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Gerda Alexander developed the concept

of Eutony in the first half of the 20th cen-
tury. The practice consists of physical exer-
cises aimed at balancing tensions and main-
taining or improving flexibility. The word
Eutony is made up of the Greek words eu
(good, well, appropriate) and tonos
(tightening). (Eutonie.de)
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Frieda Goralewski (1893 - 1989, Berlin)
called Gora, worked as a breathing and body
pedagogue and therapist in Berlin from the
1920s until her death. She trained with
therapist Elsa Gindler.

Camera-Woman-Machine

Florida: In 1971, at the age of 38, you resumed your artistic
practice with the invention of the camera helmet, and your
work has continued unbroken ever since. What was it like for
you to be both an artist and a single mother of three daughters
at the same time?

Margaret Raspé: Not only as a mother, but also, equally,
as a worker and as an artist, you are bound up in a system,
a capitalist system.

Florida: How did the breathing and body work that you
learned and practiced with the Berlin therapist Frida
Goralewski influence your artistic thinking and questioning?

Margaret Raspé: [ started taking classes with her during my
second pregnancy. But she was teaching a different method,
which was called Eutony'. That means proper tension, proper
muscle tone. Since breathing was a big part of it, Goralewski?
was working with a lot of actors, artists and singers. After I had
been practicing for a while, I noticed how you can let all your
weight down in a sitting position, if you actually sit on the sit-
ting bones in your pelvis. Your body and your stomach and the
muscles in your back can let go, because the weight is being
directed downward. I also noticed that, doing those exercises,
even psychological problems disappeared all of a sudden, that
changes in the body also trigger changes in your psyche. The
exercises are very simple. The point is basically to use only the
muscles necessary for a given movement, instead of wasting
your energy in a totally senseless way. That has a big influence
not only on your muscles, but also on your posture. It affects
the nature of your entire position on the earth. Releasing the
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blockages in your body, relaxation allows thought to develop. That
experience was very significant for my work. After my divorce, |
had tossed around the idea of studying psychology, but I got so
fascinated by how simple it was to deal with problems of the psyche
working with Goralewski — direct body work seemed far better
than psychology, because it didn’t operate through words, but so
much changed anyway, and so many knots could be undone. Circu-
lation improves throughout your whole body, and that leads to a kind
of grounding that contemporary Europeans barely know anymore.

Florida: In 1970, you developed a device to observe yourself on film,
the camera helmet’, and you turned yourself into what Mechthild
Rausch? called “a camera-woman-machine”. In the camera helmet
films from that period, you not only recorded your work process, but
turned the conditions and relations to which you yourself were also
constantly subjected, which were part of your physical experience,
into exemplary themes...

Margaret Raspé: The reason I found the thematics for my films
in the kitchen, in the quotidian, was because of the clearly visible
transformation of materials that transpires there: destruction,

in order to put back together again, which is analogous to the
alchemical process. These themes also arose from an interest in
the minimal processes of change I was involved in, and still am
involved in. I found them in a space that was familiar to me. After
my first film, which was tied to the Viennese artists, psychology,
philosophy, politics and the like, my second film was called The
Sadist Beats the Unquestionably Innocent. When I was whipping
cream, I thought what I was doing seemed like a sadistic act. I
really whipped the cream so long that it turned into butter. It

was a very aggressive treatment, and I even used a machine, so it
became a process in which the actual applied energy is not visible.
Milk and cream are without the slightest doubt completely innocent.
It’s definitely an aggressive transformation. I was also making fun

112

of psychoanalysis a little in the title. It came from a book on
human perversions.

Florida: How did you have to prepare conceptually and tech-
nically for the camera helmet films, also in terms of the filming
process and the setting?

Margaret Raspé: It took me two years to develop the camera
helmet. How can you fasten a camera onto your head in such
a way that it actually stays stable? An architect I was friends
with suggested that [ attach it to an aluminum construction
worker’s helmet with a small armature. There was a tilting
lens for Agfa’s small, light Super 8 camera that had the right
distance to my hands. Then there was a small wind-up timer
you could connect to the camera that only ran for 30 seconds,
which meant I had to decide in advance what I could do within
30 seconds. So I wrote short scripts, first Pig, then Schnitzel Meat,
then Hand on the Meat, then Cut Open - so | always started
by writing out miniature sequences. To set the timer, I had to
take off the helmet, wind the timer, put the helmet back on

— fairly complicated. So, the timer determines the position of
the cuts in my first films. Schweineschnitzel (Pork Schnitzel)
from 1971 is the earliest one. But I was still thinking within the
framework of learned art concepts. As [ filmed mainly everyday
reality [ came to understand that every sign, every image that
appears in the film can symbolize something else at the same
time. [ recognized that the effect of language is always medi-
ated by metaphor and transferral — that is how we are raised,
how we learn language, although we're not conscious of it...

Florida: In the way you utilize the camera as a tool for distancing,
your films also seem like studies. The film setting functions
as an experimental set-up that investigates the structures of
daily working procedures and the automatisms associated
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with them, procedures and automatisms you yourself were sub-
jected to. You studied the activities involved in daily housework on
film, with a super 8 camera as intermediary. Where did the impetus
for and the idea of developing this specific recording technique
come from?

Margaret Raspé: For me, there was a huge divide between what

[ understood as art and what I did on a daily basis, meaning
everything from changing diapers to washing, cooking and cleaning.
Such daily chores had nothing to do with art as I had it in my
mind. Being the daughter of a trained singer and musically inclined
myself, an immersion in the question of what art is, [ mean the
judgment that is involved there, was in my blood, and so I was
insanely conflicted about whether this thing with the camera helmet
was art. And if not, then what? For me, film was a medium I could
use to record process-oriented work, time-based procedures. At
that time, Joseph Beuys” work was influential for me. His class at
the Diisseldorf Academy was completely different from the rest.
Everyone was free — even women with children, because Beuys
had set up child care there. For the first time, there was an artist
who was combining the different areas of life. I was also influ-
enced by the Viennese Actionists I was so close to — Giinter Brus,
Hermann Nitsch® and Otto Muehl. I was still facing the problem
of transferring and/or interpolating old symbolic ways of thinking
into a medium that was new to me. The Viennese Actionists, all
of whom were raised Catholic, were working with Christian symbols
(among others) in their actions — images of the cross, death, life
and blood, the living medium — in fully applied sensuality. I saw
that it wasn’t necessary to translate things that happened on a
daily basis into the language of symbols. Symbols originate in the
everyday and are plainly present in the everyday. That was the
background and the beginning of the idea and the concept of the
“camera helmet”, which would enable me to record subjective
close-ups of my daily work from a central perspective.
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Florida: Hand and head work - using the camera helmet, you
attained what you described as “a truly direct, subjective, body-
bound camera that even integrates all the motions of the head
and eyes”. Does the subjective camera also operate as a kind of
self-empowerment of the camera gaze?

Margaret Raspé: No other camera operator can see the work
I'm doing as [ see it, or film it as [ film it, if [ am simultaneously
doing that work and filming it. In normal films, you have

this so-called subjective camera, which is directly focused on

a situation. It’s as if a character were really looking at him or
herself. However, the picture would still be skewed if someone
else were only apparently filming from my standpoint, which
means the objectivity of the camera view cannot prevent the
film from being seen from the perspective of various precon-
ditioned points of view. Using the camera helmet, by contrast,
[ am really looking myself. The camera helmet, which I wear
on my own body, frees my hands, so I can do the work I do
and film it at the same time. No other person is filming what

[ do. Every gaze is connected to me and my body. This way I
obtained a central perspective that was unprecedented in film.
Another level of my thinking: The difference between manual
and mental or intellectual labor is nothing new. I was trying to
connect the two, working with my hands and filming simulta-
neously. The concept: What I do with my hands is work, just
like the mentally prepared filming of that work.

A merging of “hand and head work™. I understood that, when
I'm really concentrated on some work or task, it doesn’t matter
if I'm cooking, reading, sewing, cleaning, writing, painting or
baking a cake: my brain is always in control.

Florida: In what way were your working methods influenced
by the exchange with the Viennese Actionists - their practice
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of pushing the body’s limits and their radical, confrontational analysis
of the body which they were using at that time to attack and
denounce middle-class structures and normalizing tendencies?

Margaret Raspé: Their radicality influenced me. After years of
working with Goralewski, I knew as much as could be expected
about the body. So, in that particular area, Actionism was nothing
new for me, but Otto Muehl’s’ radicality, also how he performed
certain things, orchestrated actions, that impressed me. Giinter®
actually worked with selfmutilation, something I didn’t approve
of at all. In fact, Nitsch was much more influential for me, with
his incredible sensory abundance. At some of Nitsch’s and Brus’
actions, I noticed that they wanted to get under people’s skin with
a kind of aggression or shock as a way of changing their thinking.
The reaction was consistently either total resistance or laughter,
although laughter also implies a form of resistance, because you
don’t learn anything. So I thought about learning processes. I be-
lieved that people could attain a different consciousness through
art. All that blood stuff didn’t shock me, but I still wondered if it
was really necessary. I didn’t want to film a Vienna Action, but
because I was also working with death, there were some similari-
ties. In the chicken film, for instance, I included the whole killing
process from the beginning, and that’s how I wanted it. I wanted
to say that it’s part of life, because we do have to eat. It’s related to
animals, but when people got upset over the chicken film, I won-
dered if they ever cut a head of lettuce from the root? It bleeds,
too. That’s also a life-terminating cut, just like with the chicken.
It’s just that the liquid that comes out is red in one case, and white
in the other.

