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The old is dying and the new cannot be born'
Dries Verhoeven

My father is standing on a stool. The lamp needs fixing. He is 88 years old, and over
the past six months his memory has often failed him. The six wires protruding from
the lamp need to be connected to the three wires of the ballast. Dad looks at the
wires in his hand and then at where they protrude from the device. Slightly confused,
he steps down from the stool. He leaves it for now. It will work out soon enough. My
mother wonders aloud how she is supposed to read the newspaper.

Lately, | have become increasingly interested in people who seem to be losing their
grip. | want to understand how people keep their uncertainty in check, now that the
world is breaking adrift. | read about shelters, underground and in our heads. About
the stories people tell themselves in order to continue on the path they have taken.
About people who take such an unwavering stance that | begin to suspect they are
trying to ward something off.

An Instagram post: an Israeli soldier poses with a rainbow flag against the backdrop
of a bombed-out Gaza. He has written ‘In the name of love’ on the flag. The flag
means something to me as a queer man. | always saw it as a cheerful, somewhat
naive expression of our desire for equality. The Netherlands is only too happy to let
the flag flutter as a sign of its (alleged) tolerance. But here the rainbow has become a
weapon. Everyone with a different ideology deserves to die, the soldier seems to be
saying. His mind can straighten what is crooked, can convince him of his own
goodness at any cost.

In an art institution in Berlin: ‘Some works in this exhibition contain depictions of
violence and nudity. Detailed information about the location of these works is
available at the ticket counter.” Why do people appreciate such notices?

Perhaps because of this? Since the rise of the internet, we have been exposed to a
steady stream of disturbing images. We are continually confronted with pain and
violence, but in Western Europe, where | live, it is mostly virtual. We are permanent
bystanders. On our screens we see victims drowning, but we cannot jump in after
them. The art institution wraps a warm blanket around us. | see you, the museum
says. You'’re safe here.

What happened to the refugee boats? A few years ago, they made a weekly
appearance on my screen. | Google it. Europe now pays the countries in the Sahara



to stop refugees before they reach the Mediterranean. In the desert of Niger, people
now die far from the television cameras. The European parliamentarian protects the
image of a continent untouched by horror. And the citizen can go back to sleep.

Airline Transavia claims it wants to reduce the negative effects of aviation. When |
book a flight, it asks whether | would like to pay extra for SAF, Sustainable Aviation
Fuel. | look up what that actually is: an umbrella term for fuel made from animals and
plants, now mostly pig fat. The emissions associated with pig farming are not
included in the sustainability calculations. If you were to fly from Paris to New York
solely on SAF made from pig fat, you would need 8,800 dead pigs.

| imagine people stuck in the quicksand of time. They cling to the things they have
collected over the years. Some are beautiful, carefully designed objects. But by
clinging to them, they are pulled further into the quicksand; the objects grow dirty and
lose their shine.

Do not go gentle into that good night,
Old age should burn and rave at close of day;
Rage, rage against the dying of the light.?

When octopuses sense that they are about to die, they barely resist. Certainly no
rage. | read an impressive book by Peter Godfrey-Smith. Female octopuses in
particular withdraw, for example into a crack in a rock face. There they wait for death
to arrive. | imagine the resigned gaze of the animal, waiting quietly in the crevice.

| imagine myself at the moment | feel death approaching (thrashing around, |
suspect, complete desperation. It happened to me once in the Indian Ocean). |
imagine Donald Trump in that crevice (impossible), NATO chief Mark Rutte (ditto). |
imagine the entire Western world order in the crevice, with a resigned gaze.

Why do children build sandcastles? | mean: why not sandhouses or sandfarms? A
boy at the beach watches as the sea lays claim to his castle, the towers collapsing.
He looks on, unmoved. The ruin was already inherent in the construction itself, it was
meant to be.

Speaking of steadfastness (1): | walk through the Giardini and take a closer look at
the pavilions. What kind of world order is suggested here? What spirit of the age
lingers?

An alternative approach: | imagine the national pavilions as inflatables, temporary
structures that disappear after each edition to make room for those of newly selected
countries. A global decision is made on which countries and stateless citizens are



best suited at that moment to represent the state of the arts and the world. For one
year, they can host the throngs of visitors in their inflatable.

Speaking of steadfastness (2): According to the United Nations, there are indications
that Israel’s actions fall under the Genocide Convention. Meanwhile it has been
confirmed that the country will once again participate in the Bienniale. Not in the
Giardini this time, but in the Arsenale, in a space called the Sala d’Armi (armoury).

