And the Word was made flesh...

By Mariela Yeregui
“... and dwelt among us” (John 1: 1-18).

There are powerful words that are written; they fix themselves on the paper. There are others that
are not so powerful, but still fix themselves on the paper. Their calligraphic and / or typographic
traces drain themselves before our eyes. Although very aware of my own tendency towards the
visual, in a nostalgic and impotent gesture, | can never help but become frustrated when faced
with the sleight of hand of its sonorous quality, whenever | seek refuge in the act of reading. And
this is not a minor detail or a situation that lacks relevance. It is virtually the Gordian Knot through
which the word enters through the eyes, or through the ears. Or through both.

The already classic Walter Ong alerted us to the secondary character of writing: the written word
does not exist without its orality. However, there is something that emanates from that which is
written that is perhaps its most conclusive feature and, at the same time, it creates a crossroad
that is a bit slippery. | am referring to the solipsistic condition of written text. Meaning, when one
is before the sheet of paper (or its computer substitute in the form of the screen) alone,
unsituated — like in those moments in an impersonal café bar, with a song being sung by Irene
Cara, paired with a television news program in the background -. None of any of this penetrates or
leaks into what | am writing — expect for a certain clumsy air or the erratic style of my writing that
may allow the reader to think that what | write was produced in a situation that was dispersive for
the emitting subject (me, in this case).

But what | am writing is not about me. It is about Gaby, my friend. In reality, it is about Gaby’s
video work (expanded and not), some of them very clear and well-articulated regarding the use of
the word. Or better stated: pledged to take the written word from its solipsist original sin. And
this is not an accessory question. Because when the word exits solipsism, it opens up to the
collective situation in the here and now of its utterance. The word no longer is, but rather is being.
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“To speak without saying nor silencing” (Maurice Blanchot).

Without speaking nor silencing is how Ulrike Meinhof, the German militant activist who was
imprisoned and condemned, writes his diary, in the 1970s, in the sensorial isolation of a cell
without windows or colors, where he lost his life in circumstances that to this day are controversial
— official versions of suicide versus the suspicion of murder by his militant companions. Ulrike’s
texts become word, become sound. A pristine sound in the mouths of little girls —something to
which Gaby frequently recurs, not as a simple stylistic mark, but rather as a way of returning the
word to its state of innocence-. Words without wrinkles, as Andre Breton says. “White is my voice
if | try to speak,” resounds the activists voice, transfigured in a childlike sonority.



Restoring the lost orality of words is almost a design —cyclopean, dedicated and laborious— that my
friend takes on in many of her works. And it is precisely this orality that opens the temporal
dimension of the word. The film or video from can be frozen and even have a visual meaning. The
spoken word cannot. And this adherence of the spoken word to time necessarily implies an
immediacy between the person who utters it and those who hear it (= we). The word that is
uttered, then, discharges the action —unlike writing that defers it—. Between the morpheme and
the phoneme there is a profound gap that Gaby tries obstinately to disarm so that the word is not,
but rather is being.
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“The word well said, and in just the right moment, is worth the very act.”
(Bernard Holas).

This makes me think of Austin and the concept of performativity: that which comes about when
what is important in an act of speaking is not only the use of the word, but rather the action that it
implies. Because (and this perhaps is the most relevant) the contiguity between word and reality
makes possible the concretization of the action (= the transformation of reality). In this logic in
which temporality and the spatial attachment of the act of speaking takes shape, memory stops
being a stagnant niche to become an act of renovation of that which is said. An action, an
experience. The word then no longer is, but rather is being.

And this occurs when we hear her say: “A white silence. White is the cell; white, the walls; white,
the bars” in Ensayo para Ulrike (Rehearsal for Ulrike). The sonority returns us to the experience of
silence because the word is being. And the dry corners of the German activist’s mouth are
experienced not like the fixed word that lags behind, but like the living act of saying, of feeling. Or
like the little girls who ask their grandmother why communism is a ghost, while they read The
Communist Manifesto in Conversation piece. In this way the writing loses its opacity and become
an act, abandoning the tropes of a seasoned literality and becoming action, producing thought. It
has unblocked the linguistic constrictions starting with and thanks to the exchange of dialogue
that expands the meanings, that makes the written word crash into new audible and sonorous
dimensions.

The spoken word, vocally articulated, produces sound. To listen to the Other is not the same as
reading the Other, purely and simply because the Other is there, with her or his body, gestures,
tonalities and gaze. La conversacion (The Conversation) makes the word into an act, the dialogue.
A chat between an old communist union man and a young African immigrant worker creates a
space of dialogue delivery affirming that there is no construction of identity without the presence
of the Other. In this exchange between diverse social and cultural subjects a zone of reflection is
produced from the act of providing the Other her or his own word. The word is a gift that is given.
The word is social, of the group, and is constructed collectively in the work of my friend (I, who |
believe knows her well, know that this is not a simple, declamatory device, but rather an
essentially vital exercise). And so, it no longer is, but rather is being.
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“Writing is not an order of independent signification. It is a weakened
speech, something not completely dead: a living dead, a reprieved
corpse, a deferred life, a semblance of breath.” (Jacques Derrida).