Florida: Oh death, how nourishing you are...

Margaret Raspé: In that film, [ kill a chicken, which is something
I had seen as a child, but never done before. I wanted to think
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about death — that you have to kill in order to eat. At the be-
ginning of my first film, a living, eating pig appears and right
after that, you see a piece of meat, but I hadn’t filmed the
moment in which life passes into death. That film is linked

to the Viennese insomuch as they were working with blood,
mutilation, killing and the old Christian dramas in their new
art forms, e.g. Nitsch’s Orgy Mystery Theater. But it was not my
intent to make the film version of a Nitsch action. I wanted
the film to show what has to be done in order to eat. Showing
death, which is so carefully hidden in our society. It wouldn’t
have made any sense if the chicken had come out of the oven
green, I mean painted green, or if I had stuck a lily in its belly,
instead of embalming it in salt, pepper and paprika. No. I
wanted to leave the chicken as food, in this everyday context of
food preparation. It was no coincidence.

The chicken also represented me in a certain way, to the ex-
tent that I associated that experience with women’s position

in society. When [ killed the chicken, I also imagined myself
killed: “You stupid chick.” I will never be a chick again! I cut
its head off, because women aren’t supposed to think for them-
selves. There was nothing to do but slaughter the chicken
metaphor in my own self-conception. In the first part of the
film, I cut off its head to kill it, pluck its feathers, pull out its
innards and eggs and chop off its feet.

Florida: In the second part of the chicken film, there’s a shot
of a frozen Wiesenhof chicken called Pucki-Pick...

Margaret Raspé: Yes, it’s not the same chicken I slaughtered,
but a plastic-wrapped one from the deep freezer. The plastic
wrapper said “My name is Pucki-Pick, I come from Wiesenhof”,
which is obviously a lie. I didn’t make the second part of the
film until one year later, because I didn'’t feel like the film was
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finished yet. I hadn’t shown the food element with the first chicken.
In the second part of the film, the chicken goes into the pot and
into the oven, bakes, and then comes back out golden brown.

Florida: So in the film, you interlink two production processes of
food preparation — the old process of slaughtering a chicken and
then the industrial form — in one apparent preparation process.

Margaret Raspé: When the frozen chicken thaws, I hold it up,
and so much water comes out, it’s all floppy. It’s a corpse. And
then we ate it like the other corpses, which happened to be a bit
fresher. So the old image of slaughtering is contrasted in the film
with what you can buy any day at the supermarket, where the killing
procedure is parenthetical.

In London, a young woman came running up to me after the
film, completely unnerved, and said: “T'hat was the most horrible
film at the whole festival. But what's even worse is that my mouth
started watering at the end.” And I thought: She got it.

Florida: Were there ever moments when the device really became
an extension of your body?

Margaret Raspé: We use machines on a daily basis, and we're glad
that we have them — a lot of things we do are simplified by the fact
that we have appropriate devices. So we always work with our bodies,
but also with devices that are connected to our bodies. That is a
matter of course for us. And it’s also not a decision whether it’s
going to be the body now or a machine, rather it’s always or almost
always both. In my camera helmet films, the body obviously plays
a part. How else do you get the idea of fitting a camera onto your
body, on the head for that matter, and of securing it there in order
to free up your hands? So there couldn’t be any detachment from
myself, and every gaze is connected to me and my body.
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But you do know, of course, that you have the thing on your
head, you feel the weight of 200g. That doesn’t go away, you
can’t merge completely. It’s an extension of the body in the
sense of a technological device, meaning as a way to take
close-ups of something I myself am doing, at a distance of
about 45 cm. The camera is very close, which also means that
the particular detail you're seeing isn’t very large, there’s not much
of a margin on the picture, and it's mainly about my hands.

All of my film work in the kitchen actually deals with touching,
feeling things with my hands — with the pleasure and the infor-
mation involved in tactile sensation.

3

The camera helmet films were produced
between 1971 and 1974, mainly in M.R’s
own kitchen, then from 1977 to 1983 to re-
cord the painting and drawing process uncut.

4

Mechthild Rausch (b. 1940, Hamburg),
freelance author, produces culture-
critical reports and radio plays, published
Paul Scheerbart's prose, theater plays, letters
and drawings.
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Hermann Nitsch (b. 1938, Vienna) is an
Austrian painter and action artist associated
with Vienna Actionism. He developed his
Orgy Mystery Theater — actions that often
ran over several days — from in-depth work
on both pre-Christian and Christian rituals,
including and combined with sacrificial
rituals and liturgical elements.

6

Reference to an expression used by Alfred
Sohn Rethel in his book Geistige und
kérperliche Arbeit (Mental and Manual
Labor) (Edition Suhrkamp, 1970).

7

Otto Muehl (1925-2013) was an Austrian
action artist associated with Viennese Ac-
tionism. He founded the Actionsanalytische
Organisation (Action Analysis Organization)
and what are known as Miihl Communes.

The communes grew out of a Paris flatshare
around 1970, later their central branch was
located at Neusiedel am See. They were
founded on the elimination of private prop-
erty and the nuclear family system and the
establishment of a new model of society
liberated from bourgeois obligations.

The heavy concentration on Otto Muehl as
pioneer and leader generated controversy
and some very critical judgments. Due to a
variety accusations regarding his practices
within his organization, Muehl was
sentenced to seven years in prison in 1991.

8

Giinter Brus (b. 1938, Ardning, Austria),

is an Austrian action artist, painter and
writer associated with Vienna Actionism. He
lived with his wife Anna Brus and daughter
Diana at M. Raspé’s house for three years,
after fleeing Vienna in 1971, in the after-
math of the infamous Uni-Ferkel-Action.
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Self-movements

Florida: Your interest in automatism carried over into drawing.

[s drawing in this case an attempt to explore a language of the body
that expresses itself outside everyday mechanisms of thought
and action?

Margaret Raspé: While I was working on the camera helmet
films, [ already started making automatic drawings in the form of
what you might call drawing diaries. Those were all black-and-
white Rapidograph drawings on letter-sized paper. I drew for four
hours a day for two years. [ knew then that alcohol brings out dif-
ferent things than grass. The work [ made on alcohol was much
more aggressive, much more intense. Then, the work I made on
grass was very fine, wonderfully light. You can definitely read a lot
into them. But despite their tenderness, there is also something
very complex about them.

This is a different kind of automatism than the one we know in
everyday life. The point of my films was to interrupt daily work
automatisms and try to look closely. In automatic drawing, you
just hold the pencil in your hand, put it on the paper and let it

do its thing. It's about not thinking and letting go. I got interested
in that because I wanted to break free from what I had learned

in academic painting and only put the forms on paper that came
out of me as kinetic energy. Which means I'm both concentrating
and letting go, simultaneously. As children, we all learned to orient
ourselves in space: Where is a stair step? You could fall down
there. And somewhere else, you can just go straight ahead. You
learn where your feet are, where your head is, the names for the
different parts of the body and the movements your body makes,
and in this way, you can orient yourself in space. This form of orien-
tation is automatic and unconscious. In the space of a drawing,
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[ drop this control, very consciously. It is a self-movement, a
movement caused by myself, that is not controlled, so not an
illustration, but rather an act of finding out what my hand does
when it isn’t being controlled. So I suspend the conscious con-
trol that is indispensable at planned work.

Florida: After observing house and kitchen working procedures
on film, you then studied processes of automatic drawing
directly in your camera helmet film Die Selbstbewegungen des
Frautomaten, oder Schein bleibt Schein (The Self-movements
of the Woman-Machine, or Appearance Remains Appearance).
[s that film also about an attempt to notate your own energy,
establishing what movements that energy provokes and how to
develop from it your own new language of forms?

Margaret Raspé: In the seventies, there was a revival of
interest in far-eastern medicine, and I heard on the radio how
practicing automatic drawing was part of the program at medicine
schools in the Philippines. It was a technique to heighten
physical and psychological receptivity, sensitivity, shutting off
learned rational control mechanisms, deliberately opening

up energies we're not aware of. Becoming void in the eastern
sense of the word. Some surrealists and other 20th-century
artists conducted extended experiments with that, and with
automatic writing, to possibly find new forms, or a new ex-
pression with sensitivity. In the film on the automatic drawing
process, I made these very personal movements within a given
space, a letter-sized sheet of paper. If you watch that process
closely, it’s easy to comprehend how it goes. There is a moment
of complicated balance, followed by a disruption, and finally
the instant when I notice that the flux of energy is over and
the drawing is finished. Once again, it is my hands that are
decisive, and it’s about transformation, a notation of motion,
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spatial orientation — on the sheet of paper and through the op-
eration of the hand. For me, it was about seeing whether the film
would require the entirety of my energy. Or would it be possible to
maintain distance? [ wanted to attain both: immersing myself in the
film, but letting go at the same time. I could only see the drawing
through the camera.

