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Later in the day on the 9th June 2017, in response to backlash, the subtitlers tweeted: “We're fans, We

don’t work for NRK, this is not a job, and we don’t owe anyone anything.” The next day they added:

“[Wle're a team of people. Many of us are POC [people of colour]. Many of us are MI
[mentally ill]. And most of us are LGBT...We're not stopping specifically because of the latest
clip but because of SKAM'’s treatment of MI [mental ill

ess], Islam, and Racism. This has been

3

5uf]{]ing.1

As the subtitlers :—:x;_}fuiued, 1l1{-‘.y do not work for NRK, the Nm'wegﬁ-an national brmcitsas‘;ing company
that produced the original Skam, and so they have total power to decide on their own grounds what

gets translated and when. One of the most radical powers that fan subtitlers have is the power to stop
translating. Skam’s real time format means that its release schedule is inseparable from the content of
4. Karl Schoonover and the series. The last episode of the fourth season, for examp?e, includes a c]ip about
Rosalind Galt, Queer Cinema Fyep on [sal’s birthday where Even refers to a birthday video that he made for Isak
in the World, Daurharm: Duke "

University Press, 2016, p. 29.

and has uploaded to YouTube for Isak to find. If the clip is seen on this day, the
experience of looking for Even's video on YouTube is shared. In the penultimate
5. Donna-Dale L Marcano, episode, Sana is anxious because her friend Noora has not contacted any of her

“The Difference Thar

Difference Makes: Black ™" e s s : .
Feminism and Philosophy’, Sana’s waiting differently to how they would in a conventional narrative format.

friends for days. The audience of the real-time release schedule participate in

in Convergences: Black The subtitlers refused to subtitle, and so the experience of waiting for news from
Feminism and Continental
Philosophy, ed. by Maria de!
Guadalupe Davidson, Kathryn fan subtitlers interrupted the release schedule of a series that relies on real time as

Noora is prolonged for the audience, falling out of sync with Sana's waiting. The

L. Gines, and Donna-Dale L. part of its format, radically inserting their own queer silences into the narrative.
Marcano, SUNY Press, 2010,

p o These silences are not only the withdrawal of labour but also another axis on which
L. D%,

the subtitlers rework the show’s meaning, disrupting its temporality and unsyncing
it from reality.

Invisible Strangers

In Queer Cinema in the World (2016), Karl Schoonover and Rosalind Galt reject an LGBT globalisation
that connects queers through the motors of capitalism and neocolonialism. Instead they imagine a form

of queer world-making that reaches for “alternative scales, unusual linkages, and unexpected lineages”!
For me, the joy of watching fan-subtitled versions of Skam is in the queer linkages and lineages that
[ have with the anonymous presence of the subtitlers, This presence, importantly, is not outside of
place and time. Donna Dale 1.. Marcano warns us in the essay ‘'The Difference that Difference Makes'

that “a dream of being everywhere [...] obscures the located, limited, inescapably partial, and always

personally invested nature of human story making”.* To imagine queerness outside of place and time

would be to reduce the historical, cultural and personal specificity of queer lives that I have not lived

sses that | do not know while

to my own frame of reference. I would be translating a form of queern

pretending that no meaning has been lost, Queers are always in places, Subtitles are a way that we can

map those places together in a geography of our own imagining, Such a map draws away from a white

geography that places an Isak-esque storyline at the centre of queerness, and instead leaves space in its

distances for what goes unsaid; the Telenovela specificity of Soraya Montenegro crying in Spanish, the

eroticism of a Greengage plum,

In their silences, collective anonymity and refusal of direct translation, these fan subtitlers participate
in the queer act of living in the realm of the unknowable. I get a feeling of friendship when in the
presence of those invisible strangers. I feel them slip in and out of the story, watching the series with
me from inside it, sharing their desires, interrupting conversations, letting me know that they are here,
thete, somewhere.
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The Communicative
Power Of Silence
‘Why are you angry?”

