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The five participants in the Axisweb Writing Scotland programme were 
given the simplest of briefs: produce a piece of writing of between 
500 – 1000 words that responds to the Speaking in Tongues exhibition 
at CCA (8 February – 23 March, 2014). 

With its three artists — Sonia Boyce, Pavel Büchler and Susan Hiller 
— and relationship to the Third Eye Centre archive, the exhibition 
presented a wealth of possibilities for the writers. 

There was no stipulation made regarding the style of writing required, 
just an invitation to observe, think and create — and hit a deadline 
that gave the writers a two-week window to see the show and file 
their article.

This small pamphlet — written by five practising artists with a 
particular interest in writing and art criticism — is the result. 

Writing Scotland
Writing Scotland is a programme of mentoring and publishing support 
delivered by Axisweb in partnership with CCA, and funded by Creative 
Scotland. The 2014 programme is run by Chris Sharratt and includes 
a series of three workshops led by Moira Jeffrey, Neil Mulholland and 
Sarah Tripp.



Gallery Walkthrough, CCA, 5pm, Sharp
Alexander Storey Gordon

So it starts like this. 

189.2cm from a ring of white crystallised carbon, the evaporated 
residue from a sometime leak in the gallery ceiling, there is a black 
light box, 68.0 x 52.1cm. 

F says we are here to collapse the archive. But sitting here with cool 
keys under hot fingers I don’t really feel it. I am reforming the thick 
grey binder arches with cupped hands, providing text to file.

130cm right, dead, on the dot, along the white gallery wall there is a 
black box of exact size, shape and proportion as the first, but with a 
longer black plastic cord. It’s bleeding out an uncanny light.

SB looks anxious in preparation, with her large camera bags. F is 
standing in front of SH’s work telling us about Gertrude Stein, but 
she isn’t really there, she’s just a reference — you know she just isn’t 
in the room like she usually is. 

130.2cm to the right and we follow the black box’s plunging plug wire 
down to the floor where it turns from black to white and black again, 
disappearing into a hatch, and then butting up and into cool polished 
concrete, bisected by veins of smooth cracked scratched surface. 

109.5cm leisurely ahead, around the corner, to the left 542.5cm, then 
a further 283.4cm to a white plug socket low on the wall with a black 
kettle lead stretched, stricken. 40cm up the white wall to an old 
transcriber tape player, 23.4 x 26.3cm, tapping out a rhythm. 



P, who has been looming the whole time, takes us across the room 
to look at his pages, and starts how he means to continue by spitting 
anecdotes, which we lavishly receive on our faces with supine 
submissive enjoyment.   

I love SH’s work, I’m so glad it’s close to me.  

8.7cm, 21.5cm across the top of a wooden frame, 8.4 scratched wall, 
21.5cm, 8.
 
When P says this is honest work he is dishonestly honestly honest. 

Beckett is nodding in agreement, headbanging, bowing, bobbing, 
kowtowing. All the time looking back up to check we are all still 
listening, Sartrarianly aware that we are all performing all working, 
all smiling all dancing. 

SB is dancing super cool, all dance hall and RNB.

F isn’t dancing, but instead is whispering. Providing hushed 
accompaniments to my self-conscious shuffle. F in his lilting 
demotic is muttering to me about dance in Vodoun, sacred voodoo 
which gave birth to Tam Tam in Salsa, his syllables matching each 
step of SB’s rhythm, and the beat blasting into the foyer from the 
DJ’s skilled fingers. 





10 Years Work
Archiving has often been the subject of Susan Hiller’s 
art. Here, Susan Hiller is the subject of the Third Eye 
Centre’s archives. 

Laura Campbell

Sifting through the archive of material relating to Susan Hiller’s 
1984 Third Eye Centre exhibition, 10 Years Work, is an irresistible 
prospect. One suspects that Hiller would approve of the neatly 
stacked cardboard boxes, each containing an eclectic and at 
times banal compilation of documents, newspaper cuttings and 
flyers.