For me, it was interesting how fast the hand moves, and when
you're watching the film, how incredibly similar this back and
forth motion is to the one in the dishwashing film?, although two
completely different states are being portrayed. That the drawing
goes so quick is also due to the fact that I noticed how, whenever

[ draw slowly, I immediately start making illustrations out of the
lines and dots already on the paper. But it’s actually important that
automatic drawings are not representations in the sense of some
kind of formal equality between something in the outside world and
whatever the hand is doing. Instead, I let my hand go completely.
When I notice that something like an illustration might be devel-
oping, I consciously refrain from adding to it.

There’s a big difference between a drawing and the work in the
kitchen, because you always want something in the kitchen. And
at some point you notice that you still want the final product, but
you're not even looking at it anymore. Because your body knows
how to execute the tasks, how you have to cut a carrot: bam, bam,
bam, or how you bake a cake. Film can capture aesthetic images
that you actually could never isolate as such, not even in your
mind — the kinds of individual images you don’t see anymore
when you're working, even if you know that milk and yeast, for
instance, produce dough when you mix them with flour. The big
difference is that there is an intention behind labor directed at
producing a product such as a meal. Whereas when I'm drawing,
[ don’t desire a product, and something comes into being that I
could never have known before. I mean, it’s not clear at the outset
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what the product will be. You only know that your hand, the
pencil and the paper all exist, you know the size of the paper,
that it will be black-and-white and that some signs, drawings,
are going to come into being, anything but illustrations. I want
something when I'm working in the kitchen. | want nothing,
explicitly nothing, when I'm drawing, I let myself go entirely,

[ let my hand go, I let it do whatever. There is no more inten-
tion involved. That is the big difference and, to be quite clear,
it is also a psychological difference, a question of mindset.
Ultimately, it’s about absorbing energy, about an energy process
that comes from your body. It’s different for everyone.

Florida: The body writes the device. In 1987, did you draw in
the grass with a lawn mower for Blindschnitt (Blind Cut)? How
did that come to pass? And how did the action go?

Margaret Raspé: | had run into Wolf Kahlen'’, a well-known
Berlin artist, at the Documenta. He had rented this building
Ruins of the Arts from the Berlin City Council and converted it
and the whole grounds into an exhibition space. Since some-
one had canceled on short notice, he asked me if I might want
to do something there. I said: “I want to make a lawn mower
drawing.” And then I considered briefly, zero conceptualizing,
[ just said, “I'll make a blind cut”. So I pushed a lawn mower
around blindfolded. The plan was actually to cut a meandros
in the grass, a rectangle that keeps getting smaller. I thought

[ would be able to orient myself on the wind and sun, the
heat, and I counted my steps the whole time, tried to turn at
right angles and then proceed. But I couldn’t check it with my
eyes, because they were covered. I had to find the right angle
according to my inner sense. Eventually, I just got completely
lost, I had no clue at all where I was, and all the mowed lines
crisscrossed. Everything overlapped. There may have been
someone there holding the cable, so I didn’t mow over it,
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Between body, device and
the work of the gaze in painting.

Florida: In your camera helmet films Blue on White, Edges and
Frames and Towards Yellow, Red and Blue, you put the relations
between the medium of painting and its viewership through an

investigative process.

Margaret Raspé: In Blue on White, Edges and Frames there are
two levels of reality: the one I produce by painting on the canvas
with its edges and the other the setting that surrounds me. Both
function as the edges of the image and as the frames of the film

itself. Hence the title Blue on White, Edges and Frames. In Towards
Yellow, Red and Blue, | went a step further and expanded the camera

helmet film format — it’s 3 meters wide and 1.2 meters tall. A
triptych, so I could transport it by myself.

Florida: In that film, youre working with action painting, which
is when the painter involves him or herself as a subject in the
image through a certain physicality. In the film, that physical
inscription on your part is doubled, so to say: you invoke gestural,

physical painting while simultaneously wearing a camera on your

head that is recording all of your movements.

Margaret Raspé: There is a text on that. [ wrote it in 1983 for
the exhibition catalogue for Berlin in Amsterdam, Amsterdam in
Berlin. “Wearing the Camera Helmet — Painting and Filming
Simultaneously. The instrumentalized eye dissolves orientation.
In the film, the outer limits of the image disappear, because the

edges are not to be seen, and open up a field. Bound to the body,

the camera flies, records the fast action of the brush. Upholding

limits in the painting stands in opposition to the dissolution of

limits on film.” So it takes a while before the viewer sees how big
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the painting is. Not until [ step back and view the image as a
whole, and then go at it again. That’s also the first time [ see
what's there. So the painting process itself is a reaction to what-
ever | did 20 minutes ago and just keeps the process going,
without producing an illustration.

Florida: You continue: “I split in two: physically, [ am the
relaxed, detached, actionistic painting hand and the rationally
concentrated observer in the viewfinder of the camera.”

Margaret Raspé: Somehow it is a splitting in two. The hand
does something of which I am not aware. So I'm not doing
it consciously, like now I'm going here, and then I'm going
there. Da-da-da-dum... (spoken with big gestures).

It’s actually similar to automatic drawing. In this experimental
set-up, I gave myself over to my hand or arm — I just mean the
relaxed part handling the paint. But I was using my head at the
same time, although not only as a tripod, I was also following
the brush with my eyes. At some point I noticed that I always
had to look where my hand was with the brush.

Florida: But weren'’t you also studying the medium of painting
with the medium of film?

Margaret Raspé: [ was trying something out. That’s part of
my whole work, everything is always an experiment, meaning
a question and not an I know how it goes answer. But that
means [ always have to prepare myself mentally to set my body
free. That I don’t conform to some kind of forced procedural
system. I didn’t start with yellow, although the title is Towards
Yellow, Red and Blue. | started with red. Yellow came last. But
[ left that open, too.
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Florida: In Towards Yellow, Red and Blue, the large format you
chose for the canvas meant a bigger space for your moving, painting
body to act, but your body is also required to relate to that space, and
you in turn observe that relation with the camera, at the same time.

Margaret Raspé: ... and that was conscious, too! I wanted to paint
in a large format because it was obvious to me that there is a differ-
ence between the edge of the painting and the edge of the image
on film. That’s also part of the title of another, earlier film Blue on
White, Edges and Frames. The edges are the edges of the paint-
ing and the frame of the image on film. Those are two different
relationships and I wanted to make it my subject matter that the
camera films both.

Additionally, I didn’t have to be as active with that film’s smaller
painting as [ had to be with the bigger one in Towards Yellow, Red
and Blue.

Florida: What about the title “Towards Yellow, Red and Blue”?

Margaret Raspé: There are three colors: yellow, red and blue.

I wanted to work with three primary colors that mix together.
Since I only had those three colors, it was clear that there would
be no black. That it wouldn’t get dark, but would instead persist in
this shiny brightness and colorfulness. Even when blue and yellow
are layered and it turns green at the bottom of the image, toward
the end of the film, there are still those three parts. And the
German entgegen really does mean towards in this case, because

[ wanted to go up to the colors and the image.

Florida: At the same time, the viewer goes up to the image along
with you, you being the camera as well...
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Margaret Raspé: That is actually this entgegen in the title,
which you could also translate differently, as resistance, but in
this case resistance is not implied, but really going up to. I start
with red in the middle section — with a giant circle, but not for
long, and then blue comes along at some point, and that’s how
it stayed. In parts, the blue is very clear still, not filled in as
much as the red. And yellow mixes with blue, making green.
But all the colors are still clearly represented. | mean, there is
pure blue, pure red, pure yellow.

And then my accountant bought it. Now it’s hanging on the
wall in his office. He sits in front of it on a chair at his desk. It
is his backdrop, and it possesses a wonderful vitality and liveliness,
even in a relatively small room. So I know what a bright and
positive energy it contains. However, that’s not quite the criteria
of good painting. That’s a question for you: “What do you see
in that image? What happens in your mind when you see a
painting like this?”

Florida: In your camera helmet films, you are both the actress
and the camera woman. The roles of painter and film maker
are complicit. As viewers, we follow your hands as they exe-
cute familiar tasks — work around the house and the work of
painting and drawing — in quick motions. Because of the strict
and frontal first-person perspective and the tunnel-like shot,
your working hands could almost be our hands working in
time with yours. An immediacy is created that implicates us

in the moving image. So your physical presence in the film
becomes part of the viewing experience, which expresses itself
via the movements of the head camera and via the immediacy
of your working hands and the traces of your brush strokes.
Looking at painting as an extended field of action, it’s fun to
think about these two films as a form of conceptual painting
that employs film as a means to explore viewership relations.
Like in your work with the camera helmet in the kitchen and
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the one-second sculptures that came about as images in the dishwash-
ing film"!, here we see thousands of painted images, one-second
compositions joined in a temporal succession as a film.

The viewer is continually re-addressed in a process-oriented gaze
at painting through your movement. If we can understand the
central perspective as a visual device of painting'?, you are rhyth-
mically dissolving in your films a gaze at painting that is infused
with the central perspective. For me, it is exciting to see how,
based on the basic relationships and questions of painting, you
actively involve the viewer through a framework construed by
you. In painting, there is this famous trinity, which consists of the
image, the painter and the viewer. Through your body-camera, |
am considered part of this framework — the trinity of action — and
[ have to work with you. Because painting is work, too — that’s how
Raspéan cinema posits itself.

