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Director’s Foreword

From the promise of the illuminated marquee and the anticipation that greets us as 
we enter the theater to the expansiveness and details of the architectural space, the 
humming din of fellow theatergoers, and the stage inert but ready, the theater as an 
entity plays an active role in the experience of performance. Without this intentionally 
devised space—created to highlight the goings-on that occur on stage once the curtain 
is raised—the show would not have the same impact. Theatrical spaces such as the 
amphitheaters of ancient Greece and Rome, the multilevel kabuki courtyard theaters 
of Japan, and the elaborately ornamented Baroque and Rococo court theaters and 
opera houses of Europe, for example, were engineered to support and enhance the 
performances that took place there. From its beginning, the theater itself has both 
motivated and mirrored broader cultural developments. In this way, it is akin to the 
museum—a space within which artistic explorations are revealed. Both play a role in 
curating the experience of the audience and provide a context for the art shown there. 

The exhibition Theaters of Fiction examines the ways we are influenced by the 
seemingly inert elements of the theater and highlights the often unseen apparatuses 
that mold our perceptions. Through this sampling of works by seven international 
contemporary artists who consider the theater as a vessel for a range of activities, 
emotions, and conditions, this exhibition brings to the fore an array of perspectives  
and presents a new way of looking at the space of the theater as an active participant  
in performance. 

Theaters of Fiction also presents the opportunity for the unexpected: The third iteration 
of WellinWorks, a nontraditional interactive educational space within the museum, is 
constructed as a pop-up theater for both planned and improvisational activities during 
the course of the exhibition. Responding to the concept that inspired the show, the 
space will be used for classes, readings, screenings, performances, and other student 
and community activities. We look forward to seeing the ways in which it sparks 
innovation and creativity both at Hamilton and within our broader community.

Tracy L. Adler
Johnson-Pote Director, Ruth and Elmer Wellin Museum of Art at Hamilton College
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Courtesy of the artist and Marian Goodman Gallery, New York



Theaters of Fiction presents work created over the last two decades by seven interna-
tional artists who look to the physical space of the theater and its accoutrements to 
explore themes of illusion, escapism, and artificiality. Although these artists work in 
a variety of mediums and have divergent practices, their references to the theater 
in the works on view share a common link: All seek to explore the enchantment 
and fallacy of fantasy—not within the performance itself but rather in the space in 
which it unfolds. Whereas some of the works feature Baroque opera houses, others 
seek out more democratic sites of entertainment, such as cinemas. Foregrounding 
the absences present in spaces where fictions are staged—and, often, the complex 
dichotomy between artificiality and authenticity—the artists reveal the constructs 
and hierarchies of culture and the fabrications with which we entertain ourselves. 

Visual artists have long looked to the realm of theater for inspiration. They have 
included, in the eighteenth century, French artists such as Jacques-Louis David, 
whose grand history paintings specifically referenced stage sets and the emphatic 
gestures of the day’s actors, as well as the British artist William Hogarth, whose 
genre scenes of plays such as The Beggar’s Opera and of the famed actor David 
Garrick brought the artist commercial success. The plays of William Shakespeare 
influenced many artists across time, including French painters Eugène Delacroix 
and Gustave Moreau, British artist Dante Gabriel Rossetti, and the American Edwin 
Austin Abbey, all active in the nineteenth century, who depicted scenes from such 
tragedies as Hamlet, Othello, and King Lear. The theater was also a source of inspi-
ration for Impressionist painters Edgar Degas, Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec, Édouard 
Manet, and Mary Cassatt, who focused on the performers and audience at the 
ballet, the cabaret, and the opera, respectively. 

“One enters a dark space and an image appears.” 1 
   —Rhona Bitner

Opposite: Jacques-
Louis David (French, 
1748–1825), Oath of the 
Horatii (detail), 1786, oil 
on canvas, 51 ¼ × 65 5/8 
in. (130.2 × 166.2 cm), 
Toledo Museum of Art 
(Toledo, Ohio), Purchased 
with funds from the 
Libbey Endowment, Gift 
of Edward Drummond 
Libbey, 1950.308.

1. Rhona Bitner, quoted 
in Régis Durand, “Rhona 
Bitner: In the Night of 
the Image,” http://www.
blondeau.ch/assets2/11_
bitner/2006-09-14/Rhona.
pdf, accessed November 
16, 2018.
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At the end of the nineteenth century, a group of artists including Édouard 
Vuillard, Maurice Denis, Félix Vallotton, and playwright Alfred Jarry engaged in the 
illustration of theatrical programs for the Théâtre de l’Oeuvre in Paris. John Singer 
Sargent’s dramatic portrait painting of actress Dame Ellen Terry as Lady Macbeth 
was the sensation of the 1889 season, while cabinet cards, which depicted photo-
graphic portraits of actors and actresses, were popularized throughout Europe and 
America. Among others, Russian avant-garde artists of the early twentieth cen-
tury created innovative stage sets and costumes for radical programs, as did their 
compatriot Marc Chagall in New York beginning in the 1940s, in whose footsteps a 
number of international artists followed. With Allan Kaprow’s Happenings and the 
Fluxus festivals of the late 1950s and 1960s, the mode of the theater was adopted 
and adapted into what would become known as performance art. Today, artists 
such as South African multimedia artist William Kentridge and American artist 
Laurie Anderson have practices that are closely allied with and find their roots in 
the opera and the theater. 

The works presented in Theaters of Fiction, however, do not reference, recreate, 
or replicate theatrical or operatic performance in a literal manner, nor do they por-
tray its performers. Instead, they turn our gaze to the theater itself—to the architec-
tural space and its physical trappings—as a means of highlighting the presence of 
artifice. Far from being a mere shell that hosts the action, theater architecture often 
has a significant impact on the development of performance itself: As scholar Juliet 
Rufford has noted, for example, the arrangement of the stage in Japanese kabuki 
theaters, connected to the rear of the auditorium by a platform that interrupts the 
space of the audience, puts emphasis on the entrances and exits of actors, thus cre-
ating a liminal space between fantasy and reality.2 By contrast, in Western theaters 
this transition typically takes place offstage, within a theater’s wings and outside 
the view of the spectator, lending the performance a greater sense of authenticity. 
In these ways, a theater’s architecture literally shapes the performance and the 
traditions inherent in the performative canon.

