Titania Seidl & Hugo Canoilas _Galeria Quadrado Azul _ May 2020

Stalker, 1979 by Tarkovsky

Hugo Canoilas: The apartment where I’m living now, is full of artworks and I’ve never lived
in a place as such. But I always had this belief that art is a very different sort of object.
Titania Seidl: Yes.
H: Art is something that can be with us for a long time. The work is there for you - to receive your projections, and that’s amazing. It’s almost like the relationship we have with
dogs that absorb our sadness, pain, or happiness.
During this quarantine, I’ve been drifting in readings and films - I’ve watched a film every
day.
T: Oh wow, really?
H: Yes. I watched really crap movies but also a few good ones. In my nonsensical thread
– between good and bad, I’ve watched again Stalker by Tarkovsky.
T: Ah, that one’s beautiful.
H: There’s a moment that the stalker states that art is selfishness. You know, for me is
altruist by its capacity to absorb things.
…What were you doing these days? Were you in quarantine.
T: Yeah, although it has changed so much and it feels like such a long period of time. My
boyfriend broke his foot, right before this quarantine actually started, and that really added
to this feeling of isolation. I could leave the house to go shopping, but he couldn’t leave
the house at all. Apart from being at home taking care of him, the teaching at Angewandte
switched immediately to online, which was, I don’t know, for me, it’s still something to
come to terms with, it’s better now, but it’s still super weird. It’s really weird to discuss students’ paintings while they hold them into the camera. Ah, I really wish, I would really love
to see this and interact with it, but I can’t.
I guess the first weeks were just this, trying to get used to this new way of teaching. And
also having all these virtual conversations. Apart from that, I really couldn’t concentrate on
anything else. After about three weeks, I could feel that I got really afraid of going outside
somehow, because I left the house only once every other day, to go to the supermarket.

H. Yeah. And the supermarket is the worst place, I think.
T: Yes, absolutely.

H: It’s the place where everyone has to go, it’s the danger zone.
T: Yeah! All of a sudden, in such a closed space, you think of people not as people
but as obstacles, you know? Contagious beings, that threaten you and you threaten them. And by that point, I just felt like this frame of mind was really unhealthy
and that’s when I started going for walks again and tried to be more outside.
H: I want to say something about teaching online. I think if it was useless, we
wouldn’t now be talking on Zoom, the two of us. A few years ago, I was invited to
go teaching for ten days, in a small town in Holland called Enschede, where they
have a marvelous art school called DAI - Dutch Art Institute. The master program
functions with students going for a week to school, every month which means they
can live anywhere in the world. During intense week, there’s a chef, who cooks for
all the different groups from the Master programs bringing everyone together in
the kitchen – like in an open buffet, with mezze like food. There was a group that
was run by Phil Collins, from ‘If I can’t dance, I won’t be part of the revolution’ and
I was in one program with Mark Kremer called ‘Good Trip Bad Trip’ - dealing with
the space and between psychedelia and conceptual art and its concomitance in
the ’60s and 70’s, and their echoes today. The only problem was that the students
were living in Amsterdam, Berlin, or wherever, and left their work at home. That’s
why at their school studios were only little things - something that didn’t grow to the
point of becoming work or that we could talk about. That was weird and a minus in
the experience. I remember that the school hired Chiara Fumai to coach students
that had difficulties to make their voice heard, to their interior stimulae and desires…
Did you manage to do work, did you paint, during this period?
T: Yes. I’ve started maybe two weeks ago and it has been great. In the beginning
of the quarantine, I felt some kind of anxiety being lifted if you know what I mean?
All of a sudden it was gone this need to be everywhere at once, to show up, to
involve myself in everything, to speak to everybody, to have an instant opinion on
everything, There were no more events to be at. No crowds to participate in. First,
I felt relieved by the disappearance of this pressure to constantly produce and
perform. But then this changed into another kind of anxiety, how will I continue with
this, how will we as a community of artists go on? Especially when everyone is so
eager to quickly transfer everything into virtual space. And then two weeks ago
I just started making work that I enjoy, personally, without any purpose, which is
great and which I haven’t really done in a while.
And you? You’ve also been painting, right?
The Andromedra Strain, 1971, by Robert Wise
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H: The little I have done, was done at home. For some years now, I’ve been drawing and painting at home on A4 sheets. It’s some sort of secret service since I don’t
show them to people. Maybe it started with my daughter, when she was small. I
fantasize about something that grows without receiving an early intervention or
interference by others - I’m very prone to crisis. That’s why I like these things that
grow to the point that they are very honest and interior. I believe we are living a
transformation and I’m trying to embrace that transformation. That’s why projects
like The Grotto happen, to create possibilities for that transformation – that is plural, to happen.
I was in crisis during the first phase of the pandemic. It was absurd to think that in
a few weeks, we would place a painting on a wall as if nothing had happened. It’s
not the gesture of putting a painting on a wall that is wrong, or placing a sculpture
on the floor, or doing another performance. It’s the possibility of continuity between
what was there and what are the things now in our head. How do you feel about
this?
T: It’s difficult and it’s worrying and it’s liberating at the same time. I feel very conflicted about all of it. I mean, there were a lot of things about how art was made
and presented before all this that I felt were somehow off. Not wrong, but not right
either, and this is what I meant before, the feeling that this system of constant
pressure, the need to constantly perform your role of the artist, might change, lifted
some of the anxieties that I had before. But the ongoing question now is: How to
make anything during this and after this? And how do you get it out of the studio
and show it to others? We still have a show on at Mauve1, and it’s just there, but
probably nobody is going to see it again. And it’s this thing of ‘Ok, do we take it
down right now? Or do we just keep it in this preserved state?’ And if we take it
down, that means we have to take the next step, and then what is that next step?
Is the next step, closing the space down, leaving it empty and waiting, or finding
some other format for making exhibitions? We really felt strongly that our purpose
was establishing a place for bringing people together. Which is, right now, the
worst thing imaginable.
1 Independent art space inVienna run by Titania Seidl and Lukas Thaler.
More info at http://www.mauve-vienna.com/