Margaret Raspé: For me, it was actually about what would happen
if I painted with the camera helmet on my head. What do 1 see at
all? And it was already clear to me before I even started painting
that I would never see more than some parts of the image. But

[ also wanted to know what would happen if the camera moved
around with me.

[ was in such a frenzy of action that I couldn’t follow the brush
sometimes. So at times, the camera looks somewhere else while
I'm still painting. And I switch from one color to another without
really thinking about it, too. But it was such a wonderful, internal,
alive feeling while I was painting. And at such an incredible pace.
You could already see that I was working fast in general, earlier.
And it’s the same thing here again, whenever I paint very slowly,
[ tend to make illustrations. And that is exactly what I don’t
want. I'd rather maintain a flow of motion through rapidity.

My movement is incredibly fast in the large format of Towards

130

Yellow, Red and Blue - back and forth, up and down, into

the paint and back out, ... I produced this big painting in 30
minutes, real-time. The tilting lens I use still works with a
relatively short focal length and only films a very small area,
let’s say 40 cm wide and 30 cm tall, which means I only have

a very tiny area in my ocular, and I never get an overview of
the whole image while 'm working, or only when I really step
back. I tried to go into a certain body energy state that I had
experienced in body work and yoga: I was very flexible, I knew
my body and could rely on it to do the right thing. The nature
of my movements, of my gestural painting, is not planned, so it
derives from the body. When the film is projected, it’s thousands
of painted images running consecutively in time.

For another project, Regenbilder (Rain Pictures), I laid prestretched
and gessoed canvases out in my garden and sprinkled nearly
invisible dry pigment over them. I exposed them to various
types of rain to observe what would happen. [ wanted to record
the random work of rain. My camera helmet films have the
same function, actually — the registration of work and tem-
poral processes.

Florida: Did you consider the painting you created in making
the film Towards Yellow, Red and Blue a sub-product or a work
of art in its own right?

Margaret Raspé: Due to the strange effect produced by pro-
jection, which enlarges the filmic image, the film becomes
something completely different than the painting. You have
two distinct results, an image and a film, both of the same
thing, though each has a completely different expression.

Florida: Was the film shown at the same scale as the painting
itself?
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Margaret Raspé: No, the projection was much larger. The film
takes on another presence when the color fills the room.

Florida: Both posit a conceptual difference regarding the conception
of painting...

Margaret Raspé: Yes, of course, but you're doing it simultaneously.
So it’s another one of these weird concepts about trying out what
will happen if I hang the film next to the painting or if the film is
projected bigger and the painting is just small. Those are two
apparently different works involving two different media/tech-
niques. The painting that came out of the film Towards Yellow,
Red and Blue from 1983 was really conceived for the camera hel-
met films. The story goes like this: I have a film, I have a painting,
and then the question arises: How are you going to present this?
In two or three shows, the painting was installed and the film ran
over a big canvas, meaning it was absolutely blown up compared
to the small section of the painting on film. And because of the
huge projection, the film took on an incredible vehemence and
presence in terms of colors.

Florida: Would you show those two works together in a show
today?

Margaret Raspé: Yes. What takes place in the film as speed doesn’t
exist in a static image (painting), which means you see that an in-
credible energy has been invested in it, vehemence, but you don’t

see the real speed of the process. It only lasts 30 minutes in the film.

Florida: Then, at the end of the film, your camera gaze turns away...

Margaret Raspé: Yes, to a friend of mine, the artist Vincent Trasov"’.
He was there the whole time, taking color photographs while
I was working, and he made a black-and-white series, as well,
also conceived as a process-oriented succession, but taken from
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changing positions. Those photographs were shown during
the retrospective of my films!* at the Arsenal in Berlin in

September 2014.
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Tomorrow and Tommorow and Tomorrow
— Let them Swing!, 1974, Super 8, color,
silent, 19 mins (camera helmet film)

12
See Linda Hentschel: “Pornoptische Techni-
ken des Betrachtens”, Jonas Verlag (2001)

13

Canadian artist who co-founded the group
Image Bank(1969-78) with Michael
Morris aka Mr. Peanut for Mayor, the main
character of an art community election
campaign in Vancouver, that garnered 5%
of the vote. M.R. met Vincent Trasov in
New York in 1983. He was later awarded a
DAAD grant in Berlin, where he was in-
volved in a close exchange with M.R..

14

Tomorrow and Tomorrow and Tomorrow —

Let them Swing! On the actuality of

Margaret Raspé's Films (2014), film

program by Karola Gramann, Heide 133
Schliipmann and Madeleine Bernstorff.



Camera-based research:
Ritual, trance and energy cycles

Florida: In researching and producing the film Anastendria —

Das Fest der Feuerldufer von Lagadds (Anastendria — Festival of
the Lagadds Firewalkers), you spent over five years living intermit-
tently with a firewalker family in a dense suburb of Thessaloniki.

I can imagine it was a fairly sensitive process to come in contact
with the firewalkers (Anastendria) since, as you described it, they
operate like a secret society and want to protect their knowledge of
the firewalking rituals.

Margaret Raspé: Firewalking was banned during the junta®,
and they continued practicing in secret at home, because for
whatever reason they can’t live without it — I'll put it that way for
the time being. You can’t understand that until you know more
about the context!®.

No one really knows how old the rite is. The Greeks who practice it
today originally come from what is now southern Bulgaria, which
was Greek territory for a long time. They were displaced after the
Balkan wars and then later “repatriated as foreigners”. They settled
around Thessaloniki and have been living there for three gener-
ations now. They took their familial icons, which do not belong

to the church, with them when they were displaced and brought
their ritual'” to Greece.

[ found out about the ritual through a friend of mine in Berlin and
his Greek assistant. He was a professor of psychopharmacology and,
like myself, they both wanted to know how it works, how it can

be that protein doesn’t burn when you walk over glowing embers.
So I went there in 1978 and asked around town until I found this
little house called the Konaki'®, where the families from different
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villages gather. I sat in on an interview between a firewalker
and a TV person, so [ got my first information as an uninvited
person sitting there randomly. One of the firewalkers, Anoulla
Tgaidadsi, heard us speaking German and approached us. She
said she had been in Germany and had worked at a cigarette
factory there. That contact came about very quickly, because
we instantly liked each other. Anoulla became a friend, and
she told me a lot.

The next day, the two friends I mentioned arrived from Berlin,
but since [ wasn’t familiar with their questions or their premises,
[ just went around with my camera. I couldn’t speak Greek
and didn’t want to learn, because I was mainly interested in
observing what they did and not what they said. And some-
times they did mislead interviewers. The nature of the process
as a whole was what was important to me: How do they behave,
especially toward each other? When do they take breaks, when
do they dance, when exactly is the bull slaughtered? Since I
grew up in the country, [ wasn’t shocked, I was enthralled by
how the blood flows into the brown earth between wild
chamomile blossoms, enthralled by the colors and how slowly
the blood moves. Although the chamomile flowers are incon-
sequential for the firewalkers. So that's how I started approaching
that ritual.

[ felt like I was in good hands with the firewalkers, although
there is a certain risk involved in entering into a ritual like
that, especially when you don’t understand the language. I also
knew that people in Berlin groups, for instance, rarely pay
attention to what is happening on an individual level. But I felt
absolutely safe with the firewalkers, because [ had observed
how one of my friends fainted once and how they dealt with it.
The firewalkers themselves kick people out of the Konaki,
because they know what kind of energy the group generates
during the dance.
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The ritual doesn’t lead to a complete trance, so no one is really
absent from him or herself. But they still watch out, because it
can happen that the dancers flip out when they enter into these
energies. I knew that trance state from automatic drawing, when

I would draw for hours on end, although I didn’t understand
what was going on there until later. The firewalkers are in an
intermediate state, which means that everyone decides for him/
herself, when or whether to walk over the coals. You can describe
all of that on the level of energy, how the head chakra opens — as
the Buddhists or the Indians call it — and a connection to the
“cosmos” is created. In such a state, energy is moving in con-
stant streams, in Christianity it’s the halo, the image of a state of
warmth. The practices are different across various cultures, but
ultimately it always has to do with creating an opening for energy
to flow.

Florida: What does the icon carried during the dance mean to
the Anastendria?

Margaret Raspé: The icon is the principle meditation image and

shows the historical figures Constantine the Great and his mother

Helen standing under the cross. That icon is also a psychological
being at home, because it was taken from their country of origin and
symbolizes their faith. In the Orthodox faith, icons are presences
of saints inside their images. This particular Orthodox male-female
icon is especially revered by the Anastendria because, while Con-
stantine did establish Christianity as the official state religion, he
did not ban all other religious practices. Helena is supposed to
have found the authentic cross of Christ. The icon isn’t a mirror
for the Anastendria, which is what I thought it was at first, but
rather a counterpart. With it, they can also meditate on their
familial constellations, as if dissolved in a great love. In meditation,
they concentrate on the midpoint of the cross, they focus on that
point. Steadily concentrating on the point of intersection causes
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the optic nerves to produce a small sunburst effect, which is then
depicted on the icon. When [ talked with Lawrence Weiner
about the icons in New York, he said that all of the information
is contained within the image. I spent a lot of time thinking
about those icons, in order to understand them.

Florida: Did this fundamental interest in energy situations
find expression in your filmic language?