The Western theatrical space has developed over millennia in response to 
specific social, political, and cultural changes. The earliest theaters were created 
by the ancient Greeks in the mid-fourth century B.C.E., carved out of hillsides in 
locations of religious significance. In Athens, “drama was intended to instruct 
the spectator by recalling the customs, values, and laws of the city.”3 Theater, 
therefore, was an instrument of the state, used to guide its citizens into their 
expected role. Later, in the Roman Empire, Emperor Augustus’s program of  
so-called bread and circuses would utilize theatrical and sporting events to  
placate the citizens of Rome.

2. Juliet Rufford, 
Theatre & Architecture 
(Basingstoke, England: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 
2015), 2–3.

3. M. C. Boyer, The City 
of Collective Memory: 
Its Historical Imagery 
and Architectural 
Entertainments (London 
and Cambridge, MA: The 
MIT Press, 2006), 74.
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The introduction of single-point perspective during the Renaissance, first 
by architect Filippo Brunelleschi, whose theories were based on those of ancient 
Roman engineer and architect Vitruvius and were expanded by Leon Battista  
Alberti at the end of the fifteenth century, had great consequence for theater  
design. Single-point perspective privileged a singular viewpoint, not analogous  
to human sight, which is a binocular system. This artificial mode of viewing sug-
gested, therefore, “a harmonious relation between mathematical optics and visual 
representation as a manifestation of God’s will.”4 A preternatural singular vision 
transcended the physicality of the human body and seemed to imitate the divine. 
Beyond the religious overtones, the phenomenon, linked as it was with mathe-
matics, came to be considered a scientific—and thus neutral and objective— 
way in which to organize the chaotic world. 

This mode was adapted in theaters, which utilized painted flats to create 
the illusion of perspectival distance on stage. Because such stage sets required a 
central point from which their effect was optimal, theaters began to be designed so 
that the layout of the entire space, along with the stage scenery, revolved around 
the privileged position of the monarch or ruler, who in turn was seen as bringing 
order to the world and whose position was equated with the vision of God, the per-
ceived source of his or her power. Analogously, those seats closest to the ruler were 
preferred not only for their proximity but also for their favorable views of the stage. 
Thus, the physical arrangement of the theater reflected social hierarchy. 

This arrangement would last until the eighteenth century, following the 
French Revolution, when the French bourgeoisie imposed a more democratic social 
order through armed resistance and when the monarchy’s recognition of only three 
official Parisian theaters was abolished, allowing more theaters aimed at the gen-
eral public to open. Slightly earlier, in his Discours sur la poésie dramatique (1758), 
Denis Diderot introduced the concept of the “fourth wall,” wherein actors per-
formed as if unaware of the audience’s presence rather than facing and directing 
their actions to the crowd. This development had the effect of separating the space 
of the spectator from that of the performance. Around the same time, interest grew 
in creating historically accurate stage scenes; both aspects lent a sense of authen-
ticity to the performance that had not previously existed.

Another important advance that led to changes to the physical space of the 
theater and concurrent changes in performance and audience behavior was the 
replacement of oil lamps and candles with modern lighting. Technological develop-
ments in illumination were introduced through gas lighting in the early nineteenth 
century and incandescent bulbs toward the end of the century, making it possible 
to better illuminate the stage. Upon the start of a production, the lights in the  

4. Dominic Johnson, 
Theatre & the Visual 
(Basingstoke, England: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 
2012), 26.
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in perception of everyday phenomena.”5 Her installations are often minimal and 
straightforward in concept but complex in implications, and are typically accompa-
nied by titles that pun or extend our understanding. 

Double Act (2006) is a case in point. At first glance, the piece appears to consist of 
a theater lamp illuminating a red velvet curtain hung above a stage at the far end  
of a dark room. Upon closer examination, however, the illusion quickly becomes 
apparent: The curtain is not an actual curtain at all but rather a projection of an 
image of a curtain (via a theatrical gobo) against a blank wall. Whereas most stage-
craft remains hidden in the theater, here Floyer calls attention to the apparatus by 
which the illusion is created—the theater lamp, typically a means to an end illumi-
nating the set and actors, becomes a subject of the piece, calling attention to the 
fallacy of sight by both illuminating and simultaneously obfuscating.

Floyer’s works address the performative and spectacle in many ways. It has 
been noted that a number of her pieces begin with a dramatic act, “an action 
carried out in the public eye that the public anxiously anticipates as a theatrical 
event.”6 In Double Act, the viewer initially expects the curtains to part—an expec-
tation that the artist subverts; the realization that the only action that will occur 
is their discovery of the illusion follows. The artwork has been referred to as a 
“binary visual gesture” and a “play in two parts”7; however, as Nikola Dietrich has 
noted, the “double act” of its title can also be seen in the work’s representation of a 
stage—the illusionistic stage created by the light projection, as well as the space of 
the museum as a stage—for viewers find that they themselves have performed the 
action required of the artwork.8

The installation relies on the viewer’s understanding of the coded accoutre-
ments of the theater: That a curtain and a spotlight are indicators of action about 
to occur. Ultimately, however, the fictive narrative that is the subject of the artwork 
does not occur within the installation itself, but instead in the viewer’s mind. Many 
of Floyer’s works address public performance and anxiety around performing, such 
as ’Til I Get It Right (2012), an installation featuring a sampling of Tammy Wynette 
singing the lines “I’ll just keep on” and “’til I get it right” on endless repeat, and her 
Nail Biting Performance of 2001, in which the artist stood at the conductor’s podium 
at the Birmingham Symphony Hall and chewed her fingernails. Floyer’s works have 
thus been read as a statement regarding public expectation and the anxiety faced 
not just by performers but also by others in the public eye, including artists. 

Candida Höfer (German, born 1944) creates large-format photographs of what 
one critic has called “public space[s] of collective distribution of culture,” such 
as theaters, libraries, and museums.9 The artist notes that such spaces are highly 
controlled places of appearance maintained over time and she is interested in the 

5. Esther Schipper Gallery, 
“Ceal Floyer: Show,” 
exhibition description 
(2009), 14, http://www.
esmedialibrary.com/sites/
default/files/cf/2009_KW_
BERLIN/2009_Ceal%20
Floyer_KW_EN%40.pdf, 
accessed November 16, 
2018.

6. Jan Verwoert, “Object 
Reference: On the Works 
of Ceal Floyer,” in Nikola 
Dietrich, ed., Above the 
Fold, exh. cat. (Ostfildern, 
Germany: Hatje Cantz 
Verlag, 2008), 61.

7. Esther Schipper Gallery, 
“Ceal Floyer: Show,” 8. 

8. Nikola Dietrich, “The 
Fourth Wall,” in Nikola 
Dietrich, ed., Above the 
Fold, exh. cat. (Ostfildern, 
Germany: Hatje Cantz 
Verlag, 2008), 151.