Titania Seidl at The Grotto, Quadrado Azul Gallery, Lisbon, PT.

H: While you’re talking, it came to my mind that plastic tunnel that came out of a
van directly to the house where E.T. was, with all these people in special suits. I
was imagining people getting in your art space looking at everything through that
plastic that is barely transparent.
T: The thing is, we could have people there, but only one person at a time, so it
would be either me or Lukas, with one other person, and it would be like a ghost
exhibition.
H: For us at Guimarães2, this is close our reality. Apart from the openings that are
really crowded, we prevail meetings by appointment. We don’t like people who
pass by and check the work in an instant. We are there for people who want to
spend time with us talking about the show.
I think The Grotto suffers more with this. Because it’s a closed space, where everyone comes together and breathes the same oxygen.
T: Which is also the point, no? That’s the purpose of The Grotto, and that’s something that I still can’t really wrap my head around, because, So much of what I
believed in was that art shouldn’t be this exclusive thing, but it should be about
conversations and about people sharing the same space and the same experiences, breathing the same oxygen, right?
http://institut-kunst.ch/we-explore/podcast-promise-no-promises/

2 Independent Artspace in Vienna run by Hugo Canoilas, Christoph Meier, and Nicola Pecoraro.
More info at https://www.guimaraes.info/

H: Yeah, but in the beginning I was thinking, that we have these people coming in,
touching always the same three precise points on the walls to get in and to get out.
Magic happens when people sit inside and switch off the torchlight after looking at
your paintings or whatever and start a conversation. And that is what is now placed
in a negative perspective.
T: Exactly!
H: At the same time I have a show going on (closed to the public at the moment)
with one painting installed on the floor - people should take off their shoes and
walk on it. I really like the quality that is offered to painting – the sense of touching
is added to the experience of painting. But now that is also, in a negative plain
now. I think there’s a danger, that comes with this dissolution of the communal and
spaces where we become a mass. I think there’s a real danger… I’m not doing
a conspiracy theory here, but why calling it “social distancing” and not “physical
distancing”? It seems a dangerous choice of words. For me it’s very weird - it’s the
first time for sure, that we are asked to do the same things on a global scale, we
are all made to rehearse the same choreography. And that choreography is a series of impositions that says: ‘You can’t do this. You can’t do that. And you can’t do
that’. I miss a different sort of knowledge that would empower us to make our own
choices, about what we are going to do from now on, what are we going to buy,
how we want establish relations, in what are we going to vote, etc.