Margaret Raspé: [ had the camera helmet, but it was obvious
that I couldn’t make this film with it. So I had to rethink from
scratch how I would be able to make a film out of this situa-
tion. I filmed over the course of five years, always on the 31st
of May, which is when the festival occurs. The festival spans
three days every year, and I kept going back to film new scenes.
[t was very tedious work! What do you do with five years of
material? At first the bull is spotted, then it's brown, and then
at one point it’s a bit bigger, then it shrinks again. At first the
people are wearing those clothes, and then they're wearing
these. They might always be the same people, but they're
dressed differently, of course. I didn’t intervene at all, they did
their thing and I did mine with the camera and sound.

But the real problem that arises is how to organize the film

— how to put it together, so that it actually makes sense and
people understand the processes that are taking place. I finally
thought of making a time-based portrait of a day’s procedures:
Capturing how the energy climbs and falls, so people under-
stand how nothing might happen at first, then the intensity
builds, culminates with the slaughter and then subsides. In the
afternoon, for instance, some people go to the square and light
the woodpile. It burns down slowly, and people are dancing in the
Konaki the whole time. At around eight in the evening, the group
is accompanied by musicians through the village to the square,
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and then they start walking in a circle counter-clockwise around
the fire. The leader of the group, the Archianastendris, who is an
initiate, burns incense first, lifts the icon up in the air and is the
first to walk over the fire. Then the others run after him like a
herd of sheep. They keep walking across and trampling — almost
like pawing at the ground — then moving around the perimeter a
bit, where the ground isn’t as hot, and then back in. So it’s a coun-
ter-clockwise, circular movement, like other traditional Greek
dances, surely since antiquity. Afterwards, they all gather in the
Konaki and sit in a circle on the floor. They spread out cloths,
and in the middle is the food, also on the floor. A bottle of Ouzo
circulates, and everyone takes a sip and recites a saying. After the
drinks, everyone is back down on the ground. Alcohol dissolves
the tension that builds up in the body through dancing and stress
by making the blood vessels expand. There is a public confession
and finally they count the money collected with the icons, which
is the money that will buy the next year’s bull. And that’s the end.
Everyone goes home. The next morning, work resumes as usual.

Florida: How would you describe the process of organizing

the film?

Margaret Raspé: Unlike with the camera helmet films, where

the cuts were governed by the timer, making them technicalities,
it took two years to edit the firewalker film after the fact, after [
had gathered all the material. That’s another kind of alchemical
process: Some sections are taken apart, snipped and cut, then put
back together again, differently. First, there is a dissolution of ma-
terial, and then a re-formation. So, the film is made up of intercut
material spanning five years, portraying the arc of energy over the
course of one day.

[ almost always worked without a tripod and was always very close
to the action, but that was only possible insofar as the firewalkers
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trusted me and [, for my part, felt sure that nothing would
happen to me. I obviously became part of the energy zone as a
filmmaker. Because of that, my energy climbed along with the
energy around me. I should mention that I was filming alone,
[ mean, without assistants or carriers or whatever. On only one
occasion was a second camera man present. [ was able to hold
the camera very steady, so there was no shakiness. It’s clearly
connected to the body, when you shoot with the camera in
your hand. Energy also plays a role in that — and your strength,
your stance, plays a role...

Florida: You didn’t have a tripod with you?

Margaret Raspé: [ had a tripod, but as far as I can recall, I only
used it once, during a slaughter. And on only one occasion was
a second camera present.

Florida: Otherwise it was always your hand operating the cam-
era?

Margaret Raspé: Always handheld, yes...

[ was moving between the firewalkers with the camera, following
Jean Rouch’s!? example. [ was familiar with his films and his
special way of operating the camera, of becoming part of the
whole movement zone.

Florida: Your handheld camera technique is an important
point, also with respect to your filmic language and the prox-
imity you create.

Margaret Raspé: That allowed me to get very close, and it made
me very agile. Using a tripod, I would have had to set everything
up again, which would have been insanely awkward. It was clear
to me that it could only work with a handheld camera.
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Florida: Wasn't it also about capturing on film the firewalkers’
knowledge of the body and their experiences in pushing the limits
of the body through a communal ritual that is pre-Chrsitian, but
overlaid with Christianity?

Margaret Raspé: It was about decoding, about that particular
ritual technique. It was about showing a certain knowledge of

the body that I could only decode in this way. I had no editing
concept, except that I wanted to portray the arcs of energy as they
transpired over the day. The rest is sequences and processes. It
was also a kind of research work, an experiment, because I had
no other way to understand the procedure. I practiced the dance
myself for hours in Berlin. I had my sound recordings and knew
the steps. I even went to a firewalking workshop in Berlin once,
but it was terrible. The energy there was minimal compared to
what I knew. But I walked over the coals, too, and nothing hap-
pened to me. I didn’t have any blisters the next day, but there were
small reddish spots on the soles of my feet. You are probably aware
that it takes a moment before the body and the brain connect,
and that nothing happens as long as there is no connection to

the brain. For me it was really about finding out how that kind of
thing works, and I couldn’t decode that via Christian frameworks.
I may have known quite a bit about yoga and I had read a lot on
the chakras, from Tibetan, Indian and Chinese perspectives, but

[ wanted to be able to explain how that actually works, what the
actual steps are. I once spent three weeks with a firewalker family,
because I wanted to know what happens before and after the ritu-
al. If they fast, for example. I discovered things on my own, like if
[ let my eyes go, stop focusing, how the energy suddenly springs
into my hands and [ feel them tingling.

Florida: Do you consider it a documentary film? Did you pursue

your research and your experience with the firewalkers from the
position of an artist?
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Margaret Raspé: The artist was awake, but I didn’t want to
invent any other images.It is a documentary film — I didn’t say
anything about what was happening or influence anything. 1
didn’t have them repeat anything, which doesn’t work anyway
when you're immersed in a situation in which others are doing
their thing, you can’t intervene.

Of course, I had shows and made other work during the time
when I was working on this film. I was also interested how this
film ties in with Nitsch. Killing the bull and the blood and all
these things are present in his work, except then it’s theater.
The bull may well be slaughtered, but so much is happening
all around that the poor animal gets stressed out to the point
that the meat is tough. The firewalkers maintain that it’s not a
sacrifice, but food. I don’t doubt that.
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Military dictatorship installed in
Greece following a 1967 putsch.
Overthrown in 1974.
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“The overlapping of various cult forms in
the ritual has led to continual problems
with the Church and the state. In 1912,
due to the Balkan wars and shifting borders,
Greek Anastendria families were expelled
from their birthplaces Kosti and Bolgari,
which are both part of modern-day Bulgaria.
Since that time, they have been living scat-
tered across various villages around Thessa-
loniki. Their ritual holds their community
together, and so they brought it with them
to Greece. Some are still farmers, others
work in the city.” (M.R. 15th International
Forum of Young Film, Berlin 1985)
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Legend has it that inhabitants of the villages
Kosti were able to save the icons of Saint
Constantine and Sait Helen from a burning
village church without sustaining burns.
The firewalking ritual is performed annually
in memory of that history.
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A room in the home of the Archianastendris,
where the ritual icons, red cloths and
instruments are kept.
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Jean Rouch (1917-2004), french filmmaker
and anthropologist.
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Influences:
Shamanism, Fluxus and the Viennese Actionists

Florida: In the seventies you lived with your daughters in your
house in Berlin and your kitchen was a hub for writers, artists,
theorists and activists. That included Giinter Brus, Hermann
Nitsch and Otto Muehl, members of the Vienna Actionists, as
well as Oswald Wiener and Gerhard Rithm, who both belonged
to the Viennese group®. Peter Kubelka* showed his films at your
house back then...

Margaret Raspé: Giinter Brus came to Berlin in 1971. He had
founded the “Institute for Direct Art” with some friends (Wiener,
Muehl, Nitsch, Schwarzkogler?, etc.) in Vienna. It was based on
the Marxist conception of art. In the early seventies, they put on

a big happening at the University of Vienna, we might say event
today, called Art and Revolution, where he shit on the Austrian
flag. That caused a huge scandal, and Giinter Brus ended up get-
ting sentenced to three months in prison for offending the state.
The night before his sentence was supposed to start, he took off
with his wife and child, basically without money. He only took

a few early things he had already published in Vienna with him,
just for the sake of having something to show for himself. He
passed through Munich and spent the night with Paul and Limpe
Fuchs?, they all knew each other too, on his way to Berlin. I met
him in the afternoon, it was after my husband told me he wanted
a divorce... We had actually agreed not to get a divorce, that we
would both try do do our own thing instead. So, for me, that broke
our agreement, and I had no idea what would happen next. Be-
cause | wanted to go to friends and tell them, I went to Mechthild
Rausch and Gerhard Rithm, they were together at the time. And
then Giinter Brus showed up at their apartment. Gerhard Rithm
had already told me about that action in Vienna, so I already knew
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a little about what they had just been through. And then Brus
sat down across from me at the table with his big blue eyes
and said: “Oh, I think Berlin is fabulous!” I knew what kind of
position he was in, one that was much worse than mine. Well,
OK, a divorce is a pretty big deal, but leaving your apartment
and everything behind with your wife and kid, for a future in
which you have no clue how everything is supposed to work
out... I was profoundly impressed by this misfortune, by the
courage it took do do something like that in Vienna, and also
by this “Oh, I think Berlin is fabulous!” He had just arrived,
had only been there half a day. So that's where I met Brus and
his family, on a day that was also of existential significance for
me. Since there was an empty apartment in the basement at
my house, where I live now myself, [ told him they could live
at my place, if they didn‘t have anywhere else to go. And so
they came to me, to the house I had been living in for years,
first with my husband and then without him, because he had
found himself an apartment somewhere else.