9. Jose Saramago, quoted 
in Ludovico Pratesi, 
“Genius Loci: Reflections 
on the Work of Candida 
Höfer,” in Candida 
Höfer, Ludovico Pratesi, 
and Filippo Maggia, 
Candida Höfer: Bologna 
Series (Torino, Italy: 
Hopefulmonster,  
2007), 59.

auditorium could now be dimmed, indicating to the audience that they were  
to remain silent and focus on the stage. This altered behavior in theater-going  
audiences, who had previously treated the theater as a location for socializing and 
conducting business and the auditorium as an extension of the stage. Whereas 
theater auditoriums throughout the Baroque and Enlightenment eras had been 
designed in a bell or horseshoe shape flanked by private boxes, such that many 
viewers faced one another rather than the stage, theater architects of the late nine-
teenth century and beyond usually adopted a more democratic, fan-shaped raked 
seating arrangement without boxes that prioritized sightlines to the stage. In addi-
tion, with more possibility for spotlighting, the spectators’ gaze could be directed 
to certain areas of the stage, further controlling the viewing experience. Far from 
being merely passive, space thus took on an integral, even performative, role in 
shaping perception, reception, and behavior.

 Some of the artwork included in Theaters of Fiction, like Candida Höfer’s 
photograph Teatro Comunale di Bologna I (2006), alludes to the theater’s historical 
associations with power, privilege, and wealth. The opulent décor of historic the-
aters and opera houses underscored their accessibility only to the upper echelons 
of society and presented a social space in which affluent individuals could flaunt 
their class and couture. The theaters themselves were often funded by monarchs 
and their productions commissioned by powerful families. Other artists repre-
sented, including Lisa Kereszi and Carrie Mae Weems, have sought out sites of 
more democratic and popular entertainment to explore themes of escapism, con-
sumerism, racism, and the male gaze. Still others, such as Ceal Floyer and Rhona 
Bitner, explore collective anticipation. The fallacy of sight itself is referenced by 
Hiroshi Sugimoto and Floyer, while Guillermo Kuitca probes the divide between 
public and private. Rather than depicting empty, inert spaces, these artists utilize 
absence in a way that calls attention to the fact that the spaces in which fantasy is 
presented are never neutral or objective. Attention is redirected from the fiction 
onstage to the structures—political, sociological, and economic—that shape, or 
perhaps produce, our experiences of entertainment. The physical architecture 
references the scaffolding of history, tradition, social order, and other invisible or 
concealed aspects that nonetheless impact even those aspects of life associated 
with what is considered amusement.

The practice of artist Ceal Floyer (British, born 1968) engages with the history 
of conceptual artwork with a certain degree of humor. Floyer works in a variety of 
mediums, including audio, video, and light, often within the format of installation, 
in which she places everyday objects (which could be called readymades in the 
Duchampian tradition) in spatial relationship with one another to “provoke a shift 
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Throughout his career, Kuitca’s work has addressed the subject of space, 
especially as related to concepts of home and homeland, depicting beds, maps, 
and apartment plans. Rather than reproducing actual places, he references them 
through “formalized representations of space” such as diagrams, seating charts, 
maps, and architectural plans, which the artist considers to exist somewhere 
between abstraction and representation.16 His works explore representations of 
proximity and distance and investigate the public-private dichotomy.  
 Upon encountering a seating chart of London’s Covent Garden, Kuitca had 
an epiphany, for the diagram shifted the dynamic of the theater, focusing the specta-
tor’s gaze not on the stage but rather toward the audience: a position rarely available 
to theatergoers, those for whom the seating chart is intended. “I found it very inter-
esting,” he explained, “that the seating plan of the theater was taken from the point 
of view of the actor. In a way it’s paradoxical because you buy a ticket from looking 
at a plan that instead of showing what you are going to see shows how you’re going 
to be seen.”17 For Kuitca, this scopic about-face initiated the creation of images of 
auditoriums and seating charts in various mediums that began in the mid-1990s 
and continues today. If these compositions take on the perspective of the actor,  
one could project, then the artist comes to assume the role of actor, creating a 
fiction to be viewed. 

The seating plan proper presents a sterile, still, highly structured view of a 
dehumanized public—the “house,” as it is often referred to by actors. Kuitca offers 
an interpretation that seems more indicative of an actual living audience in its 
disturbances, disruption, fragmentation, and sense of vibrating movement. In his 
collages, bits of paper are cut, torn, and clumsily pasted, leaving behind remnants 
of pooling glue—“like something swimming in oil,” as the artist stated.18 Thus, he 
“undercuts the functionalism implied in [the] architectural subject matter by imag-
inative transformations of the material presented.”19 Through the materiality of 
his art, Kuitca brings attention to the power of the crowd in the face of controlling 
devices dictated by the space of the theater.

Although some critics have read Kuitca’s work as political, writing, for ex-
ample, “the very dissolution of space and time so characteristic of his work is 
grounded in the Argentinean experiences of immigration, political exile, and 
disappearance” (in reference to the terrorism perpetrated by the country’s military 
dictatorship between 1976 and 1983), the artist is reticent to acknowledge that 
his works are directly related to the period of political turmoil in which he grew 
up, though he concedes that this very reticence might be a symptom of politics.20 
When asked if his work had anything to do with the politics of Argentina and Latin 
America, he responded ambivalently, “I don’t pretend to cause a particular reaction 

tensions created by such “intentions of appearance,” which she finds to be “always 
there, even if contained in orderly beauty.”10 In this orderly beauty—established by 
the repetition of the Baroque theater luxury boxes that Höfer photographs—we can 
see the organization and articulation of power.

Höfer also notes that all operas and theaters serve the same function and, 
therefore, are designed in similar manners architecturally—at times, they are even 
literal copies of one another.11 She responds to these similarities by taking the 
same series of shots in each space she photographs: from the stage to the audi-
torium, from the auditorium to the stage, and from one of the boxes across the 
theater. It is the “differences within the basic similarities” that interest her, as well 
as the “sameness in these differences”; in the end, she seeks out the “individuality 
of spaces,” ultimately creating a portrait (the artist is adamant that she is not an 
architectural photographer).12 She often locates this individuality in the lighting of 
the space, so carefully recorded in her photographs. 

Because she utilizes the theater’s available lighting, Höfer’s photographs  
require long exposures, which lend the images an uncanny, luminous quality. She 
typically shoots these images in the interstices between performances, rehearsals, 
and opening hours, when the buildings are not formally activated and she has access 
to the empty space for the duration of the exposure. At their large scale, her images 
replicate the awe—and perhaps alienation—produced by the spaces themselves. 