Every scrap of paper is afforded equal status in the Third Eye 
Centre’s archives — a doodle by an unknown administrator 
or gallery assistant might sit alongside a letter from the artist 
herself. The material is raw and unedited, its random nature 
suggesting that the snapshot we are being given is purely 
incidental. 

The Susan Hiller file comprises mainly exhibition memorabilia 
and a jumble of letters. Dry exchanges between galleries are 
made more interesting by waxy yellow typing paper scattered 
with annotations, typos and correction fluid. It is enjoyable to 
consume all this information at an exaggeratedly slow pace, with 
the mechanics of human input clearly visible; if I were looking 
for something in particular, the volume of duplicate letters would 
soon become tiresome.

Combing the dense pile of paperwork, I feel like a voyeur. Behind 
every slick and expertly executed exhibition is a clumsy paper 
trail of negotiations, insurance claims and financial disputes. 



Perhaps the drudgery involved in organising an exhibition 
should be kept out of sight, lest it unmask the artwork as less 
than mythical. Yet so imbedded in the ‘everyday’ is Hiller’s work 
that this knowledge, this reality, only adds value. This archive 
material wouldn’t look out of place in a Hiller exhibition. 

Reading the detailed correspondence regarding 10 Years Work 
makes the show feel imminent rather than 30 years in the past; 
they could be discussing the lead up to Hiller’s involvement in 
the current CCA exhibition, Speaking in Tongues. Of course 
Hiller’s work was, and remains, groundbreaking, so it is perhaps 
unsurprising that the discourse surrounding her work resonates 
so strongly. 

Newspaper clippings give an insight in to how the show was 
received at the time. On Tuesday 20 March 1984, Clare Henry 
of the Herald describes Hiller’s work: “She likes to keep her 
materials simple, using everyday found objects — seaside 
postcards; photographs of memorial plaques — but that is not 
to say her work is simple. It is not. What you see at first glance 
is just the tip of an intellectual and philosophical iceberg; clues 
to her exploratory thinking where she approaches subjects 
on different levels, analysing, documenting, interpreting, 
quantifying, deciphering.” 

Hiller is a master of creating ‘something’ where there was 
previously nothing. Her art is neither overstated nor over-
mannered. Much like the archive material surrounding 10 Years 
Work, you sense that her art will remain in a continuous process 
of being rediscovered and reinterpreted. In giving her objects 
just enough guidance in order to become transformed, she 
discreetly bestows them with the ability to remain receptive and 
alive to the world.



HOUSE
Guo-Liang Tan

“The permanent trace of what was written is retained 
upon the wax slab and is legible in suitable lights.”i

The architecture of our memory, as Freud proposes, is 
two-fold. Akin to the mystical writing pad, the mnemic 
surface receives new inscriptions while leaving 
corresponding impressions onto the layer underneath. 
Each time these initial markings are erased, the traces 
themselves are preserved and buried firmly beneath the 
surface. Only in apposite lighting do these hidden layers 
of tracing reveal themselves to us once more.

Lights. 

Strings of aural pearls from mouth to hand. 

Shapes unravel. Shapes retraced. 

Sound for word.

“soon you will ... possess . . . the signs of our language.”ii

Lights off.



Our survival depends on a certain negligence. 
Psychology tells us that we cannot possibly bear the 
weight of remembering everything. The mind only 
keeps what is necessary for the present to ensure 
room for the future. The past is a dangerous luxury. 
Like ‘Funes the Memorious’iii, the desire to 
systematically turn recollections into collection can 
cast us into stone. 
What then are these raptures in our ignorance? 
What do we make of the remainder and of the 
excess?

TF:     Who will come visit?

HS:     I can never be sure.

TF:     How will I know?

HS:     We will speak in tongues.

He had a compulsion to collect.

