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he	was	dismissed	as	a	mystic.	He	became	
too	religious	about	his	science.

MY	He	was	a	mystic,	I	think.

ES	He	got	kicked	out	of	 the	Communist	
Party;	 the	 prestige	 that	 surrounded	 his	
earlier	career	fell	away.	

MY	The	Soviet	Union	didn’t	need	a	“com-
missar	of	space.”	That	job	was	not	being	
offered.	

ES	I	love	the	line	about	Malevich	in	Jeff’s	
travelogue	“Monuments	of	Fire”:	“He	de-
clared,	 ‘I	am	the	Ambassador	of	Space.’	
Then	 he	 promptly	 went	 back	 to	 radical	
figurative	portraiture,	 like	any	good	cos-
monaut	who	makes	it	out	alive.”

MY	 I	 love	 those	 late	 paintings.	 Western	
art	historians	often	see	it	as	a	regression,	
as	Malevich’s	weaker	work—if	it’s	not	ab-
straction	or	“non-objective”	painting,	 if	 it	
becomes	 representational	 or	 figurative,	
it’s	 considered	 no	 longer	 radical—or	 not	
politically	 radical.	 But	 those	 pieces	 are	
actually	really	radical;	they	are	weird	and	
Renaissance-like.	 In	 some	 ways	 they	 are	
like	the	sets	that	you’re	showing	in	whiteo-
nwhite—sometimes	 they’re	 real	 places—
but	they’re	intensely	organized	spaces.

ES	There	 was	 this	 intense	order	 in	mid-
century	design.	

MY	 Your	 work	 starts	 with	 Malevich’s	
White on White and	the	very	static	 idea	
of	the	desert	that	he	talks	about,	the	de-
sire	to	go	to	the	desert—a	space	that	has	
possibilities	 for	 transcendence	 because	
of	 its	 emptiness.	 How	 did	 you	 unfold	 a	
story	 from	 these	 static	 images?	 Is	 that	
where	the	machine	comes	in?

ES	Narrative	growing	out	of	static	imag-
es—the	 desert,	 the	 museumified	 office,	
the	 factory	space,	or	 the	pipes—is	 inter-
esting	because	it	defies	the	stillness.	The	
stillness	is	aching	for	a	story	to	be	grafted	
on	to	it,	to	explain	why	it	is	so	still.	When	
we	 made	 the	 first	 iterations	 of	 the	 ran-
domizer	 without	 any	 algorithm	 it	 picked	
clips	and	played	them	randomly,	suggest-
ing	a	narrative.	

MY	And	your	 location	 seems	outside	of	
time.	This	‘70s	thing.

ES	There	are	so	many	narratives	you	can	
spin	out	with	the	idea	of	being	locked	in	

time,	 e.g.	 the	 clocks	 are	 slowed	 down.	
Why	 are	 these	 people	 outside	 of	 time?	
Are	they	on	drugs?	Is	it	the	future?	But	it	
looks	like	1973.	
	 Being	presented	with	a	static	 image	
you	have	to	ask	how	it	became	that	way.	
Nothing	is	really	static.	You	have	to	work	
really	hard	to	keep	something	from	chang-
ing.	 If	you	want	to	keep	Gagarin’s	office	
looking	 like	his	office,	 somebody	has	 to	
take	care	of	it	or	it	will	fall	apart:	the	wind	
will	blow,	the	rain	will	come	in,	and	things	
will	get	lost.	So	I	see	these	static	images	
as	rich	with	potential	narrative.	The	shot	
with	 all	 the	 piled-up	 computers	 and	 an-
cient	radio	transmitters	just	begs	so	many	
questions—what	 were	 people	 communi-
cating	with	these	things?	

MY	 whiteonwhite	 has	 a	 Stalker-esque	
feeling	to	it.	

ES	Actually,	Simon	Lee	and	I	want	to	do	
this	project—Tarkovsky’s	Stalker	as	a	play	
here	in	Williamsburg.	There	is	this	beauti-
ful	vacant	lot	that	looks	like	the	Zone	and	
we	are	thinking	of	doing	Stalker	as	a	live	
theater	piece,	crossing	 it	with—you	may	
or	may	not	like	this—Winnie-the-Pooh.	

MY	That’s	hilarious.	

ES	 Well,	 we	 think	 it	 could	 work.	 They	
are	 kind	 of	 the	 same.	 In	 Winnie-the-
Pooh they	go	 into	 the	woods	and	what-
ever	 they	 try	 to	 do	 fails	 and	 in	 Stalker	
they	 go	 into	 the	Zone	 and	 it’s	 the	 same	
thing.	 And	 you	 have	 parallel	 characters:	
Stalker	is	Christopher	Robin,	Writer	could	
be	 Eeyore,	 and	 Scientist	 could	 be	 Owl.		
It	 would	 be	 an	 installation/performance	
piece.	 For	 sure,	 Tarkovsky—Stalker	 and	
The Mirror—was	 on	 my	 mind	 a	 lot	 with	
whiteonwhite.

MY	Because	of?

ES	 The	 structure	 of	 The Mirror	 and	 the	
structure	created	by	the	voice-overs	and	
the	 Serendipity	 Machine	 are	 related.		
I	even	 lifted	one	 line	from	The Mirror,	 in	
the	Wintergarden	voice-over:	

	 	Have we become bourgeois without 
owning private property?

MY	 I	hadn’t	 thought	about	 it,	but	now	 I	
see	it	in	the	way	you	work	with	reflective	
imagery.

ES	Reflection	and	ideas	about	memory.

MY	Yeah,	 reconstructing	a	history	with-
out	knowing	what	it	is.

ES	 Deriving	 narrative	 from	 these	 static	
locations;	sometimes	they	feel	so	empty	
that	almost	anything	could	happen	there,	
and	 inevitably	 something	 does	 happen.	
Like	we	get	 inside	 some	crazy	 chemical	
company	 that’s	 been	 the	 same	 for	 50	
years	or	we	meet	two	withered	archaeol-
ogists	who	send	us	to	Aktau.	So	some	of	
these	ideas	are	derived	from	the	process	
of	being	on	the	road.	

MY	 You’ve	 structured	 the	 project	 as	 an	
ongoing	experience	that	can	keep	grow-
ing.	 There’s	 this	 sense	 of	 never	 quite	
resolving	 the	 questions	 that	 Holz,	 the	
geophysicist,	has.	

ES	Exactly.	That	characteristic	of	the	ma-
chine	is	also	built	into	the	narrative.	Holz	
never	 answers	 his	 questions	 and	 never	
leaves	City-A.	For	the	last	year	and	a	half	
we’ve	 been	 updating	 the	 media,	 adding	
new	narratives	and	clips	to	the	hard	drive.	
Initially	 I	 thought	 the	 piece	 could	 grow	
forever.	Now	I	see	it	can’t	go	on	endlessly.	
I	 like	 the	possibility	 that	you	can	experi-
ence	the	film	like	life—you	turn	around	a	
corner;	it	might	be	the	same	corner	you’ve	
turned	around	a	million	times	but	you	see	
something	you’ve	never	seen	before.	

MY	 Or—vice	 versa—you	 see	 the	 same	
thing.
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