Speaking of steadfastness (3): This year, the United States pavilion presents ‘Donald
Trump's focus on showcasing American excellence’.3

At the Fondation Cartier in Paris, | come across a work by Bernie Krause and
Soundwalk Collective. Since 1968, Krause has recorded the sounds of more than
15,000 animal species. The museum acquired the archive and now presents it as a
sound installation. ‘More than half of the recorded habitats have since fallen silent or
been profoundly altered by human activity,” | read. Does my take on the installation
change because | know the institution is commercially funded? Is Cartier trying to
smooth over its own ambiguous position? Which species have disappeared as a
result of mining for gemstones?

How does this work affect the visitor? Will they behave differently after listening to a
vanished species? Or does the act of listening itself feel like an ethical gesture? To
paraphrase Susan Sontag: does the visitor get a certificate of innocence, a kind of
absolution for their behaviour in late-capitalism? Are they now free to head to the
Champs-Elysées to buy a watch?

‘Why so cynical? Why the moral high ground?’ a friend asks me. Don’t | also play a
role? Aren’t | also caught in that quicksand of time? He is right. | realize that my
criticism is just as much a form of self-preservation. If | attack something or someone,
| feel less unease.

| start the day with sit-ups, encouraged by YouTube videos of toned twenty-
somethings. My husband says I'm going through a midlife crisis.

| grew up as a middle-class boy in the fin de siécle of the twentieth century. The
Netherlands was a cheerful little country. Back then, | visited the major art museums
with my mother. They were places where | looked evil straight in its dirty mouth —
sexual places, too, disobedient places. It was as if, on entering the museums, | shut
my eyes and tumbled into a nightmare: the world was apparently not as neat and
cheerful as it seemed. Nowadays, it feels as if the roles have been reversed.
Museums present dreams of a better, gentler world. What is broken in the world is



symbolically glued back together inside them. Time has turned them into benign
refuges.

| read the text Eric Otieno Sumba wrote for this publication and it unsettles me. He
suggests that all artworks that criticize nationalism at the Venice Bienniale ultimately
benefit the countries that host the pavilions. Through the ‘performance of self-
critique’, they remain in the saddle.

| think of Fondation Cartier using ecological awareness to polish its public image. |
think of the King, who will open my closed pavilion in two months’ time. Am |
inevitably part of Dutch state propaganda?

But that would mean that every work, however critical, disruptive or subversive,
ultimately reinforces the status quo. As long as the pavilions are allowed to stand,
their existence is legitimized. Otieno suggests that, as an artist, you could spend your
entire budget on subsidizing visa applications. Noble — but in doing so, you define the
art space as a utopia, and yourself as a shining example.

<pause>

| write this with hesitation, but | believe that | (a middle-aged white West European
man) am better cast in the role of the frightened ruler.

A body falling in slow motion.
In an iconic scene in the film La Haine (1995), we hear the story of a man falling from
a block of flats. ‘So far, so good’, says the voice-over, ‘so far, so good.’

Like everyone living in the Netherlands, | receive an information booklet to help
prepare for an emergency. ‘While the Netherlands is currently not at war, we are not
at peace either,’ it states, therefore ‘[tjhe Dutch armed forces are receiving more
funding to better protect us.’

The message is urgent (‘Make a note of the emergency radio station frequency in
your region and stick it on the radio. Tune the radio to that station’) but the tone
resembles that of a scavenger hunt (‘If you have pets, include the items they would
need in your emergency kit’). The booklet clearly wants two opposing things, to alarm
and to reassure. ‘So far, so good.’ The illustrations show Playmobil-like figures calmly
handing each other cardboard boxes. We must remain vigilant, but we are safe
among our own.

At the supermarket, | see a row of new protein products.

And what about anti-anxiety medication? Is that selling better now?

And LSD?



The Survival Condo project is a ‘doomsday bunker’ in the American State of Kansas,
thirteen floors underground. When the climate apocalypse presents itself, millionaire
families can retreat to their apartments, all of which have been sold. On the upper
level of the bunker, just below ground, there is a swimming pool with artificial rock
formations — what we used to call a ‘subtropical swimming paradise’. Sealed off from
the outside world, the residents can continue their pleasant lives for a while longer.

| imagine those families in the crevice.

Waving a rainbow flag.

My father is back on the stool, trying again to fix the lamp. Lately, he barely speaks of
recent events, but he gladly shares memories of his earlier life. He talks about his
time at the technical college.

Where he was constantly working with electrics.

Where he was constantly working with electrics.

Where he was constantly working with electrics.

As if, through repetition, he anchors the story of his life — bold lines reinforcing the
pattern of an existing drawing. Again and again.
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