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Alexander García Düttmann

ALL TOGETHER NOW

I am asked to give a paper on friendship. I am asked to give a paper on enmity. I put the two papers together and add a short opening dialogue. Now I have a manuscript that I can send to a publisher. The manuscript is printed in Vienna. I am visiting New York and that’s where I open the envelope that contains a first copy. Then Freunde und Feinde, as the little book is called, gets translated into Japanese. I receive the Japanese edition when my publisher in Tokyo sends it to my address in London. It is impossible for me to decipher the letters. I cannot even recognize the book as the one published in 1999 by a small Austrian press. So I trust Hiroshi and the translators who e-mailed me questions while they were working on the translation. It is true that I always wanted to write on friendship. But I never anticipated publishing a book in which I would juxtapose essays on friendship and enmity. And it never occurred to me that a book of mine would be translated into a language I do not speak and cannot read. A few years after having been published in Tokyo, Freunde und Feinde is translated into Croatian. Browsing through the book that has come from Zagreb, I can read the letters, though I do not understand the meaning of the words. Thus, after undergoing a number of objectifications linked to each other both by chance and necessity, my text has become an object. I can look at it, touch its surface. But it remains impenetrable. This is where the artist makes her appearance. She has come upon material she can use. Having an ambassador’s daughter translate some of the text on the site of her creative activity, this time from Japanese into English, will be part of the process of producing a new object, her work of art. It is true that I could have related to my text as an artist before an unexpected translation transformed it into an object, an object that makes no sense to me other than the sense my senses can make of anything that appeals to them, that catches their attention and keeps them in a state of excitement. The German title of my book seems to be a straightforward choice, expressing its content and its form without further ado.  And yet I choose to proceed with the same letter and end with the same syllable preceded by the same letter: f, f, n-de, n-de. The two letters n, d, form a short sequence that can be found in the conjunction, too. Inasmuch as these letters and syllables belong to a language familiar to me and that my tongue has been trained to utter them almost automatically (“aus dem Effeff”, to know something inside out, to be able to do something just like that), I can pronounce them repeatedly. I can articulate them ever more rapidly and loudly until I start stumbling over the graphic strokes in a kind of delirious embrace, as if the letters were friends and enemies at the same time. The object hovers between familiarity and impenetrability. But what is the relevance of this pure reminder of language’s material opacity or spacing? Admittedly it lacks any relevance. Perhaps the artist starts with such an admission. Then she proceeds to create an answer she cannot give. The answer will appear as an object or an arrangement of objects. In the present case the arrangement includes a worn silk robe Elizabeth Presa’s untiring hands have manipulated by weaving the pages of the Japanese translation of my book into its texture. A philosopher says that art works can be seen as objects whose nature we ignore. This means that they are answers that have not been given in response to a preliminary question, whether explicit or implicit. It is useless to try to reconstruct the question from the answer. The belated formulation of the question would destroy the answer by turning it into a given answer. Hence such answers, created rather than given, amount to an intelligibility defined by ignorance, or to a translation that neither erases nor affirms itself. Is there a higher form of communication? We will encounter each other in the text(ure), a friend once told Elizabeth.