Höfer rarely includes people in these photographs. “Spaces without people,” 
she has stated, “are not . . . dehumanized or cold. If spaces made for people are 
without people, the ‘for’ becomes even more visible. But, true enough, this ‘for’ 
may indeed sometimes be very cold.”13 By imaging the theater in a moment when 
it is not activated, Höfer is able to capture the meticulous order of the spaces and 
their lush beauty. In her photographs, the socially defined and culturally created 
structure behind the physical one is made visible.

“At some moment,” artist Guillermo Kuitca (Argentinian, born 1961) stated,  
“I undoubtedly took in the idea of theater itself as a backstage,”14 indicating that 
the essence of the theater hinges on what is concealed. Early in his career, Kuitca 
was profoundly influenced by Pina Bausch, a radical choreographer of modern 
dance known for her improvisational steps and unconventional stage design, 
whose dance troupe he saw perform in Buenos Aires in 1979 and whom he met in  
Wuppertal in 1981. Soon after the encounter, Kuitca designed and directed several 
experimental theater productions, but he ultimately chose to pursue painting and 
the visual arts. “Somehow the paintings swallowed my theatrical intentions,” the 
artist stated, explaining that after quitting the theater, his paintings of the early 1980s 
became very theatrical, often depicting a stage or seeming to represent a stage set.15 

10. Conversations with 
Photographers: Candida 
Höfer Speaks with 
Giovanni de Riva (Madrid: 
Fundación Telefónica and 
La Fábrica, 2007), 24.

11. Ibid., 16–17.

12. Ibid., 17–18.

13. Ibid., 34.

14. Graciela Speranza, 
“Conversations with 
Guillermo Kuitca,” in 
Douglas Dreishpoon, 
Guillermo Kuitca: 
Everything, Painting 
and Works on Paper, 
1980–2008, exh. cat.  
(New York: Scala), 90.

15. Kathryn Hixson, “No 
Home at All: An Interview 
with Guillermo Kuitca,” 
New Art Examiner 27, 
no. 5 (2000): 42–44, 
accessed via EBSCOhost 
Art & Architecture Source, 
August 27, 2018.

16. Andreas Huyssen, 
“Guillermo Kuitca: 
Painter of Space,” in 
Douglas Dreishpoon, 
Guillermo Kuitca: 
Everything, Painting 
and Works on Paper, 
1980–2008, exh. cat.  
(New York: Scala,  
2009), 24.

17. Hixson, “No Home 
at All.”

18. Speranza, 
“Conversations,” 90.

19. Huyssen, “Guillermo 
Kuitca,” 28.

20. Ibid., 26.
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sense of a site.25 Indeed, her photographs at times seem to distort or confuse the 
spaces they depict through askew framing devices, doubling that occurs in re-
flections, patterns, and shadows cast by harsh lighting, or disconcerting vantage 
points that place the viewer in a voyeuristic role, imitating the gaze of the would-be 
audience. In Exit sign, State Palace Theater, New Orleans (2001), the space itself 
appears to have been physically manipulated—an older theater reused and altered 
through the insertion of a wall, evident in the truncation of formerly ornate ceiling 
moulding, now repainted and peeling.

Within these spaces of democratic entertainment, Kereszi searches for human 
relics: “I go into a space that has been inhabited and look for the trails and traces 
people leave behind.”26 It is these vestiges of human activity and pleasure that  
remain even after the physical spaces are long abandoned. In focusing on the rem-
nants of enjoyment, Kereszi’s photographs often address a perceived intimacy that 
is ultimately artificial—sold to and replicated for each visitor—revealing what one 
critic has called “the intersection of private self and public illusion.”27 Although the 
personal desires that motivate each individual to pursue a public fantasy may be 
private, they are nonetheless enacted within a shared space. 

Rhona Bitner (American, born 1960) has pursued an interest in spectacle 
through a number of photographic series. Highly focused and created over the 
course of years, these extensive series serve as archives, in the artist’s estimation, of 
different aspects of performance. Her first series in this vein, “Circus” (1994–2001), 
and “Clown” (2001) both emphasized the actor or performer. Presented in Theaters 
of Fiction are photographs from her series “Stage” (2004–2008). For this series, Bitner 
photographed a number of historic theaters and opera houses, primarily in Paris 
and New York City. Emphasizing the material aspects of the theater, such as curtains, 
chandeliers, and stage lighting, these images explore the less tangible aspects of 
performance generated not by actors, as in her previous series, but rather by location.

The photographs reference a fleeting moment of excitement, anxiety, and 
expectation on the part of both the audience and the actor as the house lights 
dim and the curtain begins to rise. Bitner describes this moment, difficult to 
recreate, as “simultaneously personal and subjective, yet universal.”28 Similarly, 
the subject of each photograph is not explicitly identified by a title, but coded 
with the initials of the unnamed theater, suggesting both a potential specificity 
and a greater commonality; the viewer wonders if these spaces are unique or, in 
their historically prescribed form and symbolic accoutrements, symbols of what 
constitutes “the theater.” The elimination of human presence suggests that the 
space itself performs upon the actor and audience in much the same way they 
might activate one another.

25. “The World’s a 
Stage,” in Lisa Kereszi: 
Photographs (Brooklyn, 
NY: Pierogi Press, 2003), 
accessed on artist’s 
website, http://lisakereszi.
com/publications/lisa-
kereszi-photographs, 
October 31, 2018.

26. Susan Freedman 
and Tom Eccles, “The 
Photographs of Lisa 
Kereszi and Andrew 
Moore,” in Governors 
Island: Photographs 
by Lisa Kereszi and 
Andrew Moore (New 
York: Governors Island 
Preservation and 
Education Corp. & Public 
Art Fund, 2004), n.p. 

27. Tom Breidenbach, 
“Lisa Kereszi: Yancey 
Richardson Gallery,” 
Artforum International 
(April 2005), 192, accessed 
via Academic OneFile, 
August 23 2018.