BY MINOU NOROUZI
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The photograph must be silent, Roland Barthes declares in Camera Lucida (La chambre
claire), his famed and often-cited eulogy to his late mother. In this text too, he says that to
see a photograph well it may be best to shut one’s eyes.! Although the relationship Barthes
sets up may seem peculiar, a non-literal interpretation points to the rewards that can be
reaped when we let our affective perception do the work for us. The poetry of Barthes’s
‘silence’ reveals an image politics that focuses on the relationship between the viewer and
the depicted. In order to be touched by a photograph it may be best “to say nothing, to
shut my eyes, to allow the detail to rise of its own accord into affective consciousness”? T
read Barthes’s silence like this: the act of photographing and viewing must both free itself
from expectation and then actively resist the desire to secure meaning.* You could think of
this as meditation, or some kind of cognitive reboot — I think of it as responsible (image)
consumption and production.

Before exploring the expansive potential of this silence through a close reading of ‘Why
Are You Angry?’, a video work by UK-based artists Rosalind Nashashibi and Lucy Skaer. 1
would like to first declare my fondness for a poem, “The Windup Doll), by the late Iranian
writer and filmmaker Forough Farrokhzad. It opens with the line “More than this, yes /
more than this one can stay silent”' The words that follow set up the scene of the observer,
the act of looking and of thinking. Farrokhzad continues with an irreverently polemic,
thoughtful and detailed catalogue of all the other forms of activity a moment of silence
may facilitate: to watch, gaze, stand motionless, find, trade, mould, “be constant, like zero”,
before crying out aloud “for no reason at all” — and in spite of all that has been seen and
thought — “Ah, so happy am 11" Like Barthes's, Farrokhzad’s is a bittersweet declaration.
Although these silences may be born out of exclusion, crisis, pain or oppression, they
can also be willed, decolonised positions.® Both Barthes and Farrokhzad indict words and
images with communicative inefficacy and introduce an alternative: the acts of looking
and thinking in silence as an active means of communicating the world and ourselves in it,
This is to say, by way of a rather broad introduction, that silence doesn't necessarily imply
adversity. More than this, we can interpret silence as having a communicative power of
its own, fully capable of conveying and transmitting thought. Nashashibi/Skaer’s ‘Why
Are You Angry?’ (2017) communicates through images and sounds and their absences,
for the most part avoiding the spoken word. These absences invite viewers to overwrite
the film with their own images and thoughts. The film takes its title from Paul Gauguin’s
painting Why Are You Angry? (No Te 4ha Oe Riri, 1896), one of a series of three paintings
depicting Polynesian women and landscapes that Nashashibi/Skaer restaged. The other
two were Spirit of the Dead Watching (1892) and Nevermore (1897). These are recreated
as moving image tableaux intercut with observational documentary footage of the day-
to-day domestic lives of Tahitian women. Gauguin’s opulent ‘paradise’ is disrupted by
Nashashibi/Skaer’s inclusion of messy yards, stormy weather and grainy black-and-white
footage. The exacting sound design avoids explanatory speech. Instead, ‘Why Are You
Angry?’ is composed of shifting auditory intensities ranging from field recordings to the
total absence of sound. Their film traces the ambiguities in Gauguin's colonial narrative
of exoticised women and faraway lands. Yet Nashashibi/Skaer’s Tahitian women replicate
the silence of Gauguin's women. But is it the same? By replicating Gauguin's pictorial
ambiguities through their use of sound and its absence, Nashashibi/Skaer return to familiar
questions about the representation of women without providing any answers, The value
of their open-ended questioning comes with the decision to keep sequences mute and do
away with speech acts. The images resist a definitive reading and encourage the viewer’s
active engagement in constructing their own narrative.

7. See Stephen E Eisenman,
Gauguin's Skirt, Theames
& Hudson, 1999; Griselda

Pollock, Avant-Garde
Gambits 1888-1893:
Gender and the Color of
Art History, Thames &
Hudsan, 1993.

