
as the reasons to demonstrate in contexts as
different as Brussels, Istanbul, Havana, London,
Dakar, Treviso... With his guide Jota Castro
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Claire Staebler (Strasbourg, 1978) is an art
critic and assistant curator at the Palais de
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several group exhibitions and publications (a.o.
‘Hardcore’, ‘GNS’ and ‘Playlist’). She worked at
the Biennials of Venice (1999) and Taipei
(2000). Studied Art History at the University of
Sorbonne and completed a MA program in
Philosophy at Saint Denis University. Lives and
works in Amsterdam and Paris
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turns demonstration into a form of organized
and rational resistance. The public will
demonstrate just like it visits a town holding a
tourist guide. How to best protest in the world?
What is the legislation of the demonstrations?
What are its limits?
The survival guide for the use of demonstrators
is part of the artist’s global strategy and of his
way of using his knowledge in legislation in
order to avoid certain aspects but still respecting
the law. Jota Castro is interested in the means to
spread information on a large scale, to invade
the urban space and use his position as an artist
to address the masses.     

As opposed to the all seeing eye of the artist who
places her/himself at a safe distance from the
crowd - as in the case of Jota Castro -, with
Skart Group or Jeremy Deller’s San Sebastian
parade we have a successful placement of artists
into the crowd and operating from a ground
perspective. While in the previously mentioned
works, the crowd is represented as someone
else, as the others, here we have problems with
representation: human behavior and social
actions are not brought up as visual
registrations, but are part of the performativity
that can only be experienced or documented. 
The Skart group distributions of “Aid coupons
for survival” – series of actions during the
nineties – are usually connected to the common
crowded sites like folk village fete, railway
station, green market, but also during the
gallery openings. Colorful vouchers with
denominations: 1 sex, 1 fear, 1 freedom, 1
masturbation, 1 voice, 1 word ... were alluding
to the possible exchange values within groups of
people. They were meant for further
distribution. The production of the cute and
attractive paper objects was an occasion to
experience the behavior of various groups of
people in different contexts. Two of the most
interesting events occurred when the crowd
actually refused to follow the proposed
scenario: the first happened among peasants
from Beli Potok – small village near Belgrade,
and the second one among the visitors of the
exhibition “Inside/Outside” in Zachenta
Gallery in Warsaw. Artists found themselves
under the siege of the village crowd who were
hoping to get what was delivered for free. When
people realized that they were left empty-handed
after giving their best to participate in the chain
of distribution, artists were chased away. In the
second case a box of coupons was placed at the
entrance of a gallery space and the distribution
of the coupons was more like a lottery situation
– picking  inside the box to get the object with a
particular exchange value. Although  the
Warsaw public was familiar with coupons from
the Socialist times, they approached them as an
exhibition of curiosity objects in the cardboard
box. The disciplined and decent gallery crowd,
almost standing in  line, was taking the bulk of
different objects out of the box, reading and
returning them. Since the box was not labeled,
nor fixed to the wall a cleaning woman threw
them away the day after the opening. I wouldn’t
connect Skarts projects with an ethnographic
approach of the behavior of crowds formed by
different groups of individuals, but more with
how a particular proposition can start an
unexpected situation, and how openness and

control are mutually regulated.
In his performances, in the collaborations he
initiates, Jeremy Deller is looking for the
meeting point between individual and
community as well as for the moment when the
according interests would meet. Contrary to
other artistic projects, Jeremy Deller doesn’t
turn into a community mediator at any time, or
in some character who makes things get
organized around him; the artist often prefers to
be absent at these events whose initiator he
really is. 

June 2003, San Sebastian. On the occasion of
the opening days of Manifesta 5, the English
artist organizes a parade on the main street of the
town and invites all the associations and social
groups to march in order to contribute to the
celebration of a non-event. An unexpected show,
somewhat absurd, Deller transforms the street in
public space for performance by creating a
totally arbitrary anniversary. As he makes
possible the conditions for a “blind date”
between the crowd of demonstrators, the
inhabitants of San Sebastian and the visitors to
Manifesta, Jeremy Deller creates a moment of
confusion when nobody really knows where to
look or how to look. Caught in its habits,
surprised in its routine, the public can but
wonder about a usage or an unexpected situation
in its environment. The town becomes the frame
and the limit of this action, the theatre of a
gratuitous investigation in reality. If for
Manifesta the artist creates the conditions of an
artificial event with no historical or traditional
basis, other projects demonstrate that Jeremy
Deller used to be interested in the remake of
actual facts. 
In 2001, the artist makes the “Battle of
Orgreave”. This work consists of a book, a video
and a soundtrack. Inspired by an event in recent
history, with the help of historians and
witnesses, the artist re-enacts the scenery of the
battle and manages to persuade the true
protagonists to “play again” the event. 