[ met the filmmaker Peter Kubelka, also from Vienna, through
Rithm and Mechthild Rausch. He showed films that I found
really impressive at our house. They were very clear statements
about the structure of film. He was my first and best teacher
about film and how industrially manufactured cinema had in
no way exhausted the possibilities of the medium. He got on
very well in New York, unlike in Berlin. I mean, he showed his
films at the film school here in Berlin back then, and the students
said: “Check that guy out, he’s wearing a proper suit ...”

... The revolutionary era... you know...

And then I met Hermann Nitsch through Kubelka and some
time later, I went to Munich with Brus to see one of Nitsch’s
first actions. I met other people from Vienna through Brus,
too. Oswald Wiener was living nearby. People from Vienna
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thought Berlin was less bourgeois than their own city. I usually
made dinner when people came over. We networked and debated.
It was the early seventies and the discussions, which could last a
long time, revolved around social issues, art and politics, about
breaking social taboos. I learned a lot during these drawn-out,
sometimes very intense conversations. That was right after my
divorce, when I could do what I wanted. I kept inviting people
over, and a lot of people came and went.

Later, after I started doing the garden shows in 1985, still other
artists gathered at my place. Milovan Markovic, a Serbian who
had come to Berlin from Belgrade, met Emmet Williams** there.
They became friends, and Ann Noél? is still friends with Milovan to
this day, for instance. Lasting friendships were made. I was actually
—How shall I put it?— like an electrical current distributor. There
was constant discussion, always with different people. That was
important to me, because [ was pretty tied down with the kids,
who were still young, between 7 and 11, when their father moved
out. I used to rent out rooms back then, also because I didn‘t have
much money, so the house paid for itself. It was like in a dovecote,
where all sorts of people came and went, not just artists, but also
families with kids. It was a place I could protect, because it
belonged to me, and I could say, “this is what I want, and this is
what I don‘t want,” although I was fairly permissive. And it was
important to me personally, because those were my connections
to the world outside, not only to people from Berlin, but also to all
kinds of other contexts.

Florida: You mentioned Hermann Nitsch's work earlier...
What is your stance on the Orgy Mystery Theater, speaking from

your position as an artist and your interest in the body?

Margaret Raspé: At first I didn‘t understand a thing. I felt like it
was sectarian. I should mention that all of the Viennese Actionists
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were raised Catholic. [ was raised Protestant, but [ was really
very impressed by their vehemence and their carnal sensuality,
which are both also very Catholic. But it wasn‘t until Peter
Kubelka said: “Yes, but it's really just beautiful!” that it dawned
on me to just set aside all my moral judgments and simply
watch what's happening. That was when [ started to under-
stand what Nitsch was getting at with his Orgy Mystery Theater.
There is a great concept in his connecting the body, mind and
history. I liked Beate, who was married to him at the time, a
lot. And I went to several of the Actions at the castle outside
Vienna, which he had been able to buy with Beate’s money,
and where they still put on Orgy Mystery Plays to this day.

[ said it was like a small Bayreuth, a bit cheeky... the Nitsch
festivals, I mean. Being Protestant, and one who couldn’t

be bothered with that whole story — my father was a church
jurist, I didn‘t want anything to do with the church — it was
something completely new to me. I wanted to find out some-
how what he was actually doing there, at these huge three-day
festivals, then later a whole week, where they performed the
plays he wrote. On the huge castle grounds, you were just
incorporated in a huge mass of viewers who were watching,
but also formed something like a moving sheet. It was nothing
like being at a theater with a stage, you were always right in the
middle. There was a lot of music, music he invented, without
notes, just approximate notations. That was all new for me,
there was nothing like that in Berlin, but it seemed important
to me, like a way to find a connection to the past in which our
dogmas originated, our Christian ideas... what kind of construct
built up over the millenia and is now called the Christian
religion. And then suddenly I was standing right in the middle
of it. I noticed that it does revolve around the human body, not
just around bulls being slaughtered and digging around in their
innards, which is also a very sensual, carnal experience. That this
web of meanings involving death, blood, life and the question of
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what you live from are all a bunch of themes that pertain to the
body, that are very realistic, although he did modify them...
There are just some images that still remain from these actions,
and they will never leave.

Florida: Could Giinter Brus connect with the early seventies Berlin
art scene? What were the circumstances like back then? Could
you say a bit about the mood at the time?

Margaret Raspé: He only did one small performance for friends
at my house, but otherwise nothing public. He tried to sell the
booklets he had brought from Vienna. The gallerist René Block?,
he's still around, offered Brus 20 Marks. I couldn‘t believe it. We
all knew what his situation was, and the guy can't even shell out
50 Marks... I thought that was so small-minded, I was outraged
that that man didn‘t get that he was looking at someone with a
great energy. But that was just how Berlin was, in a way: academy,
academy, academy. That was all boring. All of the new move-
ments were coming in from elsewhere, like the Living Theatre®,
the Fluxus people came through the DAAD program. They were
giving grants to bring people from abroad to Berlin, so they could
work here for six months or a year. People in Berlin were utterly
baffled, even at the first Fluxus things I saw. René Block was the
only one who cared about newer work, otherwise there was zero
interest, not even in the Viennese Actionists. Maybe around, 72 or
‘73, Nitsch put on a big action in an underground parking
garage. The leftist activists in Berlin rejected it wholesale and
called him a fascist, they failed to integrate it into a much larger
context. You have to know that the Viennese Actionists had all
been altar boys who were all initiated by priests as children and
then fought back like mad later. That all had to be processed.
So some of those actions resulted from that anger and analysis.
Church domination of culture is like a general backdrop, and it
still exists to a certain extent. It's definitely not gone.
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Florida: You also had connections to Fluxus artists like Joe
Jones®, Joél Fischer and Emmett Williams... And you met the
[talian gallerist Rosanna Chiessi through Joe Jones. Her gallery
Pari & Dispari (Equal and Unequal) was a nexus for artists
associated with Fluxus and Viennese Actionists, but she also
exhibited women like Carolee Schneeman? and Joan Jonas™...

Margaret Raspé: I met the Fluxus people through René Block,
who also exhibited their work. For a while I was friends with
Joe Jones, a Fluxus musician from New York, personally. Then
I met Emmett and his wife Ann, and then Rosanna Chiessi’!,
who was also working with the Fluxus people, the Viennese
Actionists and Arnulf Rainer®. So there were overarching
cross-connections. Rosanna Chiessi ran the gallery and editions
Pari & Dispari in Cavriago and later in Reggio Emilia.

Besides Italian artists, she was highly committed to working
with Fluxus artists early on. With the Gallery Morra in Naples
and Francesco Conz, who had a gallery in Verona, she intro-
duced Hermann Nitsch in Italy and represented him there.
Politically, she tended to the left, and she repeatedly organized
projects, performance festivals and exhibitions in some rural
areas in the region, inviting international as well as local artists
to participate. She was an early and very socially active advocate
of new art forms.

Florida: To which group did you feel closer, conceptually?

Margaret Raspé: It was easier for me to follow the work of the
Fluxus people. It didn‘t appeal to the senses in the same way

as that of the Viennese Actionists. It was more intellectual-
conceptual and also took political and very early environmental
approaches. I couldn‘t become a Viennese Actionist, that
was impossible, I didn‘t have the same background.
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The Fluxus people all possessed a wonderful mental agility. Because
they perceived museums as graves, they consciously used other
locations for their happenings. Their intellectual correlations

and their concepts were more transparent to me. And since I was
working with Rosanna and visiting her often, running into Fluxus
people there, whose work [ knew to a certain extent, I felt very
comfortable in that context. Although the Fluxus people didn‘t
accept me as one of their own, and I never claimed to be. I sought
a way of my own, what I could do as an artist, without following
any predetermined program. What could I find for myself that
would enable me to work on problems that pertain to me and
really interest me?

Florida: Did financial limitations also lead you to turn to quotid-
ian processes and the world of things far removed from the com-
modity aspect of artworks?

Margaret Raspé: I always produced things that I could make
myself. [ very rarely required external help for equipment. Instead,
[ tried to do it alone, also to find out exactly what it is that I can do
myself. I couldn‘t afford three, four people assisting me on a film,
since I never had any contracts. All of my films were self-financed.
And [ made most of my other work without any fee. And usually
without money for materials. So I almost never turned a profit, or
very rarely. That was simply a basic condition. Just look at Joan
Jonas, who made such amazing work for two whole decades.
She’s been recognized since and has been a professor for a couple
of years now, but she didn‘t have a gallery when she was in Berlin
back then. She wasn’t accepted. Once you're a professor and have
made a name for yourself, then there’s money. But not even then,
not necessarily. And if you're like me, and come out with these
weird experiments in art, to find out what you're really interested
in, what kind of possibilities you can transport into art, then
you're just not saleable. There aren‘t any objects after the fact.
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There might be sketches for installations, but only a few, since
[ always said I don‘t need anything more than something the
size of the palm of my hand to make a scaled drawing of whatever
[ want to install. I always dove right into the situation.