8. (Gaugwin 1919)

9. See Abipail Solomon-
Godeau, “Going Native:
Paul Gauguin and the
Tnwention of Primitivise

" Modernism” in Race-ing
Art History, ed. Kymberly
N, Pinder, Routledge, 2002,

The first restaging we see is of Gauguin's Spirit of the Dead Watching (1892). The original
image features Gauguin’s young Tahitian lover Tehaamana, and is thought to deal
with questions of sex and sexuality.” It shows an adolescent nude lying on her stomach
watched over by another figure dressed in a black cloak. The tone of Tehaamana's gaze
in the painting, described as fearful, remains the subject of speculation. Writing in his
autobiographical fiction Noa Noa, Gauguin sites ‘tupapau’, the Spirit of the Dead in
Tahitian mythology, as the cause of Teha'amana's fear.” Others argue that Tehaamana was
fearful of Gauguin himself - the much older, colonial, white Other.” Reading into the
ambiguity of her look is part of the viewing experience. One thing of which we can be
certain is that Gauguin painted his own gaze. What we see is his act of looking at ‘the
native’ and the projected ‘authenticity’ he hoped to sell to European viewers. Although
the painting purports to be a criticism of European imperialist domination of ‘nature’ -
one Gauguin hoped to remedy with the sexual freedom implied in Tehaamana’s pose — it

B e — — -

10, Ruud Welien, €0ds up implicating the viewer in the colonial gaze: the viewer, alongside the painter, is

“Paul Gauguin and the the intruder.”® Since there is no record of Teha'amana’s own account of her experience,

Complexity of the Primitivist Nashashibi/Skaer's restaging of Gauguin’s image could be viewed as an attempt to reclaim

 GaseJournal oF At e e b overwriting it with their own." This may seem incongruous, Why reinforce
Historiography, fune 2015, Y o ay s }

p. 14, silence and ambiguity? Susan Sontag offers both an indictment and appraisal of the uses

and abuses of silence in art:

Silence is a2 metaphor for a cleansed, noninterfering vision, in which one might envisage the
making of art-works that are unresponsive before being seen, unviolable in their essential
integrity by human scrutiny. The spectator would approach art as he does a landscape. A

landscape doesn’t demand from the spectator his “understanding”.”

But we could also say that silence, like landscape, does demand understanding. Rather than looking at
11, For a discussion or the landscape, if we consider being in it (both as observers and performers of actions
appropriation of Gauguins - 4 2 le and Geally th
work as a feminist practice Within it), the need to navigate through it, for example, antl more specilicaly the
of resistance including  safe passage through a landscape, we can determine that all these things require a
e ’{?"‘;": movement towards understanding. The filmic landscape of ‘Why Are You Angry?’
artists see "Taking Bac — L s PR
Tehalemaid: p:.g,,,,-,,,-,, similarly demands navigational initiative from its viewer by means of the ambiguities
Interventions in Gauguin’s produced by the absence of sound, spoken word or any kind of explanatory frame.
L”g“y- {Nmé: ﬁ“d" This type of communicative opacity can be a position of strength, asking more
auguin’s Challenge: : U R
,ﬁw ﬁmpm?is from the viewer than a speech act would.” In short, communicative opacity, or
After Postmodernism, silence, can invert the gaze, turning it inward.
Hiomsbiay Fudiisung L;S;‘ In Nashashibi/Skaer’s restaging of Gauguin’s ‘Spirit of the Dead Watching), a
2018: 229 - 249). , -
woman lies naked on her stomach on a divan. Later, she is replaced by a young
12. Susan Sontag, Stylesof nude figure who assumes the same pose. Neither of the women standing in
Radieal Will, Vol. eBiook, ¢\ Tehz'amana looks afraid. The figure of Death, seated in the background of
New York: Picador USA, i 4 s ¢ gE TEeE : :
2013, p. 30 Gauguin’s painting, is initially absent. Later, both women stand in for this figure,
taking it in turns. Throughout this scene the sound is muted, and returns with
B Oots gt 0: a wide shot of the young nude with her companion seated in the background
opacity as a "source o ‘ A .
unknowability that isalso 25 the figure of Death. Contrasting the women is inevitable. The women either
a sign of patentiality” see ook straight at the camera or past it. At times they appear thoughtful; at other
'r;{;hnm's | titled e ambivalent. As one of them gets up during the first part of this sequence,
“The Right to Opacity: . ;. . ’ . « .
On the 3,0“,,, Groups she smiles. Reading her lips, she is saying “Je e sais pas”. The m.uted sequence
Nervous Rerum”, October invites viewers to read the silence. Gauguin's painting is a frozen action. We do not