Visitors at Mauve, Vienna, AT

During this period, I had to decide what to do for an exhibition that opens this November. I’ve forced myself to take a position that I’m not really sure if it will be seen
as right or wrong when it opens. But that’s also part of the game…
T: What is that position?
H: I’m claiming that haptic quality to painting that I’ve explained above. I will be
placing people walk over another work of mine (I don’t know if it will be possible to
open the show for 20 people, 50 or 100 people). For now, the exhibition is composed of several layers of things on the floor. One can walk over a painting that
covers the entirety of the exhibition floor where other objects are place upon, that

E.T., 1982 , by Steven Spielberg

seduce, call or carry the sensation of touching.
I’m trying to go towards that direction that I think, it’s important.
T: Absolutely.
H: But it’s so little time to think and not just react on the pandemic... it might be a
mistake.
T: But, I mean, we always have to think about the future in some capacity…? Suddenly (in Austria) you start hearing so many scientists in the media. I like to listen
to them because they are constantly correcting themselves, you know? There are
fewer fixed opinions, or fixed statements, or fixed slogans. It’s more fluid than it
normally is, as information is looked at and then assessed and processed, assessing the situation day by day and then maybe totally changing opinion to what you
said two days ago. And I think that’s a lot more honest than usual, in some cases
even admitting something was wrong. And I think that’s great, I think this is something that we as a culture could learn from, instead of being so rigid in our thinking
and our opinions.
H: I just want to keep what is presented in law films as ‘reasonable doubt’. I mean,
so much for saying that we cannot stop, that we have to produce and consume
or else people die, and then when god capitalism is in danger it’s possible to stop
everything. It’s weird that the population is not responsible for anything – capitalism works a lot in ways that you are acted upon rather than acting, but when it
comes to ecology for example, it’s our fault and we could act differently. We, subject to so much stimulation through advertising, with our centre permanently outside of ourselves, with the imposed desire to be something else... we are made to
keep buying, keep feeling we’re not cool enough or beautiful enough, or whatever
enough, but save the planet as well, it’s your responsibility.
T: But also, the responsibility lies in buying the right products. The responsibility is
to buy right, to save the planet, basically.

H: Yeah. A few years ago there was this crazy promotion in a gas station ‘sold’ as
eco-measure: ‘Fill your deposit of gasoline and you would get two tickets to go on
the train on the weekend’.
(Laughs)
T: Wow!
H: I think there’s a reflection to be made on the need of a Welfare State. I think,
“state” is an endangered thing in relation to capitalist powers, or groups, or whatever. But this crisis shows that the state, could win a lot with the situation, and neoliberals could lose big time. During the last elections in Portugal, a recently created
neoliberal party placed drawing representations of Margaret Thatcher quoting her,
on huge billboards.

Vista da exposição Luisa Gardini e Félix no Guimarães, Viena, AT

T: But that seems even more absurd now, a few months later. Because now, it
becomes so apparent that all the states that have some kind of functioning organization, and also some kind of functioning bureaucracy, deal with all of this so much
better than states that got rid of all that, following the neoliberal ideal of a slim
state.
H: I’m in a weird condition concerning this because I’m living in Austria and I’m
Portuguese. There’s a division now around the agreement over ‘’coronabonds’
between rich countries and southern countries who suffered from the previous recession in 2008-2012. I’m very much with the Italian prime minister when he says
it’s not about an economical treaty but making a shift that is truly meaningful in a
political sense. For me, it’s already weird because we have this privileged idea that
we are good in Europe and we close our frontiers to many other places where our
companies go and buy goods and produce in ways that are not possible due to our
prevailing social contracts.