20

Loose association of Austrian writers that ex-
isted from 1954 to 1964. Included authors
like Gerhard Rithm and Oswald Wiener.
Influenced by Dada, Expressionism, Surreal-
ism, Baroque poetry, and also the linguistic
philosophy and critique, they understood
language as audio and visual material and
worked with forms of sound poetry.

21

Peter Kubelka (b. 1934, Vienna) is an
Austrian filmmaker and artist. His films
operate within the tradition of the 1920s
avant-garde. His metric films laid the foun-
dations for structural film. Professor at the
Stidelschule in Frankfurt from 1978 to
2000, class for film and cooking as an artform.

22

Rudolf Schwarzkogler (1940, Vienna
—1969) included in the inner circle of
Viennese Actionists. During his actions, he
submitted the human body to seemingly
drastic treatment entailing violent expo-
sure and degradation, aimed at provoking
irritation in the viewers and leading them
to question social taboos and obligations.
He concentrated on photographic actions,
frequently involving his own body, and
conceptual drawings.

23

Limpe Fuchs (b. 1941), trained percus-
sionist, composer, performance artitst and
experimental sound artist. Co-founded the
group Anima Sound (1969-1989) with her
husband Paul Fuchs. Has been friends with
M. Raspé since the seventies.

24

Emmett Williams (1925, Greenville, USA
— 2007, Berlin) was a poet, writer, perfor-
mance artist and co-founder of the Fluxus
movement. Ann Noél’s partner.

25
Ann Noél (b. 1944, Plymouth England)
is an artist living in Berlin.

26
René Block (b. 1942) is a German gallerist,
curator and art collector.

27

Anarchopacifist, post-dramatic theater
group founded in New York in 1947. They
came in frequent conflict with the author-
ities from their open criticism of war in gen-
eral and the military. They also addressed
discrimination, racism and antisemitism.
Their plays are frequently improvised and
partially developed collectively. Sometimes
they actively involve the audience, as in
their best-known work Paradise Now. The
group s still represented to this day in the
Unisted States and Italy.

28

Joe Jones (1934, New York — 1993,
Wiesbaden) avant-garde musician associated
with the Fluxus movement.

He employed automated music machines
in his performances.
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29

Carolee Schneeman (b. 1939, Fox Chase,
USA) is an artist who addresses sexuality and
gender roles in reference to her own body.

30

Joan Jonas (b. 1936, New York), American
conceptual artist who integrated happen-
ings and film into her extensive artistic
research on the concept of the ritual. She
frequently appears as her own actrice in her
films and performances.

31

Rosanna Chiessi, Italian Gallerist, Pari

& Dispari, Gallery in Cavriago. Currently
Archive Pari & Dispari Reggio Emilia. Chiessi
became M.Rs gallerist in Italy in 1985,
and they worked together for several years.
Her gallery in Italy was an important point
of artistic exchange in the context of Vien-
nese Actionism and Fluxus. Among other
things, she worked with environmental-
ecological concepts for projects in her
vincinity.

32
Arnulf Rainer (b. 1929, Baden bei Wien),
Austrian painter.
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Semi-public Resonance Chambers

Florida: From 1985 to 1993, you regularly made the garden at
your house a place for site and situation-specific exhibition projects.
For Versuchsstation (Experiment Station), you opened up your
garden at Rhumeweg in Zehlendorf to a total of 70 artists.

Margaret Raspé: [ wanted to address concepts of the given and
the made®® with other artists, initiate a discussion in Berlin, and so,
in 1985, I offered my garden in Berlin for an exhibition for the first
time. The title was meant to express that there was room for
experimentation there.

[t was a private artists‘ project among friends that we made public.
We divided whatever costs were incurred between the artists.
Although calling ourselves a non-profit in the making would have
made it easier to apply for public grants, we avoided that route so
as to preserve the project’s open and autonomous structure. For
nearly ten years, [ worked with both international and Berlin-
based artists. Friends, whose mentalities I was already familiar
with, brought their friends, people I didn‘t know yet.

The garden was only open for two days a year, during which it was
officially made public. I came up with this option for us in connec-
tion to an instance when I wasn’t awarded a city council grant for
a certain project. What else can you do besides use the space that
is available to you? In the public sphere, I mean within the institu-
tional spaces, it wasn‘t possible, because there were no widespread
concepts for the kind of work we were doing. Institutions clearly
want an end product, but we never knew what would happen or
whether it would fit together. The garden is also a form of art, or
could be, and it’s very hard for me to separate nature and art. What
is nature in a garden, and what is made?
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On the one hand, you‘re in a biologically formed space, and
everything that is put there is necessarily an insertion. At the
same time, however, you'‘re moving in a space you can‘t define
clearly. Basically, no stone in Europe has been left unturned,
nature is no longer simply there, as is, as an independent form.
So the question then becomes: What is given, and what is made?

Flordia: What concrete issues did the works address?

Margaret Raspé: The deep-seated question was: What can we
invent as artists — as living people — among these living plants
and animals, which have so much power and diversity of form,
tamed or wild growth, what can we invent that wouldn‘t be
just another inserted object, a pasted-in fantasy construct, or
metaphorical reference? How can we relate both metaphori-
cally and concretely to these overgrown spaces and the animals
and plants that inhabit them? As artists, how can we enter

into an exchange of energy with living things? For such an
experimental project whose outcome was totally uncertain,
there were no public locations in metropolitan Berlin. But in
a garden that was temporarily declared public, we could think,
discuss and work uncensored, and without consideration of
market-oriented interests.

A garden is a piece of planned nature in an urban zone —

a demarcated microcosm that is assigned to the house. A
constructed landscape in miniature, a model for the need for
tangency, an experience of growth processes: seasons, weather,
heat and cold, becoming and passing, time. Nature was only
present in former West Berlin in the form of urban wasteland,
zones left open and gone wild in the aftermath of either the
war or urban restructuring, and as planned parks, trees lining
the street and potted flowers on balconies. Although there are
plenty of gardens in the periphery, they don'‘t feel like nature
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because of their planned quality. Nature was not yet a topic of art
back then. “Nature — how boring. That's always been around.”
That was one artist's response when we talked about the garden
project at our first meeting. West Berlin during the era of the wall
was a very special situation. As you know, we were cut off from the
surrounding area and its spacious countryside. That created a special
political-intellectual climate on the inside. A lot of people,
especially young artists, were working in old factory spaces, or
doing urban interventions in and with the geometries of architecture.
Raffael Rheinsberg and Lilli Engel were running the Quergalerie.
Then there was the now defunct group Biiro Berlin, the project
Hetal klimatisch by the group Material und Wirkung e.V. and
also the art association Giannozzo, which existed until 1995. They
were all working in these urban zones. They brought site-specific,
process-oriented installation into the public consciousness in a
variety of ways. We always had a new title for every garden show, to
start us thinking, but never any limiting, elaborated, preliminary
concept. All of the works were made in or for the garden. It was
about re-thinking — developing individual positions on nature in
the works, without formalities.

Florida: You had already pursued the idea of presenting work in
private or semi-public contexts before. You showed your camera
helmet films for the first time in Joél Fisher's** DAAD studio, for
instance. What meaning do private spaces as exhibition locations
and platforms for discussion have for you?

Margaret Raspé: That was an opportunity to show the films at all.
Joél understood the concept and invited me to his studio. Once
again, it was a non-institutionalized space, a private space that was
only accessible to a certain public. Around that time, a lot of
installation artists in Berlin were making works in old factory halls
that were more or less open, so they didn‘t have to pay anything.
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That was far from new. The same things were going on in
revolutionary Russia, for instance. What we call underground
art, the art that isn’t shown in public or in galleries or in huge
exhibitions, those things were presented in small private shows
in previous centuries, too, and only later taken up as this or
that new idea in the context of art. Malevich’s Black Square is
one example.

It was a new idea, a totally new idea, it faced initial rejec-
tion more often than not. Private contexts have always been
around, where friends could look at each other’s new work,
which for whatever reason was not being shown in galleries.
And that’s how it was in Berlin. That’s why private spaces are
so important, because that's the only way to produce and show
those kinds of ideas at all. The institutions want to see a precise
concept, so they can know what the end result will be. In the
case of the Experiment Station, there was no way we could
know that, because it was intentionally a concept with a com-
pletely open outcome. Of course that was rejected.

For me, it was also an opportunity to offer other artists a free
space that was only limited by a fence. It was my property that
stood at my disposal and that I could open up.

Florida: Looking back on the Experiment Station as a quasi
concluded project, what results come to mind, what did you
learn from that collective work? What came out of it?

Margaret Raspé: What came out of it? A dense, intercon-
nected discussion between artists, a public discussion that is
only just beginning, and the opening of cracks in the old “art
system” complex, what I call the reference box. Even if some of
the works were based on a vague idea of nature, others really
worked in and for the garden. It went so far as pulling weeds
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in wild corners and paths to make space for works, and then learning
from how the particular site, the garden, reacted to our interven-
tions. Sticking nails in the trees to hang works on them caused
bleeding wounds, for instance.

Florida: With “a discussion that is only just beginning”, do you
mean the environmental discourse that has been slowly entering
the public consciousness since the eighties? The friction between
the concepts of nature, as what is given, and culture, as what is made,
which you just mentioned, does play a key part in your practice.