“It began with a photograph. I thought to myself, 
‘If I throw this away, the moment will be lost 
forever. Who will be its witness?’”

As his collection grew, he started to discard his 
own belongings to make space for the archive. 
Slowly, the single photograph grew into albums, 
into shelves, into rooms and finally, into the whole 
house. Once, he wondered to himself if the 
archive was an extension of his mind, or him of the 
archive. Things go missing of course, as things 
always do. But when found, it can sometimes 
trigger a moment of deep recognition, not unlike 
the sensation of having met a long lost friend in a 
dream. He enjoyed these unexpected visitations. 
It freed him of his obsession. That is until he 



catches a glimpse of himself and realizes that he 
had forgotten his name.

TF:         Who are you?

HS:         Whoever you think I am.

TF:       How can I tell?

HS:       Write what you know. 

Write what you don’t already know.

Glossolalia. The sacred language. The devil’s tongue. 

What is this gibberish nonsense but a form of resistance? 

To speak but not say. 

What are these ecstatic utterances but an invitation? 

To not say and be spoken to.

In the gothic tale ‘The Fall of the House of 
Usher’iv, Poe punctuates his mise-en-scène 
with parallel narratives — first, with the 
master of the residence singing ‘The Haunted 
House’ and later, with the unnamed narrator 
reciting ‘The Mad Tryst’. In both these 
instances, the overlaying narration not only 
acts as a doubling of the plot but also points 
to an uncanny presence from beyond. By 
getting the characters to orate these songs 
and stories, Poe not just speaks about them 
but he speaks through them. It is an act of 



ventriloquism in which the writer’s voice 
permeates and threatens to break forth at 
every turn. Perhaps when Roderick cried 
“ — yes, I hear it, and have heard it”, it was 
not the haunting of his sister’s disembodied 
voice but of the writer’s invisible hand. 

This great house is our tomb, our shrine. 

Spirits and angels this way come. 

Whisper strange thoughts in our ears…

“…dode, this; ne, is; ce, the; haudan, house; 
te, of the; meche, great; metiche, man; 

Astane, Astane; ke, whom; de, thou; 
me, hast; veche, seen…”v

The dispossessed has no language. More precisely, language 
has no affective relationship between the subject and the world. 
The dispossessed stays silent or weeps. Tears are our failure to 
touch or be touched by words. 

The possessed is given language. This hysterical outpour is a 
jouissance, free from signification. In this case, language (if we 
can still call it so) is not a medium for affect but is in itself a 
transgressive resonance. 

The dispossessed writes but makes no impressions. 

To write in the voice of the dispossessed is to be a ghost.

The possessed does not write but traces seep through and flood 
the surface.

To write in the voice of the possessed is to tear down walls.



i Sigmund Freud ‘A Note Upon the Mystic Writing Pad’ (1925) in Complete 
Psychological Works Of Sigmund Freud, Vol. XIX: “The Ego and the Id” and Other 
Works, ed. J. Strachey, revised ed. (London: Vintage, 2001), p. 227 – 32. 

ii Théodore Flournoy, From India to the Planet Mars: A Study of a Case of 
Somnambulism with Glossolalia, trans. Daniel B. Vermilye (New York: Harper & Bros., 
1900), p. 166. 
From India to the Planet Mars is the published study of psychologist Théodore 
Flournoy on the famous late-19th century French psychic and medium Hélène Smith 
who claimed to communicate with Martians, and to be a reincarnation of a Hindu 
princess and Marie Antoinette.

iii Jorge Luis Borges ‘Funes, His Memory’ (1944) in Fictions, trans. Andrew Hurley, 
revised ed. (London: Penguin Classics, 2000), p. 91 – 99.

iv Edgar Allan Poe ‘The Fall of the House of Usher’ (1840) in The Fall of the House of 
Usher and Other Writings, ed. David Galloway, revised ed. (London: Penguin Classics, 
2003), p. 90 – 109.

v Flournoy, From India to the Planet Mars, p. 218.