I’ve learned here in Vienna the good socialist way of pushing people to the middle.
When I’ve arrived and I was in need of a studio I’ve spread the word and it travelled from friends to friends - it’s a circular movement and what do ends up arriving
to you in some other form. The same happened with a bike, a job until I reach the
point when I could start to be helpful to others as well. I’m not saying that Austria is
a perfect society but there’s this force that I think is based on a good social contract that generates a certain mentality, because there’s no interest in having really
miserable people in huge difficulties.
I think this pandemic reinforces this interdependence of everyone. How come a
country like the States didn’t have masks? Because, they’re all coming from China,
because it’s so cheap to produce it that they cannot produce them in the country.
So you have to go and do it somewhere else, maybe where people earn one or
two euros a day and eat shit.
It’s so complex but it shows that globalization forgot about a very simple thing that,
before the pandemic seemed impossible to place on a global scale: There must be
a social contract and if the market is global, we need a global social contract, so
we can all live, without the main social disturbances that exist – that’s the reason
of a social contract. It has nothing to do with equality or parity; it’s just a certain
degree of conviviality, but it would be a huge step concerning society, politics and
ecology.

Titania Seidl’s work in progress, 2020

T: But, I think I’m generally an optimist. I mean, the European Union reacted terribly at first, and all those discussions are still ongoing, but I still have a glimmer of
hope that this nationalism will be somehow overcome, because also, every country
in the European Union relies so much on the interconnections between the countries, right? So people have to think this through. There can’t be economic connections without solidarity at the same time.

God is good and the devil is not bad, 2015-2020 by Hugo Canoilas. CIAJG, Guimarães, PT

H - I saw a painting of yours on Instagram. Was it a start or it’s finished? It was a
landscape with some motives or gestures over it.
T: Ah, yes. This painting by itself is finished but, you know those grey reliefs of
faces that Lukas (Thaler) made, and we put a painting of mine on top? This is what
we’re doing with it. That’s why, the work itself is finished, but it will become another
work in combination with Lukas’ piece, this is why it’s somehow still in progress.
H: We’re all all thinking about the problem we are living, and it’s equally right if we
think with ideas or if we just grab a painting and keep working it out until it feels
right.
T: Yeah!
H: And maybe there’s something of the two that we can do, and we are allowed to
do as artists, that is our nature, because we also decide things while doing. There
are artists who decide everything a priori and they’re great artists, and there are
artists who have to process things. This painting of yours gives me the feeling that
you are trying something new gives me the feeling that you are trying something
new because I didn’t know this kind of painting in you.
T: Yes, definitely. It was the fastest painting I’ve made in years. It was the first
painting I did back in the studio after being at home for weeks and I just made it
in a couple of hours with no clear idea of what I was doing. I just did it as a way of
working through everything, I guess. So basically, it was exactly like you said.
H: I’ve decided to stay at home. I don’t go to the studio so Christoph (Meier) can
work there. It was our way of not being together during the restriction period. I also
need to stay at home because I also have Szófia here, and I have to do homeschooling and all these kinds of things.

Ursula K. le Guin @ https://vimeo.com/97364872

T: How is she doing with the school being closed, and isolation?
H: Szófia will be 13 soon. In the first weeks she was talking with me about the
pandemic with this sense that the future is a really awful place to go. And that’s
an idea we didn’t have when we were children. The other day, I read Chus Martinez stating that maybe artists should come to schools and give workshops when
school restarts. Maybe not every artist is fit for this but it’s a fact that some of us
have something incredible to offer.
Also, not every artist can sell or live from selling artworks. Maybe the state could
understand that a lot of artists could be useful and get a better life by offering their
added value to a national and regional cultural plan. Substituting those responsible
for culture in town halls that really don’t understand what is going on, by one or a
group of people – artists included, that could have a different kind of energy and
trying to do something. This is not about education or recreation but a transformation of the cultural offer and an update to what art has achieved - the inscription of
those achievements and possibilities in the real.
There’s a lot of money if we think of the little budget each town hall has that is
spent in a counter productive way.
I don’t know where I read it but there’s this mirror quality in our brain that sometimes provides us the same pleasure looking at art as if we were the ones doing
it. I go back to Stalker: art is altruist. I like Donna Haraway’s idea of sympoiesis,
of working together. We can do things together even if you are in your studio and
I’m in mine. We can embrace and find common forces or exchange in a free way
- not being afraid of sharing, taking something from each other. It’s obvious we
need these collaborations to find new ways. We are doing it all the time, but we
are afraid to say it loud because individualism prevails in art. We are not afraid of
taking advantage of a book or text, to helps us organizing our thoughts but when
it comes to art we find it wrong, although we are doing it all the time by running to
the studio after seeing something we aim to embody.
I would love to have more this kind of community feeling. I think art doesn’t have
enough attention generally speaking. One can say that it has, but from media
attention to estate budget for culture it’s easily understood that in terms of quantity
and quality we have little importance.
Division and prejudice between the general public contemporary art its among all
of us and not only in museums that with their best intention place a wall text that
teaches the public how to read the work (being acted upon instead of acting). I
would rather have more artists thinking about gaining territory, you know? Gaining
space in the media, in society… that’s why I like all these things like art and science because they think artists, due to their speculative thinking, might offer something. There are so many possibilities for artists to gain space beyond art galleries
and institutions. This bubble of the arts is a monoculture in form that contemporary

