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Emily Wardill in conversation with Robin Waart

6 Jan 2021 at 19:51 / at 21:29 / 
7 Jan 2021 at 13:24 / at 23:27 /
8 Jan 2021 at 13:35 / at 20:10 /
12 Jan 2021 21:26 / at 23:32 /
14 Jan 2021 at 19:40 / at 21:34 / 
15 Jan 2021 at 21:04 /
16 Jan 2021 at 00:11 / at 15:10 / at 21:00 / at 21:26 / 
17 Jan 2021 at 14:02 / at 16:58 / at 17:09 /
19 Jan 2021 at 00:33 /
22 Jan 2021 at 19:42 / 
25 Jan 2021 at 00:59 /
26 Jan 2021 at 00:15 / at 19:15 / at 19:52 / at 21:54 /
27 Jan 2021 at 00:22 / at 17:47 /
28 Jan 2021 at 23:17 / 
31 Jan 2021 at 00:41 / at 17:31 / at 21:54 /
1 Feb 2021 at 15:49 / at 18:41 / at 19:15 / at 20:29 / at 21:14 / 
2 Feb 2021 at 17:57 / at 20:04 /
3 Feb 2021 at 01:41 / at 13:10

Robin Waart: Hi Emily

Emily Wardill: Hello Robin, how are you there?
It’s polar cold here today in Lisbon and I am showing Night for
Day to friends in my apartment, a Portuguese writer and artist, 
to see how they feel about it. Where are you now? Vienna? 
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Triangle in the Round, Studio Test, Emily Wardill's studio, Linda a Velha, Oerias, 2019



there, who doesn’t even exist, just by words being put right in
front of you? To me that says so much about how we imagine
and empathize, but when you turn it to the question of who you
want to identify with—it’s like (the) film speaking back to you.

  I am not sure what the “unspoken silence” is? Ah, you mean the
voice of the son who “finds his voice.” Yes—I like this too, the idea
of the voiceless aping the voice of the dead—and especially that
voice—of young Rickman—famously velvet and so erotic that it
needs to tone itself down with feigned indifference—which of
course, just makes it more charged.

But who likes to hear their own voice?

Many people in my experience.

When I talk to students about narration, I always hear myself
telling them not to speak their own films, to go against the
default to “use your own.” Unless you have good reasons to stick
with it. 

I might have the same feeling towards people using that voice
that comes from the computer and reads your text for you.
Thankfully, people don’t do that much any more. 

I realize that maybe it’s also because I hate hearing my own.

Yes, I never narrated my own films. Just one piece of music once,
that I made for Junior Asprin. But I don’t agree that people
shouldn’t. I like to hear Steve Reinke’s voice in his films, or Laure
Prouvost in hers. I like my voice, but, as a female artist, your work
is always read as being autobiographical, no matter what you do.
The last interview I did the interviewer asked me, “But, where are
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I just got back to Amsterdam, but was in Vienna over Christmas.
I made it to the city before the lockdown, with a negative test
and travel exception to see and start writing about Hugo
Canoilas’s show at mumok, which now had to close again. 
Now I am waiting for Evol/Love to come from the printer’s. 
The insides of the cover were printed upside down and had to
be redone: sort of fitting for a mirrored book though. 
But everyone’s being really professional about it and I am
trying to be too. Launches have to wait anyway, and maybe
things even get better by taking time.

A misprint, that is hard, but it sounds like you are being philosoph-
ical about it. It’s been a year for taking it on the chin. Hiccups are
what happens when we try to do anything in the real world and
not just in fantasy, I guess.

Now we are starting this, I thought of other interviews, and my
last one, how thankful I was to the editor for taking out the
repetitions. Reading it back, I did so out loud, going back and
forth between asking “Does that sound like me?” and “Would I
like to sound like that?”

I love interviews. Reading other people’s interviews. When people
ask great questions and also when people answer aggressive
questions with generosity.

I was thinking of the narrators in your films, that they exist as
voices without bodies, the voice as a body, but in Night for Day
this is different. There is kind of an unspoken silence, where the
narrator (is it the son, or the mother or a bit of both?) talks to us
through the “subtitles,” bottom left of the screen. But they
aren’t transcriptions, nor subtitles, really, because there is no
voice, until the film ends with someone else’s, “Your favorite
actor,” (the mother’s?). How can you hear someone who isn’t
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rather than reductions—a sort of growing mass of material that
does not pretend that having said something in one way, you
could then just distill it and say it in a smaller, more concise way
instead, but rather exponentially expand, like soap bubbles.4

Or sea foam. Last night, I went swimming at the one pool in the
country that is open, probably, the outside part has been
allowed to stay open, with time slots and 21°C water (not that
cold compared to the 3°C air), feeling sort of reborn after.

Outdoor swimming? That sounds like real life. There is nothing 
I like more than a cold ocean followed by that amazing warmth
from within that follows when you get out. It is exactly what these
days call for. 