28. Barry Schwabsky, 
“Rhona Bitner: Theater 
Magic,” Art Press 
(December 2004), 44.

[in the viewer] and I don’t directly respond to any particular situation. . . . So my 
work is political in that it refuses a response. . . . I don’t think my art communicates 
anything about specific political situations. But, in the general scope of things, my 
work can only be produced in specific situations, like any work.”21 In any case, there 
does seem to exist in the work a comment on power relationships, if not between 
the crowd and the state, then in the context of the reception of the artwork itself. 
Indeed, Kuitca has stated that the relationship between the viewer and the work  
“is a panoptical vision or view where only one person is seen—the famous prison- 
guard situation—and he is the only one who can see everyone else. It is also the 
same in a peepshow.”22  
 In multiple series since the late 1990s, including “Fantasies,” “Fun and 
Games,” “The Party’s Over,” and “Haunted,” Lisa Kereszi (American, born 1973) has 
recorded not the bourgeois theater or opera house but instead more egalitarian 
spaces of entertainment, where viewers go to enact fantasies or escape from daily life, 
including strip clubs, haunted houses, amusement parks, and movie theaters. Her 
interest is not necessarily in celebrating these locations but rather in stripping away 
the “thinly veiled facade” to reveal the banal—even gritty—nature of such spaces.23

Kereszi typically shoots her subjects in daylight or under fluorescent lights 
rather than under the ambient theatrical lighting with which nighttime denizens 
are more familiar. This illuminates the lurid and clashing colors of carpets, walls, 
and upholstery, revealing a heightened and often surreal or uncanny reality. Her 
images expose “the low-cost materials and crude construction of these environ-
ments,” not with the goal of criticizing the nature of entertainment but rather as 
a means of “forcing us to consider how little is required to create a fantasy world 
that people will believe.”24 Speaking to the human desire to be willingly enchanted, 
Kereszi’s photographs underscore the collaborative transformation that occurs 
within the space during a performance, in part due to the presence and participa-
tion of an amenable audience. 

An allusion to the commercial transactions that underlie fantasy is also 
apparent in Kereszi’s work; Box office, Times Square (2000), for example, depicts 
the space in which fantasies are bought and sold. Consumerism is an overt com-
ponent of democratic sites like those that Kereszi features in her work, but it is 
also present in performance spaces seen as more erudite and “instructive,” which 
in recent years have been monetized in the interest of providing ever more savvy 
audiences with “cultural capital.”

Although influenced by a long tradition of documentary photography, 
Kereszi’s is not a documentary project per se. She is often attracted to “some 
off-kilter detail or moment” rather than being interested in conveying an overall 

21. Hixson, “No Home 
at All.”

22.  Ibid.

23. Yancey Richardson 
Gallery, “Biography,” 
http://www.
yanceyrichardson.
com/artists/lisa-
kereszi/featured-
workds?view=thumbnails, 
accessed October 31, 
2018.

24. Ibid.
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of history shaped by memory with seemingly accurate, historical footage from the 
civil rights era. The artist has stated that the piece “explores, in a straaange way, a 
history of segregation.”30 In her practice, which encompasses a variety of mediums 
including installation, video, photography, and performance, Weems considers 
power structures and questions of representation. She explores “how identity is 
constructed through concepts of race, gender, and class, while interrogating the 
processes by which we produce a sense of self in relation to both private memory 
and public history.”31 Lincoln, Lonnie, and Me calls attention to politics as spectacle, 
the unreliability of the media, and the rewriting of the past, with references to the 
male gaze and the exploitation of women also present.32 Critics have written that 
this work “underlines how projections, absences, and the shapes we give to them 
remain central to the rescripting of the historical past and to the workings of the 
modern imagination itself.”33

In 1976, Hiroshi Sugimoto (Japanese, born 1948) began his series of images 
of American cinemas, which address the relationship between time and space. The 
photographs are shot in an empty theater illuminated only by the light emitted by 
the projection of the film upon the screen, and their exposure time matches the 
running length of the film. In other words, the camera’s shutter remains open for 
the duration of the film, resulting in a blank, glowing white screen in the photo-
graph. The continuous motion of the film therefore produces the appearance of a 
stillness, an emptiness or absence at the center of the composition. 

In 2014, after a decade-long hiatus from the space of the theater, Sugimoto 
returned with a series of images shot in Italian opera houses over the course of two 
years. He was always interested in the fact that many American cinemas, especially 
of the 1920s and 1930s, mimicked the architecture of European theaters. The opera 
house series featured some of the prototypes that the cinema houses of his prior 
photographs had referenced. Thus, in essence, the sense of illusion present in the 
photographs is a mirror of the cinemas themselves, with their stages, prosceniums, 
and curtains, designed to recall a mythic, glamorous, and more historical arche-
type of the theater—an archetype, it should be noted, that favored live actors and 
performances rather than celluloid reproductions. Thus not only do the photo-
graphs allude to illusion via their references to the mediums of film and photog-
raphy, but the architectural space depicted in them is also a fabrication. 
 The opera house photographs are the first among Sugimoto’s cinema 
images to take a vertical format and the first in which the artist also looked toward 
the gallery, the space of the audience. Sugimoto, whose practice of late has moved 
into the fields of both architecture and the performing arts, chose the opera houses 
featured in the series for their architectural characteristics and their history.  

Bitner acknowledges that this series explores concepts of looking. To a viewer, 
the power of image creation—the artificiality of a presentation that nonetheless 
evokes a meaningful, emotional, even authentic response from the viewer—is refer-
enced through both her subject and the medium of photography itself. 

Carrie Mae Weems (American, born 1953) explores a number of complex 
issues, including race, segregation, and the exploitation of women, in her 2012 
installation Lincoln, Lonnie, and Me—A Story in 5 Parts. This piece comprises a 
stage set, demarcated by red velvet curtains and roped stanchions, that hosts a 
video-based projection created utilizing the nineteenth-century optical illusion 
referred to as “Pepper’s Ghost,” which was frequently used in the theater. This 
method first appeared onstage in 1862 and was popularized by John Henry Pepper; 
its hologram-like effect is traditionally created when a pane of glass oriented at 
a forty-five-degree angle to the viewer’s line of vision both reflects and transmits 
light, merging a visible space and a reflected form (typically a figure). 

In Weems’s piece, an eighteen-and-a-half-minute video projection is reflected 
onto a sheet of Mylar, giving the impression of a ghostly figure “performing” on 
the physical stage that occupies the space, and providing a mediated experience 
rather than a direct one. The video’s visual and aural components weave in and 
out, forming what the subtitle of the artwork refers to as a “Story in 5 Parts” and 
suggesting a play-like narrative. Over its duration, the viewer sees a tap dancer 
performing, fragments from Weems’s 2008 artwork Constructing History: A Requiem 
to Mark the Moment (which reenacts President John F. Kennedy’s assassination), 
archival footage of a 1960s busing protest, a boxer, the artist dressed as a Faustian 
character from one of her works from 2004, an artist and a nude female model, the 
artist dressed as a Playboy Bunny, a recreation of Marcel Duchamp’s artwork Étant 
donnés (1946–66), and female dancers, among other vignettes. These visuals are 
accompanied by clips from Blind Willie Johnson’s song “Dark Was the Night, Cold 
Was the Ground,” the artist reciting Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address, spoken 
commentary by Lonnie Graham (a photographer and social activist with whom 
Weems has collaborated in the past) on the futility of trying to effect social change, 
and Neil Diamond’s “Girl, You’ll Be a Woman Soon” as performed by Urge Overkill 
on the Pulp Fiction (1994) soundtrack.