Magazine, 2009, ’;‘;"3 1;:: know how Teha’amana felt about being seen, or how willing she was to be painted.
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In contrast, the film includes scenes from the making of a painted reproduction. These contain the
wordless negotiations between the image-maker and sitter that we can only imagine for the original
situation of Gauguin's painting. Nashashibi/Skaer’s interventions reassure us that the sitters were
willing participants. The predominantly silent interactions between image-maker and sitter, including
their hesitations, foreground the vulnerability of both. Neither knows exactly what the effects of
their experiment will be. Unwilling to provide an explanatory frame, Nashashibi/Skaer intensify the
uncertainty, ambivalence and ambiguity present in Gauguin’s painting,
Other muted segments in the film feature joyful interactions, either among the Taihitian women, or
with those behind the camera, The soundscape of the film is diagetic, reflecting what we might hear
when we are silent: the wind gets to speak; waves; roosters crow; the sounds of cars; the sound of the
1émm film gauge turning; the drone of an airplane cabin; all manner of birds; barely audible music
from a distant PA system. Only once do we hear the women speak. They tell each other their names.
Although they otherwise commit no speech acts, dropping in and out of sound, this seems to amplify
their expressiveness. A certain compositional intensity is achieved by the uncertainty of the silence.
The second restaging addresses the painting Why Are You Angry? (No Te Aha Oe Riri). This features a
group of women watched over by a central, matriarchal figure. She sits on her doorstep with her hand
held against her face in a gesture of contemplation, but it isn’t convincing. The painting’s still figures
are restaged in real time, with moving figures, intercut with documentary images of the women in their
daily lives. As is the case with some of Nashashibi’s previous works, here “real action and ritualised
action coexist”" Remade like this, the imperfect restaging of Gauguin's ‘authentic native’ in “Why
Are You So Angry?’ renders any mythological reading of Gauguin’s scene impossible. The process
of remaking renders the whole exercise unreal, awkward, and therefore casts doubt on the project of
representing ‘authenticity’ The power of the film resides in showing how the mythology or exoticism
of Gauguin’s paintings relies on the viewer’s construction of it. The domestic and banal ‘reality’ of
the staging disrupts the mythology of ‘paradise’ and the colonial gaze. Gauguin presumably wanted
to sell paintings, and the descriptions provided in Noa Noa work towards that goal. Nashashibi/Skaer
mythologise in order to draw attention to the conflict present in framing these images of Tahitian
women through the colonial gaze. They introduce questions about the viewer’s complicity in the
production of that gaze. While aware that their mythologisation has its limits, they acknowledge that
being female authors of mixed ethnicity does not give them greater access to ‘authenticity’. Nashashibi
explains that in order to break through the exoticised colonial tropes, they set out to replicate Gauguin’s
position to see if in their hands the process of image production could inspire a different reading,
By their own admission, the degree to which they have succeeded is debatable. As indicated earlier,
their success is entirely contingent on the viewer's participation in forming their own relationship to
the images and the questions they raise. Gauguin’s women are silent, and since the film deliberately
replicates this muteness, it is not easy to pinpoint how the integrity of the women, their ‘wholeness’ is
communicated. But it is significant that one of the only times in the film a woman ‘speaks’ is through
the soundless but readable “Je ne sais pas”. Is it in their willingness to participate in the roleplay
designed by Nashashibi/Skaer, the ways they choose to look at or past the camera, that we begin to feel
their agency? Does their silence open up other possibilities for knowledge and understanding?
Silence, Sontag writes, “remains, inescapably, a form of speech (in many instances, of 4. Vincent Honoré
" 15

complaint or indictment), and an element in a dialogue™® Its distinguishing mark is and Manuela
Ribadeneira eds,

) . . ) Rosalind Nashashibi,
‘Why Are You Angry? doesnt claim to produce meaning for the viewer and it Drawing Room

its openness to not knowing and not needing to know. Ambiguity can be productive.

doesn't claim authenticity. Its value might simply lie in its opening or rcopcnin of a Confessions 6. London:
Masse Publishing,

discussion. The camera introduces the conditions of an open-ended looking: undecided, 2012, pt7

unguarded, without epistemological certainty, without any certainty at all, This form of
communication, while often understood as a loss of power, erasure or lack, can also be 15 Susan Sontag, p. 21
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