MULTITUDINOUS SEAS

A conversation between Grégory Castéra, Iordanis Kerenidis
and Piergiorgio Pepe
Multitudunous Seas brings together all participants from the project Phenomenon that takes place every two years on the remote Greek island of
Anafi. Phenomenon includes performances, conferences, projections and an
exhibition throughout Anafi and has been exploring since 2015 questions
around (in)visibility in relation to language, light, history, and marginality.
Multitudinous Seas questions the conditions that may enable transposing a “peripheral” project like Phenomenon to the “centre” of Europe and
the types of possible strategies that can destabilize binary constructs, like
periphery and centre, North and South, citizens and refugees. One reason
that such binary oppositions are perpetuated is that the corresponding words
have been so strongly associated with each other and with their stereotypical
properties – the civilized centre, the lazy South, the job-stealing refugees,
the entitled citizens, etc. The project hopes to disentangle such categories
from their normative associations and create differential and unstable connections, without denying the specificities, questions and needs of the places
concerned. How else to talk, in a pro-European foundation situated in the
workshop of a famous modernist architect located in the center of Europe,
about Greece or the crisis, other than trying to undo stereotypes and propose
new unions, new perspectives, and meanings for such specificities, questions
and needs? This questioning was triggered by the only audio recording of
Virginia Woolf, where she underlines that it is very difficult to use certain
words because they have contracted so many associations in the past, so
many “ famous marriages”. She wonders, using Shakespeare’s Macbeth
as an example, who can use the word “ incarnadine” without thinking of
“multitudinous seas”.
GRÉGORY CASTÉRA — How did you start to collect and support art
projects?
IORDANIS KERENIDIS AND PIERGIORGIO PEPE — It started
when we moved to Paris in 2006 and the process was quite similar to
the one we still use today. Months of research and long discussions, until
we feel comfortable to start a new experience. We started by looking at all
the websites of the galleries in Paris, all the information they provided for
their artists and after a few months we decided to enter a gallery and ask
for information about a specific work. After a few hours of discussion with
the gallerist on the work of the artists, this became our first acquisition, The
World Justified by Detanico and Lain. Of course, it took some years before
we began to see ourselves as collectors and when that realization finally
occurred, we rapidly started to look for ways to challenge this normative
role. We decided to become more active in the art world by creating and
supporting art projects, like Phenomenon, or other public events, including interdisciplinary workshops or programs around our collection for the
FIAC program. Assuming a more public role was probably due to a combination of not really fitting the stereotype of collectors and of coming to
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realize the potential of art to transform society. We see collecting not as a benevolent act or a “passion privée”, but as social engagement. We try our best
to destabilize the role of the collector patron (same root as patriarchy and
patronizing), decontextualize it, undo it, without any aspiration or hope
for grandiose changes, yet being conscious of the importance of experiencing,
experimenting, resisting, and reinventing it again and again.
GC — When I went to Phenomenon in July 2017, I saw the strong relation
you have with the island and the inhabitants. You also shared with all
the participants your research, among them the work of the anthropologist
Margaret Kenna that is also presented in the exhibition. How did you learn
about the existence of Anafi and why is it important for you to do a project
there?
KP — Phenomenon morphed when many things came together. On one
hand, we had been thinking for quite some time of ways to get involved
in projects with artists as a way of supporting their work and providing
them with conditions that would be different from the institutional way
of working. On the other hand, our collection deals largely with questions
of (in)visibility through light, language, historical formations. At that time,
we happened to come to Anafi, probably the most remote and peripheral
island in the Cyclades, when we got to know the myth regarding its name,
an island that “appeared” (ανέφηνεν) when Apollo made it visible to the
Argonauts during a dark night in the Aegean. This was the moment we
conceived Phenomenon as a project that aspires to bring together artists,
scholars, the public, the locals, enables new types of encounters, proposes
alternative ways of creating and explores questions around (in)visibility.
Our goal from the beginning was to involve Anafi as main participant
of Phenomenon, researching the island’s history and socio-political context,
through the work of Margaret Kenna as well, and involving as much as
possible the inhabitants, the municipality, the artisans. Of course, the temptation to idealize Anafi is very strong, as the concept of a “remote island”
has been deeply rooted in the collective literary imaginary. We have tried
to look differently at this matter by refocusing on the fact that Anafi is a
real place, with a tangible history and a contemporary focus, and with a
population that constantly questions its present and its future, its location
as a European periphery, its demographic decline, the scarcity of its environmental resources, its delicate relation to tourism.
GC — You have known and collected most of the artists of Phenomenon for
years. In Phenomenon, the time we spent together seems to be as important
as the works presented. How important is the relation to an artist in your
appreciation of a work?
KP — One of the main reasons we conceived Phenomenon as a residency
on a remote island in the Mediterranean is precisely to enable interactions
and relations between all the participants, including ourselves, in a context
that even if for just a little while escapes normative formats. The invited
participants are both artists whom we have been following and supporting
for a long time, and also artists whose work we respect and thus would
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be happy to cultivate a relation with them. We don’t think that having a
relation to the artist is necessary to appreciate a work. The way we are constructing our collection is not by sampling works from many different artists
but by supporting and, to the extent possible, acquiring a significant body of
works through the years from a smaller number of artists. And of course, in
this case, the relation to the artist becomes important in appreciating their
work as a whole, their references, their obsessions, the risks they take, their
journey. For us it is a privilege to be a part of this process.
GC — Your projects and most of the works exhibited have a sophisticated
relation to humanities, translation, literature and poetry (Ignasi Aballí,
Detanico and Lain, Nina Papaconstantinou, Julien Nédélec, Kostas Bassanos). For you, how is the experience of a work of art articulated through
language?
KP — Experiencing the world in general is an intricate interplay between
light and language, between what is seen and what is said. It is in the
interstice between the visible and the discursive that creation happens, as
Foucault says. What interests us also is how language or systems of representation more generally, provide the conditions for becoming visible, audible,
utterable, and how art by questioning or by making apparent the biases of
such systems, has the potential to denaturalise master narratives and create
new ways of seeing. On a more personal level, translation has always been
present in our lives: we have two different native languages, speak between
us a third one and live in a city with a fourth one. This necessity to shift
between systems and in the end speaking and thinking in “non-proper” languages not only enriches the experience of art but evidences the importance
of partial perspectives and unstable encounters.
GC — Also, many pieces (Mario García Torres, Daniel Gustav Cramer,
Haris Epaminonda, Dora García) preserve an uncertainty between the status of work of art and the status of ordinary object. Why are these post-duchampian gestures still necessary today?
KP — It is difficult to say anything about Duchamp that has not been
said before and better, but for us Duchamp has made evident that art is
social, in the sense that there are no strict distinctions between art and life,
between artwork and ordinary object; art is action, art happens in the
creative encounter of the artist and the audience. These objects are removed
away from their sedimented functionality and find again their potentiality,
their subversive multiplicity. This is especially true when they are used in
intensive networks, as in the work of the artists you mention, where unexpected connections appear and disappear in dynamic processes. The force of
art for questioning singular points of view and naturalized concepts, is more
than necessary today with the rise of authoritarian and populist ideologies.