It’s funny you mention Williams. The one time I met him my
friend made me show him a picture on my phone of the
installation I did for De Appel’s windows, he brought up Bloom
immediately. 

So yes, I see from the event in Amsterdam why the conversation
with Bloom was so intriguing for you, the invisible ink, those
austere houses, sensuous on the inside, publics and privates.

It’s that I am already talking back to you in my head, asking you
things, but not sure how they will come out here. Maybe the
gathering comes after scattering? Why do swallows make these
amazing shapes when they fly together?

4 Christopher Williams on John Chamberlain’s Foam Sculptures, recorded at 
Dia: Chelsea on December 11, 2006, as part of Dia’s lecture series Artists on Artists:
https://www.diaart.org/media/watch-listen/audio-christopher-williams-on-john-
chamberlains-foam-sculptures.
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you in the work?”1 No one ever asks Pierre Huyghe where he is in
the work. Or Peter Gidal—“Where are you, though Peter, in that
materialist film?” But even the voice of the imaginary son in Night
for Day—one curator already has referred to it as my voice, with
an air of contempt, as though it were a faintly disguised version of
myself and they had found me out.

I go between—because “you” are in the film, behind it as a
maker. But I suppose interviewers never have the same interest
in the relationship someone has to their own work, that even as
a maker you can have distance to it. As if you are always
expected to agree with yourself, be one thing, not also another. 

You know, I would like to talk about how to talk too. I started
reading your other interviews, and thinking about the genre,
looked again at Alejandro Cesarco’s Between Artists series and,
on Bomb, the one where Kiki Smith and Barbara Bloom are in
conversation,2 and it’s like they are interviewing each other.
And the format, almost of a play, in the “Public Lectures” of 
We are behind,3 between you and Ian White for your 2010 
exhibition at De Appel. 

Yes, good idea. You know, today, I have been thinking about that
Christopher Williams lecture on John Chamberlain’s foam sculp-
tures where he starts with Francis Ponge’s poem about soap
bubbles—and this way of writing through making equivalences,

1 “Emily Wardill in conversation with Raimundas Malašauskas,” e-flux (December
2020): https://www.eflux.com/video/361002/emily-wardill-nbsp-i-gave-my-love-
a-cherry-that-had-nonbsp-stone/

2 “Barbara Bloom by Kiki Smith,” Bomb Magazine (January 1st, 1996):
https://bombmagazine.org/articles/barbara-bloom/

3 Emily Wardill and Ian White, We are behind (London/Amsterdam: Book
Works/De Appel, 2010). Publication as part of Emily Wardill’s exhibition, windows
broken, break, broke together, at De Appel Arts Centre, Amsterdam, 17 September–
28 November 2010.



Maybe typical interviewers underestimate their readers,
catering to the idea that everyone wants to know about the
person behind the work. Maybe a lot of (yes, male) filmmakers
stand so in front of their work that people are used to not
looking past the personal. Turning around the book to take a
look at the author’s picture on the back cover without reading it. 

There is a film by Angela Melitopoulos and Maurizio Lazzarato
called Assemblages and it has this feeling of voices that are
brought together irrationally, but also as though they are trying to
work something through, something perhaps that can only be
communicated through objects or through leaving logic behind.
I am very attracted to this too, where language wants to be
material but it needs to be stuck in that impossible desire. If it
actually materialised, it would be dead.

Every time I was in the installation for Night for Day, I became
almost obsessed with waiting for the figure of the son to find
his voice, his looking for it that the film loops right back into
after that, then the find, and the credits—the shortest part—if
you stay in the space and watch the film again, and again.

I have also been listening to the link you sent me of
Christopher Williams talking about Chamberlain, and thinking
much how I love the Dia’s decision to publish only the audio
and I can make so much more of it because of that (even if it
were caused by some technical mishap). I see the soap frothing
and foaming that he and you talk about, and ocean crests, the
Atlantic in Night for Day, and Bruce Nauman washing his hands,
awfully small coronavirus particles being flushed away.
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I saw swallows flying last Sunday in the estuary here near where
they want to build the new Lisbon airport. They looked like ball
bearings spinning around in an enormous figure of 8 stadium, and
flamingos too, who seemed impossible when they flew, fluores-
cent pink and then black in a beat, too heavy to fly, gorgeous.
But I see what you mean—in their formation there is the kind of
“understanding” that we might be moving towards. Kind of
running together, rather than a dissection.

When people ask that question, “where your voice is in the
work,” I was going to say: your voice, well, is everywhere and
nowhere. But I also think it’s awful, and maybe more inter-
esting to think why they ask it—what answer they expect? 

I think it is just a lazy question. But, just to say—Raimundas was
teasing me with the question, to get me to talk about this.5

I noticed too. 

Then later I realised that I had done the same thing to a student of
mine—tried to make the work about her because I felt she was
floating away on a cloud of continental philosophy, and she
became very angry. Now I realise why, and I also realise that
sometimes, when people stop eating, it is because they want to be
ethereal. 