Probably the most ambitious participation of the
crowd in the re-enactment of a historical battle
was the mass performance of “Storming the
Winter Palace” that took place in Petrograd in
1920 when the original event had occurred.
Workers, soldiers, students and artists
performed as a revolutionary crowd,
coordinated by an army of officers and vanguard
artists from Malevich to Meyerhold. The State
commission for commemoration of the event has
grown up in the most monumental
transformation of living fabric of life into a
theatrical one. On the other hand, the
involvement of artists and the arrangement of a
specific avant-garde visual setting for the
revolutionary performance was probably the
one and only occasion where El Lisitsky’s belief
that the red army would march under the
suprematist flag seem to have been fulfilled.

Johanna Billing’s video “Project for a
Revolution” carefully follows the behavior of a
crowd of fashionably dressed young people
placed inside a classroom. “Project for
revolution” remakes the famous scene from the
movie “Zabriskie Point” by Michelangelo
Antonioni – an emblematic movie that
represents the 1968 youth movements – of

political unrest in the university campus and
conflict between counter-culture and capitalist-
conformist establishment. Re-staging this
famous scene is an expression of  feelings of that
generation as well as the youth of today. While
with the first shot in Antonioni’s film we are
plunged into a room overcrowded with faces and
voices, into a passionate student debate that
intends to be revolutionary on how to recognize
the enemy, what tactics and course of action to
take, Billing’s characters hang out in a
university room as if waiting for something to
happen, but there is nothing going on,
communication is missing and the people even
avoid eye contact. The silence and feeling of
infinite suspense is broken by the noise of a
photocopy machine, but in this seem-to-be point
of culmination, instead of the important
proclamation leaflet what comes out from the
machine is a blank paper – pale outcome. And
then the film loops from the beginning.

Stadiums, marches, political demonstrations, all
are for Gianni Motti playgrounds as he loves to
go where there is a crowd. Invited in the
exhibition Hardcore, vers un nouvel activisme4

at Palais de Tokyo, in 2003,  the artist would
invite the crowd to come to him for once. For
several hours during the opening night, Kurd
demonstrators, preoccupied by the fate of their
leader, Öcalan, came to demonstrate in the heart
of the establishment with their banners and
slogans all over the Palais. The “Let Öcalan
Free” performance transformed Palais de Tokyo
in “public apparition space” – as Hannah Arendt
coined it. According to Irit Rogoff5 in “We-
Collectivities, Mutualities, Participation”, the
public apparition space is also the space of the
community when word and action come
together. The spaces of day-to-day life become
temporary scenes of expressivity. “It is the space
of appearance in the widest sense of the word,
namely, the space where I appear to others as
they appear to me...” according to the German
philosopher. Taking further her thesis, Irit Rogof
evokes the art space as a public apparition space
in Hannah Arendt’s meaning where one can
engage a participatory cultural form and not just
a contemplative one. Irit Rogof adds that if we
can accept the exhibition space as an arena for
such a show wherein the public becomes also a
producer of behavior and thought by just
“being” than we probably have a new potential
political space. Whereas Deller attempts to
invade public space with an artistic project,
Gianni Motti transforms the exhibition space in
a public place and brings the street inside the
establishment.  