KP — Through the art we collect and the projects we support we hope to
question concepts like normativity and privilege, and aspire to having a
real social impact. This does not imply that we primarily support or collect
directly politically engaged art. Rather, we are interested in art that conceptually challenges the conditions that enable these predominant systems
of representation and governance, such as heteronormativity, to appear
unquestionable and natural. We believe it is between the political and
the intimate that art generates forms of resistance, and we see our role as
collectors to support precisely these dynamics. In a similar fashion, the exhibition tries to undo preconceived stereotypes, about the periphery, the crisis,
or citizenship, and construct non-hierarchical assemblages of artworks, archival material, audio-guides, a public program, thus allowing the works
to retain their indeterminacy, create their own contingent relations, find
escape routes and produce new strategies for social engagement.
GC — We talked about the relations that the exhibition cultivates with the
time spent together, with language, with the heritage of readymade, and
with queer theory. How do these approaches of art allow the exhibition
to address “ how to construct a common imaginary beyond binary oppositions”?
KP — What all three of us try to do, to the extent possible, with this exhibition is to blur these binary distinctions that perpetuate mechanisms of
oppression, whether this is patriarchy or capitalism, and try to bring people
together as a way of imagining new ways of collective life. As in Phenomenon, the project is not just an exhibition, but it will also involve almost all
the artists and scholars coming to Paris and spending time together, a large
number of visits with the curators during the two months of the exhibition,
a public program focusing on the the rise of authoritarian ideologies in
Europe. We believe in strategies that keep destabilising the system through
micro-actions, enabling encounters of differential forces and interests, creating common collectivities, undoing them, and continuing the struggle all
over again. This is hopefully reflected in the way the exhibition circumvents
oppositions between Anafi and Paris, centre and periphery, between the political and the personal, and investigates the creative and political potential
of the unstable in-between.
GC — After ten years of collection and projects, how do you envision the
next years?
KP — “The future must be dangerous.”

GC — As in the main essay of the exhibition guide written by Émilie
Notéris, as well as in the installation by Christodoulos Panayiotou, there is
often some reference to queer theory and feminism in your projects. How do
you try to queer the collection and the exhibition?
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