As scholar Huey Copeland has noted, “the ghost effect relies upon the ability 
of glass to function transparently and reflectively at once.”29 In such a way, Weems’s 
piece speaks to the obfuscating effect that both fiction and history—if the two con-
cepts can be separated, given that history is a product of collective memory—can 
have. This is underscored by the intercutting of Weems’s own past work within the 
piece, including the series Constructing History, which confronted this very notion 

29. Huey Copeland, 
“Specters of History,” 
Artforum International 
(September 2014), 345.

30. Antwaun Sargent, 
“Carrie Mae Weems on 
a Career of Challenging 
Power and Black 
Representation in Art,” 
Artsy (October 31, 2016), 
https://www.artsy.net/
article/artsy-editorial-
carrie-mae-weems-on-
a-career-of-challenging-
power-and-black-
representation-in-art, 
accessed October 19, 
2018.

31. Matthew Biro, 
“Carrie Mae Weems,” The 
Brooklyn Rail (December 
6, 2016), https://
brooklynrail.org/2016/12/
artseen/carrie-mae-
weems, accessed October 
19, 2018.

32. The work was 
commissioned by the 
Mattress Factory in 
Pittsburgh as part of their 
2012 exhibition Feminist 
and . . . .

33. Copeland, “Specters of 
History,” 345.
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The two 2015 photographs included in Theaters of Fiction depict the Teatro  
Scientifico del Bibiena in Mantua, Italy, illuminated by and for the length of the 
film I Vitelloni (1953), Federico Fellini’s second attempt at solo directing and first 
film with international distribution.

The theater itself, by being illuminated by the entire extent of the film, is 
therefore lit in a highly artificial manner, melding its actual space with the fiction 
of the performance to which it plays host. The camera also, therefore, captures an 
image of the space unavailable to the human eye—in fact, it creates a fictive space 
rather than reflecting reality. “A sense of the fake,” the photographer has stated, “is 
very close to the vision that I want to express through photography”—referring not 
just to film, the subjects of his images, but also to the photographs themselves.34 
Sugimoto’s subject matter would not exist outside the technical medium of pho-
tography; as author Hans Belting has stated, “the medium stages the interior in a 
manner we cannot see without the photographs.”35

Philosopher Alain Badiou wrote, “Theater is an art and art will always be a site 
divided between subversion and institution, contemplative passivity and active rup-
ture, the state and the crowd, creation and the market.”36 As varied as the artworks 
in Theaters of Fiction are, they all use the theater as a metaphor that opens a dia-
logue around image creation, art production, and the artist’s role in the fabrication 
of fiction. Bitner’s quote, which leads this essay, demonstrates the parallel she sees 
between theater and the act of photographing. Upon its creation, photography was 
considered to be a tool of science and empiricism—accurate and objective—utilized 
to capture reality, though artists soon adapted the medium in the creation of fic-
tions and false, yet visually plausible, realities. Creative fabrication often, however, 
stems not just from the artist, but the viewer as well. Of the continued influence of 
the theater on his work, Kuitca stated, “There is also something of the order of fic-
tion that has nothing to do with the novel or the short story but with the convention 
by which we agree to take theatrical illusion as reality.”37 Spectators are implicated 
in their willing acceptance of the fictions that appear before their eyes. 

The artworks on view in Theaters of Fiction also exist within their own seem-
ingly neutral space of authority equally defined by a long history of social control 
and cultural conditioning: the white-cube gallery, referred to by Thomas McEvilley 
as “a transitional device that attempted to bleach out the past and at the same 
time control the future by appealing to supposedly transcendental modes of 
presence and power.”38 Although perhaps cognizant of the forces that condition 
the world, spectators have yet to renounce their complaisant participation in the 
creation of life’s fictions.

34. Quoted in Minoru 
Shimizu, “Fiction and 
Restoration of Eternity: 
Hiroshi Sugimoto’s 
Recent Photographs,” 
in Hiroshi Sugimoto: 
Nature of Light, exh. cat. 
(Sizuoka, Japan: IZU 
Photo Museum, Nohara, 
2010), 129.

35. Hans Belting, “The 
Theaters of Illusion,” in 
Theaters: Hiroshi Sugimoto 
(New York: Sonnabend 
Sundell Editions, 2000), 
n.p.

36. Alain Badiou and Elie 
During, “A Theatre of 
Operations: A Discussion 
between Alain Badiou and 
Elie During,” in Bernard 
Blistène et al., eds.,  
A Theatre Without 
Theatre, exh. cat. 
(Barcelona: Museo 
d’Art Contemporani de 
Barcelona, 2007), 22.

37. Speranza, 
“Conversations,” 91.

38. Thomas McEvilley, 
“Introduction,” in Brian 
O’Doherty, Inside the 
White Cube: The Ideology 
of the Gallery Space 
(Santa Monica and San 
Francisco: The Lapis 
Press, 1986), 11.

Opposite: Jacques-
Louis David (French, 
1748–1825), Oath of the 
Horatii (detail), 1786, oil 
on canvas, 51 ¼ × 65 5/8 
in. (130.2 × 166.2 cm), 
Toledo Museum of Art 
(Toledo, Ohio), Purchased 
with funds from the 
Libbey Endowment, Gift 
of Edward Drummond 
Libbey, 1950.308.
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RHONA BITNER  (American, born 1960)

Bitner has pursued an interest in spectacle through a number of photographic investigations. 
Highly focused, these extensive series serve as archives, in the artist’s opinion, of different 
aspects of performance. Her earlier “Circus” (1994–2001) and “Clown” (2001) emphasized the 
actors and performers. Presented here are a selection of works from her series “Stage” (2004–
2008) in which Bitner photographed a number of historic theaters and opera houses, primarily 
in Paris and New York City. 

These images emphasize the material aspects of the theater, such as curtains, chandeliers,  
and stage lighting. In so doing, they explore the less tangible aspects of performance 
generated not by actors, but rather by location. The photographs reference the moment of 
excitement, anxiety, and expectation on the part of both the audience and the actors as the 
house lights dim and the curtain begins to rise. The theater depicted in each photograph is not 
identified by a title but rather coded with its initials, suggesting both a potential specificity and 
a greater commonality. 