art is praising. And it’s praised by some people that are profiting from it and at the
same, praised by a huge amount of people that are outside of this bubble and would
love to be part of it. They cannot be part but they still praise the bubble instead of inventing new ones.
I think something is wrong when you reach the end of the year and you feel that, you
had two meetings with two curators who came and sit in the studio and talk. Or, that
you didn’t speak with one single art critic. There’s something not functioning well in this
area.
Can you imagine a sociologist working in sociology without having field experience?
Or, an anthropologist, studying a group of people from articles and videos online? This
is more or less happening in art. And the so-called specialists feel entitled because
there’s a hierarchy where they can choose, and they can write, without talking to people first hand.
Without being generous enough (or intellectually honest) to say, what they see and
how can they inscribe it in the real. They stand still, stunned by an often, inadequate
set of masturbatory jargon. And make a silent choice, and write about rated artists and
rated galleries which are more or less the same thing, and the image of what this monoculture should be, when art can be so much more.
Art is shifting and those ‘specialists’ don’t even care if people are touching images with
their hands in their phones every day. They don’t understand that feminism is not just
about the number of women in shows and in galleries artist’s lists, like ecology is not
painting trees and saying that you love nature. There are real implications in the process of making and receiving art. And if we’re not thinking about these transformations,
that I think are radical in relation to what was the art of the 00s, 90s, 80s, if we don’t
think about this together, what are we producing? It’s time for us to act differently.

T: Yeah. But for me, that’s the main problem right now. How do we even start again
to think together? Because all these informal places of exchange, like small art
spaces, or even institutional exhibition openings, you know, where a lot of people
come together who have invested in these questions - there’s always this feeling
that the conversations there are totally meaningless, superficial and small talk, but

Donna Haraway @ https://vimeo.com/97663518

I don’t think that’s really true. I think even on a small scale, these places are for the
exchange of ideas with people that aren’t necessarily part of - even if you share
this art bubble, but it’s not this immediate bubble, it’s a broader thing, it’s a broader
community, it’s a broader exchange of ideas with people you don’t necessarily like
or agree with. And now, that’s the feeling that I have for myself, that discussions
are on a much smaller, Biedermeier salon level. And I don’t mean what’s being
written about or what we read about but really, who we talk to and what we talk
about. Because of course, now that we’re in isolation, the people that we talk to
are the people that we’re closest to anyway. So we miss out on this going outside
of our innermost circle and hearing something else or considering different ideas,
and this is something that I really miss. So how do we establish a way of sharing
and thinking together without physically sharing the same space?
H: Yeah. I mean, we got to know each other on a very special occasion. It was in
this event with The Order of the Tird Bird 3, organized by Pieternel Vermoortel. That
was an experience that could transform the way everyone looks at things without
preconceptions - I think the preconceived ideas of what art should be or shouldn’t
be - from people from the art scene and general public is a huge problem. Contemporary Art is not something fixed but something that happens. Art demands this
movement from us towards the future so it can happen.

3 http://www.estarser.net/