But the work of the Italian artist, who lives in
Geneva leading an outstanding life, has
numerous resources and likes to play with
censorship creating the conditions for maximum
visibility. Fascinated with media, Gianni Motti
has also made some apparitions in a local Swiss
newspaper: once in a group of teachers in
summer camp, another time opening a medical
lab, or in a report on domestic waste. The
unknown parasitic character would soon start off
the anger of the Die Neue luzerner Zeitung
readers. Through the press a new kind of crowd
develops: immaterial, dispersed, domestic. A
new kind of public is born: listeners, viewers,
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Notes/Biography;

(*)The title No More Reality has been borrowed
from a performance by Philippe Parreno. No more
Reality (Demonstration) 1991. 
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readers… These communication networks, these
moving and unquantifiable fluxes mark a new
era for the crowd, less united and more
submissive. But always powerful. Between
propaganda and manipulation, the media are the
modern weapons. “Valium of the people”
according to McLuhan, the media penetrate the
intimacy of people, their family, their thoughts.
Gianni Motti sets absurd and ephemeral
malfunctions in the mass audience. He provokes
a new kind of relation between viewer and art
work, which  is no longer going on in presence,
face to face, but in a rather abstract system. 

The project “Radio Ballet” by Ligna radio
group examines the sensitive borderline between
demonstrators and performers while literally
demonstrating how through use of media the
crowd can be organized and instrumentalized in
public space. The “ballet” occurred in the
center of Hamburg, which for years has been
subject to police control and surveillance
technology. Several hundreds of people followed
the invitation of Ligna to spread around
Hamburg with small radio devices in their
pockets. It was more public dispersion than a
public gathering. The group ballet within the
city was initiated by sharp bodily instructions
that participants received through portable
radios: sit down, stand up, hold your hand in a
begging motion, turn around, dance and wave
good-bye to the departing train of the revolution
... Although the event was not visually so
striking as its description may be, people were
mostly at a distance from each other, the
movements they performed fit well within the
common body language of public space and
motions were not synchronized, but rather
adopted by the individuals’ rhythms and
sensations – it was impossible to go shopping
that Sunday afternoon, without realizing that
something strange was going on.

Designing experimental situations with the aim
of transgressing conventional and common
applications of mass technology, Ligna
succeeded in creating temporary public sphere.
While during the 30s Siegerfried Kracauer
blamed the then new medium of radio for
depopulating the public sphere and keeping its
listeners in their homes, Ligna turned radio
reception into a public event. In the end, why
ballet against surveillance? Maybe because
today crowd gatherings and peaceful public
demonstrations in the streets are not powerful
enough to block the system and impose the
initial demands. The power of the system is
somewhere else than in the streets, as Critical

Art Ensemble noticed in their “Digital
Partisans”, and it is probably the reason  why
contemporary public protests are increasingly
aesthetic and carnival like. But, absence of
immediate effects is probably not a strong
enough reason to bring to an end all political
expressions within public space, it will only
show that safe secured zones have proved to be
victorious over the wild zones outside control.

Undoubtedly, the crowd is a major kind of
being with modern humans, symmetrical to the
other great way of being:  the radical
individualism. The crowd today, such as it is
presented in contemporary art, seems to be
related to an inhibited human agglomeration.
We speak of mass solitude. Lacking a leader
there are but inoperative human gatherings.
The balance between individual, or singularity,
and the collectivity is in the very heart of the
“community” stake according to Jean-Luc
Nancy6. “What is given, is that the community
happens or rather that something happens to us
in common. No beginnings, no end: something
in common. Just a word, a writing – shared –
share us.” 

With his video “No more Reality”, we wonder
whether the French artist Philippe Parreno
represents the crowd in the modern times of art.
A gathering of children marches in the street
waving banners: No more Reality. In his turn,
Mircea Cantor proposes another utopian and
poetic vision of the demonstration: The
Landscape is changing7. The artist films a group
of people demonstrating in the streets of Tirana
in broad daylight waving instead of banners
mirrors! The whole town is reflected in this
surface and the only image conveyed, the only
slogan is itself. 
Far from the image of a conquering crowd that
frees or masters the historical time as in
Delacroix’s “Freedom guiding the people” [“La
liberté guidant le peuple”], today, the image of
crowd remains anonymous, solitary,
inoperative, “alienated”.
After the times of the crowd as political icon, the
artists also show the paranoid side of the crowd
with the recurrent usage of video surveillance
cameras in various public spaces. The crowd is
observed, inspected by the eye of the camera
that records the actions without being able to
control this image. Behind the phantasm of a
uniform anonymity of the “modern city” there
is, actually, a vast underground control network.

Amsterdam, February 2005

Translated by Izabella Badiu
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