It sounds like you were calling her back to earth, to where she’s
coming from. 

But also, if people cannot inhabit impossible spaces in art school,
where can they? 

5 He asked: “What about you? Are you the lens or the man in the film? Or neither?”
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6. It is published in his amazing book The Production Line of Happiness
(Chicago/New York/London: Art Institute of Chicago/Museum of Modern
Art/Whitechapel Gallery, 2015).



Maybe this is a call for a switch of media, to media mixing, and
the sculptures, installations, the sets. Film sculpture book, the
relationship between them in your work is asyndetic, without
even a comma between them. Do you call them sculptures?

Yes, I call them reliefs and sculptures. The series that I made,
Through the walls, these relief sculptures of a white shirt that I
showed in Bergen, origami empty non-people that didn’t know
what dimension they existed in. And the thing that was so hard
with them was to get them to look as though they were coming
through the walls. Also, thank you for engaging with the non-film
work as equal, no one ever does that. 

A gallerist might think differently about the question than the
general audience. Here I think of the question about the
“primacy” of the moving image. Its fatal attraction. That film is
what people tend to come for and remember, contrary to sculp-
ture and objects, books. Is it prioritized because it has “time” in
it? My assumption is that it is the speed that makes film so
attractive, that is caused by movement. Do you know the story
of the Lumière Brothers, how they never expected film to last?
With the diorama and photo installation having become so in
vogue at the end of the 19th century, no one seems to have
expected the turn, the new moving art to morph into cinema,
that their invention would take over the world. 

So beautiful. I love these stories about early cinema. Or this one about
Gorky going back to Russia trying to describe the Lumière Brothers’
films to an audience who had never seen films. A play of shadows.

In their surprise, I think, there is a naïve but necessary belief in
slowness. I think Tacita Dean is referring to that when she says:
“But, for me, it is important that film never loses its original
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How true, yes, I just read it too6 and imagined it. I also really like it
when artists talk around their work, or talk about someone else’s
work to talk about their own tangentially.

If your films are about finding a voice, like this one is so outspo-
kenly, how would you say you want them to sound?

I think I find this hard to answer because I already think so much
about the films finding their own voice, that is, finding their own
form in relationship to their content. Like with No Trace of
Accelerator, the film stems from improv because I felt that it
being unpredictable related it to fire, or in Sick Serena and Dregs
and Wreck and Wreck people and props are lit in bold primary
colours to look like stained glass because I was thinking on these
early cartoons being a way to communicate with a largely illit-
erate medieval population. And the sound is always a big part too,
so I think, I hope, they did find their voice and it sounds like them.
But if you are asking about synaesthesia, that is something
different, or about the films becoming a person, what kind of
voice would they have? I always like voices that sound like they
are thinking… I adore it when someone in the audience asks a
mean or deliberately ironic question intended to belittle or
destroy the person being asked, but then they respond sincerely
as though they didn’t notice the malice, or as though they took it
as an objective question without harmful intent.

That’s like a little voice escaping its controlling bigger brother
or sister, the voice as a slip of the tongue. Internal, in a way,
turned inside out? I love the implication of them sounding like
they are thinking, i.e. the question: “What does thinking sound
like?” When you bring up synesthesia, I am reminded of the
subtitle in Evol/Love, one character asking another what love
smells like.
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silence.”7 Is that true, that in and of itself film is silent? Because
it is made of loose images, because that is how it started?

For me, I always appreciated films whose silence give you space to
think. Last night I was talking to a friend about this. He was
watching an old Soviet film, The Trial, and he said that because there
were all these tracking shots of the people in the courtroom, you
realised that they were just like you and all your friends, but dead.

It is why the rayograms and photograms you make, make such
sense to me. I feel close to them, because I figured out one of the
reasons I use stills in my own work is because they reduce and
return film to these moments it is made from. Like the pages of
a book, or the way letters make words and sentences and
paragraphs (the fragmentation that was such a worry for
Nietzsche; he says that somewhere around the same time film
was “invented,” in a remark tied to the Decadent Movement).

So, for me that is about going back to the starting point. And
if Night for Day is about coming to voice, an emancipation, 
I think that in SEA OAK —which you made much earlier, with
nothing to see but the black leader and the voices of these 
cognitive scientists who speak about the (ab)use of political
metaphor—you hear with your eyes.

Yes, and the image is all of ours—the same and different, since it
is imaginary.

Perhaps I can ask you a question? Can you tell me about your
book Dedication(s)? What is it? What brought you to make it? How
did it all work at De Appel?

I don’t know really how to say. It was great. The presentation of
Dedication(s) at De Appel feels like maybe the only real thing 

7 Tacita Dean (ed. Nicholas Cullinan), Film (London: Tate Publishing, 2011), 21.
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Nibor Traaw (Robin Waart), Evol/Love, 2020, Amsterdam, Stichting Mei, 666 copies.