Opposite:

ATL2, from the series “Stage,” 2005
Color coupler print, mounted on aluminum,  
48 × 48 in. (121.9 × 121.9 cm)
Courtesy of the artist
 
CH1, from the series “Stage,” 2005
Color coupler print, mounted on aluminum,  
48 × 48 in. (121.9 × 121.9 cm)
Courtesy of the artist

Top row: 

FB2, from the series “Stage,” 2005
Color coupler print, mounted on aluminum,  
48 × 48 in. (121.9 × 121.9 cm)
Courtesy of the artist
 
ST2, from the series “Stage,” 2005
Color coupler print, mounted on aluminum,  
48 × 48 in. (121.9 × 121.9 cm)
Courtesy of the artist

Bottom row:

ST3, from the series “Stage,” 2005
Color coupler print, mounted on aluminum,  
48 × 48 in. (121.9 × 121.9 cm)
Courtesy of the artist
 
ST10, from the series “Stage,” 2005
Color coupler print, mounted on aluminum,  
48 × 48 in. (121.9 × 121.9 cm)
Courtesy of the artist
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CEAL FLOYER  (British, born 1968)

Floyer works in a variety of mediums, including audio, video, and light, usually within the 
format of installation. Engaging with the history of Conceptual art, Floyer’s installations are 
often minimal and straightforward in terms of the simplicity of the materials used but complex 
in their implications, and they are typically accompanied by titles that pun or extend our 
understanding of the works. 

Floyer’s installations address the performative and spectacle in a number of ways. Many 
explore public performance and the anxiety surrounding it, such as her well-known Nail Biting 
Performance (2001) in which the artist stood at the conductor’s podium at the Birmingham 
Symphony Hall and chewed her fingernails. Other works seem to begin with an action that the 
viewer or audience can interpret as a theatrical event. Double Act (2006) is one such example. 
An optical illusion that reveals itself slowly, the piece plays out in two parts: the first involving 
the viewer’s assumption about what is going to occur, and the second involving the viewer’s 
discovery—hence the “double act” referenced in the title. Whereas most stagecraft remains 
hidden in the theater, here Floyer calls attention to the means by which her illusion is created 
by laying bare the apparatus—in this case, the theater lamp.

Double Act, 2006
Light projection, photographic gobo, and theater lamp, dimensions variable
Courtesy of the artist; 303 Gallery, New York; Lisson Gallery, London / New York;  
and Esther Schipper, Berlin
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CANDIDA HÖFER  (German, born 1944)

Höfer creates large-format photographs of cultural institutions such as theaters, libraries, and 
museums. Visually, these are highly formulaic spaces—often designed in a similar manner 
architecturally—that, although open to the public, convey a sense of privilege and underscore 
authority. Höfer responds to innate similarities by taking the same series of shots in each 
theater she photographs: from the stage facing the auditorium, from the auditorium looking 
toward the stage, and from one of the box seats across the theater. It is the differences 
contained in these similar forms that interest her, as well as the “sameness in these differences.” 

Höfer’s images function as portraits of the spaces they depict. It is the lighting of the spaces 
that establishes their individuality. Because Höfer utilizes the theater’s available lighting, the 
photographs require long exposures, which lend the images an uncanny, luminous quality. The 
artist typically shoots these images at times between performances, rehearsals, and opening 
hours, when the buildings are not in use and she has access to the empty space for the 
duration of the exposure. By photographing the theater in a moment when it is not occupied, 
Höfer is able to capture the meticulous order of the spaces and their lush beauty. At their large 
scale, her images replicate the awe—and perhaps alienation—produced by the architecture 
itself, which in its opulence and highly ordered form reinforces social hierarchies and status.

Teatro Comunale di Bologna I, 2006
Chromogenic print, 70 7/8 × 85 in. (180 × 215.9 cm)
Collection of the Ruth and Elmer Wellin Museum of Art at Hamilton College, Clinton, NY. 
Purchase, William G. Roehrick ’34 Art Acquisition and Preservation Fund

Schauspielhaus Düsseldorf I, 2012
Chromogenic print, 70 7/8 in. × 8 ft. 4 1/4 in. (180 cm × 2 m 54.6 cm)
Courtesy of the artist and Sean Kelly Gallery, New York 
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LISA KERESZI  (American, born 1973)

In multiple series since the late 1990s, Kereszi has recorded not the bourgeois theater or opera 
house but instead more popular spaces of entertainment, where viewers go to participate in 
fantasies or escape from daily life, including strip clubs, haunted houses, amusement parks, 
and movie theaters. She is not necessarily interested in celebrating these locations but rather in 
stripping away the “thinly veiled facade” to reveal the banal—even gritty—nature of such spaces. 

Kereszi typically shoots her subjects in daylight or under fluorescent lights rather than using 
ambient theatrical lighting with which nighttime visitors are more familiar. This illuminates the 
bright and clashing colors of carpets, walls, and upholstery, revealing a heightened and often 
surreal reality. Kereszi’s photographs speak to the human desire to be willingly enchanted and 
underscore the transformation that occurs within the space during a performance, in part due 
to the presence and participation of the audience, as well as the conditions that surround the 
production. Within these spaces of entertainment, Kereszi searches for human relics. It is this 
evidence of human activity—such as popcorn strewn on the carpet or the remnants of spilled 
drinks on theater seats—that remains even after the physical spaces are abandoned. 

Opposite:

Theatre floor, Yorke Square Cinema,  
New Haven, Conn., 1999
Archival inkjet print, 40 × 50 in. (101.6 × 127 cm)
Courtesy of the artist

Top row: 

Box office, Times Square, 2000
Chromogenic print, 40 × 50 in. (101.6 × 127 cm)
Collection of the Ruth and Elmer Wellin Museum 
of Art at Hamilton College, Clinton, NY.  
Gift of the artist

Exit sign, State Palace Theatre, New Orleans, 2001
Archival inkjet print, 30 × 37 in. (76.2 × 94 cm)
Courtesy of the artist

Bottom row:

Shadows on seats, State Palace Theatre,  
New Orleans, 2001
Archival inkjet print, 30 × 37 in. (76.2 × 94 cm)
Courtesy of the artist

X onstage, New Orleans, 2001
Chromogenic print, 29 1/2 × 42 in. (74.9 × 106.7 cm)
Collection of the Ruth and Elmer Wellin Museum 
of Art at Hamilton College, Clinton, NY.  
Gift of the artist
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GUILLERMO KUITCA  (Argentinian, born 1961)

Kuitca’s work has long addressed the subject of space, especially as it relates to concepts of 
home and homeland. Rather than reproducing actual places, Kuitca references them through 
representations such as diagrams, seating charts, maps, and architectural plans. The artist 
considers these schematics to exist somewhere between abstraction and representation, 
reproducing the idea of a space without literally illustrating it. In such diagrams, Kuitca explores 
representations of proximity and distance and investigates the dichotomy between public and 
private: the intended versus actual use of a space. 