Interviewing Nina Simone
Interviewing Nina Simone considers the performance 
of the song Feelings at the 1976 Montreux Jazz Festival, 
and its place as a recording within an archiving 
process. Here, music becomes an analogy to consider 
an archival document as a kind of score for playing, 
exploring its reproductions and multiple interpretations.

Sarah Rose

For a while at school, I attempted to play the guitar. The music 
was chosen by my tutor and was written out by hand, note by 
note, word for word. At the time I thought he was being anti-
institutional, the handwritten instructions undermining the 
authority of print. His sheet music felt familiar, friendly, but also 
cheap. I have since realised that this is a musical tradition with a 
long history, one that actually gives recognition to its copywriter. 

It is customary practice to take a copy of the original score 
and inscribe it in one’s own hand for use in performance. This 
allows for a new version of the score to exist, while tiptoeing 
round copyright issues and performance rights. Musicians have 
mentioned to me that their teachers also asked them to hand copy 
scores, encouraging them as students to read through the material 
carefully and get to know it well. 

It is the copying and circulation of the material that both preserves 
and distorts the original. The many copies made create an archive 
much like an oral history. Rather than peering into the stagnant 
object and hoping that it will do the work for you, the score 
activates the user in production and reproduction. This idea 
resonates when hauling out the archive and making a document 
ready for an exhibition. Inevitably, the content gets framed 
differently, the documents performing culturally and physically 
around their own score. 



Nina Simone’s ten-minute performance of the three and a half minute 
song, Feelings, at the 1976 Montreux Jazz Festival comes to my mind. 
Originally, the song was written and composed by Louis Gasté and 
Morris Albert. To give context to Simone’s performance, she had often 
played at this festival, but before this specific performance she had 
not played publically for a long time. From the footage available, it 
seems as though she was playing to a predominantly white audience in 
Switzerland. She was also possibly suffering from mental illness. 

Some critics and analysts describe her performance at the festival as 
“episodic”. In any case, it is understood that there are many emotions 
driving her interpretation of the score. She says: “I do not believe in the 
conditions that produced a situation that demanded a song like that.” 
She does not want to simply entertain us with this song, she wants us 
to be involved and make us aware of all the impacts that are included 
in this performance. Not just a recital, she invites the viewer right in, 
breaking down the wall between the audience and the entertainer.

Feelings is performed in stops, starts and splutters. She seems to 
throw herself into the song, dedicated to the process of unpacking 
it. At times she is lost in it, sometimes confused and other times 
even distressed. At moments she is playing with vigorous exaltation. 
Soon after, the piano, the machine, appears to be playing on her. Her 
gestures repetitive and actions mechanised, she is fighting to play it. 
She says: “As her robot gets herself to-gether and we doo-it.” Further 
into the song there is a moment when she looks out at the audience as 
if she can no longer go on (we expect her to bound off stage), and yet a 
moment later, the audience’s presence urges her forward. She pauses 
at will, demands attention, questions and carries on. She never once 
acknowledges the camera. 

In the recording of this performance we see what we do not want to 
see. I see her ticks, her rapid eye movements, her sweaty, pocked skin 
and the second camera that preys in on her from the other side of 
the stage. We are brought through the eye of the camera to the actual 
performance. Nina Simone is so personal and physical. The recording 
I am watching takes the distance away between the stage and the 
audience. I feel in it, a part of it, not a consumer or receiver but pushed 



and pulled as I am roused and then broken within the same line. I am 
incredibly attentive. 

And even as I am contributing to this pamphlet, to sit alongside 
Speaking in Tongues, I am aware of the copy, the reproduction 
of material into a greater narrative, the many possible versions a 
document has and the space available for neglect. 