Margaret Raspé: In 1989, the artist Peter F. Strauss told me about
Charlotte Strobele and her project Arte Sella®, and also Elmar
Zorn’s Europe project Art in Nature. I was very glad that other
artists and curators were finally dealing with art in nature. That
encouraged me to keep pressing on a line of questioning I had
been following for years: How do we handle nature as a given?
Like we handle ourselves: alienated, exploitative? What are we
actually doing when we make art? What do we need to change

in our consciousness, if we want to think and feel apparent oppo-
sites, the culture / nature complex, in a way that departs from the
tradition in the western-influenced world? The former nuclear
power manager Klaus Traube already wrote the book Is it Time

to Switch Over? On the political limits of technology in 1989. But
environmental issues and studies have been familiar to us since
the early seventies and the Club of Rome publications. As far as
art goes, Fluxus artists took up some of those ideas in their work
in the seventies. Can art spur new findings, new experiences, new
forms of living?

Florida: In your performance Water Is No Longer Water you
physically entered a river polluted with industrial waste in Poland.
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Margaret Raspé: Yes, that was in 1990. That action was part of an
international project organized by the Polish artist Ryszard Wasko,
called Construction in Process, Back in £.6dz. Wearing a white
linen shirt and singing overtones, I stepped into a small river near
L.6dz that was so completely polluted, contaminated by a nearby
paint and varnish factory that its water was deep black. I never

saw a blacker river. I exposed myself to that on an existential level:
Laying up to my throat in the water, my voice broke. Reduced to
howling and coughing, I felt like a dying seal. My body reacted
overtly, the linen shirt was stained blackish. My body reacted to
that environment, it was too cold, filthy. And my overtone voice
stopped working. I was howling, I couldn‘t sing anymore.

Florida: You used overtone singing in several works — both
performative and photographic; can you describe what overtone
singing means for you, in general and in the case of Water Is No
Longer Water? Does it also have to do with a special form of bodily
awareness, bodily knowledge? Overtone singing is also used in
music therapy.

Margaret Raspé: In music, overtones are high, incidental
harmonic vibrations that give every instrument its characteristic
color. It's different with a violin, let’s say, than with a flute. But
every machine produces overtones. Some are at such a high
frequency that we can‘t hear them.

They play a role for singers, because they resonate with a voice
and give it its particular sound. There is a special singing tech-
nique to produce them, you have to position the oral cavity in
such a way that activates the sinuses as resonant cavities in the
head. They are especially pronounced when you sing simple vowels:
A, E, I, O and U. Overtone singing loosens bronchial phlegm,
frees up the vocal chords and clears the head, even back pain goes
away. It promotes energy flow from the feet to the head, all the
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Image, p 60-61, 65

Anastendria —
Das Fest der Feuerldufer von
way up and all the way down. The whole body vibrates. It took Lagadds, 1978-85

a lot of practice — mostly in the car, so [ wouldn‘t bother anyone
with the piercing sounds — but I learned to hear overtones and
produce them myself. I used overtone singing for the first time for
an installation in two rooms at the Palazzo Ruini in Reggio Emilia
called Musica da Camera (Chamber Music) in 1987, and then
later in various other works, sometimes as recorded sound in objects
and sometimes directly in performances’.

Florida: Could we say your action Water Isn‘t Water Anymore was
an attempt at representing the transformation of the river from a
life-giving source into a poisonous cesspool?

Margaret Raspé: Water used to be the purest source of life,
although it isn‘t anymore, which symbolized an element of nature
untouched by humans, like the Virgin Mary, for example. The
contaminated black water is a symbol for human beings’ disturbed
relationship toward their own natural resources. Like other living
things, we are the victims of our own actions. Turning to a concrete,
current reality, e.g. rivers polluted by industry, equates: metaphor
equals idea, equals reality, equals metaphor. As long as people
are born to people, we will be part of natural cycles, yet at the
same time, dependent on technological progress. Back to nature
wouldn’t taste good to us. Increasing glorification of the machine,
of artificial intelligence, presents nothing but an apparent way out
of the dilemma, which cannot be resolved through total information
availability on electronic networks, the human = machine interlink,
if the machine is used as the sole anchor to reality. The totality

of haptic, olfactory knowledge of the old world would fall aside,
the senses would have to reform cold, in a totally new way. It
seems important to me not to abandon other direct contacts to
the living world.
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33

Max Horkheimer's description of the
difference between nature and culture.

(in Zur Kritik der instrumentellen Vernunft,
Fischer Wissenschaft, 1995)

34

Joél Fisher (b. 1947, Salem, Ohio, USA)
artist producing objects, drawings and
sculptures. Utilized unusual materials
such as hair, nails and butter in his
biomorphic sculptures.

35

Arte Sella is a land art project founded in
the South Tyrol (Val di Sella) in 1986.

36
See catalogue Margaret Raspé, 2004
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Die Biografie konzentriert sich auf die im Interview genannten Arbeiten und
Projekte und folgt den Angaben des Katalogs:

Margaret Raspé — Arbeiten 1970 - 2004

Film, Video, Installationen, Zeichnungen, Projekte.
Wasmuth Verlag, Ttibingen - Berlin, 2004
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Margaret Raspé lebt und arbeitet in Berlin und einen Teil des Jahres auf
Karpathos (Griechenland).

1933, geb. Ranke in Breslau

1951, Abitur in Lindau am Bodensee

1951-54, Schneiderlehre in Bonn und Frankfurt

1954-57, Studium an der Akademie der Bildenden Kiinste Miinchen, danach an der
Hochschule fiir Bildende Kiinste in Berlin

1957, Heirat mit Dr. rer. nat. Gerhard Raspé, drei Tochter

1958-70, Arbeit als Modedesignerin

1971, Scheidung, Wiederaufnahme der kiinstlerischen Arbeit. Erster Film mit
dem Kamerahelm; Mitglied der London Film-Makers” Co-op und der Film-Coop
Berlin

Seit 1975 Arbeits- und Vortragsreisen in verschiedene europiische Linder, in die
USA und nach Kanada

1985, Beginn der Lehrtitigkeit, Kérperarbeit mit Gruppen. Zeichenlehrerin am
Lette-Verein, Berlin, Abteilung Mode. Verschiedene weitere Lehrtitigkeiten an
Kunsthochschulen

1997, Griindungsmitglied und Vorstand des Vereins Kulturskologisches Forum e.V.
1997-2001, Bau eines Atelierhauses auf Karpathos (Griechenland)

Arbeiten und Projekte:

1971-1983, Die Filme mit dem Kamerahelm, Experimentalfilme,
Farbe, ohne Ton, Super 8:

Schweineschnitzel, 1971, 4 Min.

Der Sadist schlégt das eindeutig Unschuldige, 1971, 6 Min.

Backe, backe Kuchen, 1972, 20 Min.

Oh Tod, wie nahrhaft bist Du, 1972-73, 15 Min.

Alle Tage wieder — let them swing!, 1974, 19 Min.

Die Selbstbewegung des Frautomaten, oder Schein bleibt Schein 1977, 12 Min.
Blau auf Weif, Réinder und Rahmen, 1979, 18 Min.

Gelb, Rot und Blau entgegen,1983, 28 Min.

1978-85, Anastendria — das Fest der Feuerldufer von Lagadas / Griechenland
Dokumentarischer Film, Super 8, Ton, 90 min.,

Eigenproduktion.

1978-82, Ausstellung Unbeachtete Produktionsformen
NGBK, Berlin, Mitorganisation und Prisentation einer Installation
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1985-94, Idee und Organisation der Gartenausstellungen Versuchsstation
Rhumeweg 26, Berlin

1987, Blindschnitt, Performance, Rasenmiherzeichnung im Garten der Ruine der
Kiinste, Berlin, Projekt: “Uber/Zeit”, Wolf Kahlen

A-E-1-0-U, Fotoperformance, Obertonsingen der Vokale, fiinf s/w Fotos,
Palazzo Ruini, Reggio Emilia (Italien)

1990, Wasser ist nicht mehr Wasser, Performance im Fluss Bzura bei Lodz,
(Polen), innerhalb Construction in Process, back in Lodz

1993, Korpertiicher / Portrits, Aktionen, Kérperportriits von Rosanna Chiessi
und Philip Corner, Aquarell auf Laken, Sammlung Casa Malaparte,

Capri (Italien) Galerie Pari & Dispari.

Weitere Korperportrits, Galerie Konzept Museum, Berlin

seit 2000 S. I. N. N. - subjektiv - international - natur - natur.

Neue Formen der Kunst in natiirlichen Umrdumen, Atelierhaus Karpathos
(Griechenland), weitergehendes, zeitoffenes Projekt: Einladung an Kiinstler*innen
dort ortsbezogen zu arbeiten.

2014, Alle Tage wieder — let them swing! Zur Aktualitit der Filmarbeit von Margaret
Raspé, Ein Filmprogramm von Madeleine Bernstorff, Karola Gramann und Heide

Schliipmann, KinoArsenal, Berlin und Weltkulturen Museum, Frankfurt am Main

2015, Mit dem Kamerahelm, Gesamtschau von Margaret Raspés Super-8 Filmen
mit dem Kamerahelm. Lothringer13 Florida, Miinchen
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