The mixed-media collages included in Theaters of Fiction are from a body of work inspired by 
an epiphany the artist had almost thirty years ago while viewing a seating chart of London’s 
Covent Garden opera house. The diagram shifted the dynamic of the theater, focusing the 
spectator’s gaze toward the audience rather than on the stage. This position is rarely available 
to theatergoers, for whom the seating chart is intended. The seating plan proper presents a 
sterile, still, highly structured view of a dehumanized public—the “house,” as it is often referred 
to by actors. Kuitca creates his collages based on these architectural and seating plans using 
cut and torn paper, clumsily pasted and secured by pools of glue. He offers, therefore, an 
interpretation of the public theater space that seems more indicative of an actual living 
audience in its disturbances, disruption, fragmentation, and sense of vibrating movement.

Wiener Staatsoper, 2005
Mixed media on paper, 58 5/8 × 58 3/8 in. (148.9 × 148.3 cm)
Private collection, courtesy Sperone Westwater, New York
 
New Opera House, Oslo, 2005
Mixed media on paper, 58 1/4 × 59 in. (148 × 149.9 cm)
Courtesy of the artist and Sperone Westwater, New York

Avery Fisher Hall, 2004
Mixed media on paper, 58 5/8 × 58 5/8 in. (148.9 × 148.9 cm)
Courtesy of the artist and Sperone Westwater, New York
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HIROSHI SUGIMOTO  (Japanese, born 1948)

In 1976, Sugimoto began his series of images of American cinemas. The photographs are 
shot in an empty theater illuminated only by the light emitted by the projection of a film upon 
a screen. Their exposure time matches the running length of the film. The camera’s shutter 
remains open for the duration of the film, resulting in the phenomenon of a blank, glowing 
white screen in the photograph. Remarkably, the continuous motion of the film produces the 
appearance of a stillness, an emptiness or absence at the center of the image. 

In 2014, after a decade-long hiatus from the space of the theater, Sugimoto returned with a 
series of images shot in Italian opera houses over the course of two years. He was particularly 
interested in the fact that many American cinema houses, especially those from the 1920s and 
1930s, mimicked the architecture of European theaters. The opera house series featured some 
of the prototypes that the cinema houses of his prior photographs had referenced. The sense of 
illusion present in the photographs, therefore, is a mirror of the cinemas themselves, with their 
stages, prosceniums, and curtains. They are designed to recall a mythic, glamorous, and more 
historical archetype of the theater—an archetype that favored live actors and performances 
rather than celluloid reproductions. 

The opera house photographs are the first in which Sugimoto looked toward the space of the 
audience rather than solely toward the stage. The artist, whose practice of late has moved into 
the fields of both architecture and the performing arts, chose the opera houses featured in the 
series for their architectural characteristics and their history. The two photographs included 
here depict the eighteenth-century Teatro Scientifico del Bibiena in Mantua, Italy, illuminated 
by and for the length of Federico Fellini’s film I Vitelloni (1953).

Teatro Scientifico del Bibiena, Mantova, 2015
Gelatin silver print, 58 3/4 × 47 in. (149.2 × 119.4 cm)
Courtesy of the artist and Marian Goodman Gallery, New York
 
Teatro Scientifico del Bibiena, Mantova, 2015 
Gelatin silver print, 58 3/4 × 47 in. (149.2 × 119.4 cm)
Courtesy of the artist and Marian Goodman Gallery, New York
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CARRIE MAE WEEMS  (American, born 1953)

In her practice, which encompasses a variety of mediums including installation, video, 
photography, and performance, Weems considers power structures, questions of 
representation, and how cultural history and personal memory is formed. In her installation 
Lincoln, Lonnie, and Me—A Story in 5 Parts, she explores a number of complex issues, including 
race, segregation, and the exploitation of women.

This piece comprises a stage set, demarcated by red velvet curtains and roped stanchions, 
that hosts a video-based projection created using a nineteenth-century optical illusion referred 
to as “Pepper’s Ghost,” which was frequently used in the theater. This method’s hologram-like 
effect is traditionally created when a pane of glass oriented at a forty-five-degree angle to the 
viewer’s line of vision both reflects and transmits light, merging a visible space and a reflected 
form (typically a figure). In Weems’s piece, a video projection is reflected onto a sheet of Mylar, 
giving the impression of a ghostly figure “performing” on the physical stage that occupies the 
space. This provides a mediated experience rather than a direct one. 

Lincoln, Lonnie, and Me has visual and aural components that weave in and out, forming what 
the subtitle of the artwork refers to as a “Story in 5 Parts” and suggesting a play-like narrative. 
The work comprises a series of video vignettes including fragments from Weems’s 2008 
artwork Constructing History: A Requiem to Mark the Moment (which reenacts President John  
F. Kennedy’s assassination), archival footage of a 1960s busing protest, the artist dressed as  
a Faustian character revived from an earlier work, and a recreation of Marcel Duchamp’s 
artwork Étant donnés (1946–66), among other scenes. These visuals are accompanied by  
audio from Blind Willie Johnson’s song “Dark Was the Night, Cold Was the Ground,” the artist  
reciting Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address, spoken commentary by Lonnie Graham  
(a photographer and social activist with whom Weems has collaborated) on the futility of trying 
to effect social change, and Neil Diamond’s “Girl, You’ll Be a Woman Soon” as performed by 
Urge Overkill on the soundtrack of the film Pulp Fiction (1994).

This mash-up of imagery and audio calls attention to politics as spectacle, the unreliability of 
the media, and the rewriting of the past, with references to racial inequality and the exploitation 
of women. Weems’s piece speaks to the complicating effect that both fiction and history can 
have. This is underscored by the intercutting of Weems’s own past work within the piece, 
suggesting that history itself may be a fiction or a product of collective memory. 

Lincoln, Lonnie, and Me—A Story in 5 Parts, 2012
Video installation and mixed media, dimensions variable, duration: 18 minutes, 29 seconds
Courtesy of the artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York
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