I feel the power of Nina Simone’s performance only in watching 
this clip, aware that it is nestled in amongst YouTube videos of 
other versions of this song. I am aware of the significance of the 
environment in which the original performance existed, with an 
audience, camera crew, lighting rig. It could be said that this was 
Nina Simone’s band. And fittingly, this recording finds its place on a 
collective viewing platform, as an upload amongst the contributions of 
many other YouTube users. It is active and heard, playing on and with 
me as a viewer. 

The recording loses the performance’s singularity as an event. For me, 
this recording transcends the idea of the original performance. 
I would have been so far back from the stage — all I would have heard 
was the audio, the stamp and bump of the people around me, all 
hovering for a glimpse. Here, I can watch it again and again, and each 
time I am caught in new details. 





Unknown Language
Unknown Language is a response to the shared 
exploration of language and cultural frameworks in 
the exhibition Speaking in Tongues. Using techniques 
of automatic writing and collage, the text records a 
fragmented, stream-of-consciousness experience of 
the exhibition.

Valerie Norris

A writing desk is positioned in the centre of the room. Semi-
circular, wooden, dainty. Subdued lighting hovers in the 
background. Cutting through is a single dusty spotlight. A carved 
floral motif squares each corner. Flashes of pinks and greens 
on old brown. Music drifts through from a nearby room: got 
no flowers, got no flowers, got no flowers. Bass rhythm softly 
plodding. Soft wood sheen.

Papers absorbed in leaves, pencil and ink. Typewriter tapping. 
Words and fingers, fingers and words. A tap at the door, a tap 
at the window, a glass of water. A hair, a talisman, a statue. A 
crescent moon. Swan on a black sea.

The guide is waiting to give a tour. There is no itinerary, the 
guide must wait to be called. The backdrop is monochrome in 
reverse, a negative landscape. Sound is muffled and cloudy. The 
air is thick. A record player crackles to life and a thin, slow song 
plays out. A languid female voice fades in and out.

She drinks a glass of water. She waits to be invited. She’s looking 
good today. The door opens and hop hop hop, it’s time to go. 
The light shifts, cuts out and in, colours brighten. Even before 
this happened there was no beginning and no end. An endless 
catalogue of fragments and visions. An accumulation of objects, 
drawings and documents. It happens so quickly, in a flash really. 



Take it or leave it. Do you feel the wind on your face? Do you feel 
the sound in your ears?

Open your eyes. A soundstage flickers. A translucent curtain 
glides open and the audience holds its collective breath. Soft 
grey folds and stardust flashing. A singer in a mermaid dress is 
revealed, engulfed in dazzling white light; its edges shift pale red, 
lilac and blue over a brittle piano refrain. The sound of blinds 
shimmering; static stutter rush; Creole love song glitch. Old-time 
black and white. Transmissions from an underwater birdland.

Close your eyes. Scroll down. It’s sweetness that I’m thinking 
of. Clacking, tapping, rattling. Note: a woman, a cat, a sunset. 
It is impossible to read from top to bottom. Re-read. Re-write. 
Re-create. Rewind. It is impossible to read. I always repeat 
myself. The object has no language. The door swings open and 
the typewriter stops. A high-pitched machine shriek. Pause. 
Rewind. The guide edges over the threshold. The paintings are 
smouldering. You caught my eye. The lines are both parallel and 
converging. 

The curtain trembles closed; the notes are wearing top hats. A 
tape recorder hisses. A whispering convulsion of words. A man 
is on the telephone, he is an intruder. A man walks by, clicking 
clicking clicking his fingers over and over — he is not welcome. 
The language is disruptive. The drawings have been written. The 
reality is that you can never know. 

She asks if the communicator is Elvis. She wears a hat with a 
feather. She sits at the half-moon desk. A scalloped-edged border 
contains a transcription. It folds and crumples, leaving a slight 
trace. The communicator is silent. A new harmony filters through 
the gallery, rotating and frivolous. She peruses the shelves, 
examines record sleeves and magazines. The scales are set. The 
documents are in place. The work is honest.
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