In Cartas (Letters), the children read the correspondence of women and man in situations of
deprivation of liberty during the dictatorship. Of this work, Gaby says: “A polyphony. A sea of
words and voices, in constant flow, a thread, a bridge, a possibility. The constitution of a plot that
weaves words and creates worlds.” A tension between saying and absence (of bodies). However,
in the piece, the written words lose all features of “memorialization”, of preservation-petrification.
Outside of all recollection, Cartas says the words and the words are transformed into concrete
actions that visibilize the invisible, that restores the absent and absented bodies. In effect, it is
about a memory that remits to the future, that anticipates and alerts us to the danger of
recidivism and that signals that there were there is space for the word — which is memory — there
is also space for the active consciousness. The words are immersive, medullary. They model a
space of conjuring, an exorcism that is, also, an invocation.

In a gesture of resistance, and at the same time of active construction of social memory, in Gaby’s
works the word takes form, becomes flesh, whether transubstantiating in new bodies (Ensayo
para Ulrike, Conversation piece, Cartas), whether it is to embed it in contexts of dialogues (La
conversacion), or making it so that the very body materializes it, stages it, as in those pieces that
tackle the problematic of work — which, | think, in this sense also work in “series” (Reocupacion,
Laboratorio de invencion social, La Caravane)—. In all these works, there is no place for nostalgic
memory because there is a to be-being rooted in a being-part-of of the very social bodies. A
present continuous, an inextinguishable progression that disrupts all evocative impulse —in it most
immobile dimension—. Gaby’s works collapse the monumentality of the act of remembrance,
projecting a space in construction, a space for building and rebuilding, committing the body and
the word. The word then no longer is, but rather it is being.
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“For in each testimonial production, in each act of memory, language and
image are absolutely bound to one another, never ceasing to Exchange
their reciprocal lacunae. An image often appears where a word seems to
fail; a word often appears where the imagination seems to fail.” (Georges
Didi-Huberman).

The word is also migrant. An exodus that envelopes a coming and going, and that points to
another place. Because: how do we speak a language that is foreign to us? And when | speak of
language, | am not only referring to the language that we speak, but also to how we socially
constitute ourselves in function of the word, since the word can point to and unfold otherness. In
Del otro lado (From the other side), Marga speaks Spanish because she is Colombian, but



nevertheless the word of those who question her (who are on this side) makes her feel
uncomfortable because she feels the weight of the prejudice that underlies the questions about
her migration. The word then is a place of conflict that points out the borders, even when the
language that is spoken is the same one.

In the video, accents mix, translations overlap each other, the transfers of linguistic systems
cruelly become flesh and display the meaning of trauma in its most absolute dimension. The word
belongs to them and is the flesh of the speakers, but also it visibilizes a foreign system by which
the flesh is stripped away.

The African immigrant Moustafa —for personal reasons that are not relevant here— summons my
attentive ear. He reads Discurso sobre la negritud by the Martinican, Aimé Césaire. And precisely
the word “negritude”, a term coined by him together with the Senagelese poet Leopold Sedar
Senghor, models a space that is lacking, that must necessarily be defined. “It is not necessary for
the word to mislead us,” Césaire says through Moustafa. And certainly, it is not necessary. It is
essential that it not mislead us. That is why Moustafa utters the word, “negritude”. When he
utters it, negritude is-being. It is power.

Senghor said that the work spoken in Africa is a vital force and when the speaker names it, she or
he creates what is named. To create negritude (the word that designates it) is a political question.
It was in France in the 1930s with the black students’ movement. It is so as well in Argentina in the
21% Century with the clear and resounding presence of African immigrants. Because utters
negritude implies an action for reaffirming it in an Other-space. And in this operation of word
transfer (from Césaire to Moustafa) there are other transfers that are no less relevant. The
transmission of African tradition is fundamentally oral. In the action of the intellectuals of
negritude, there is a shift from the world of orality to written discourse, which later Moustafa
restores to is oral dimension: emitting its negritude. However, on top of this transcription (a move
from a system of communication to another), there is a translation, meaning, a transposition from
French to Spanish, permeated, very probably, by the linguistic consciousness of some Sub-Saharan
language (Wolof, perhaps). Moustafa reading the negritude (his negritude) creates an antidote
against the vestiges of a colonialism in which language and writing were tools of domination.

The word then no longer is, but rather is being.

And is-being in a body of work that Gaby understood how to create. And not as a creation-work,
but rather as a creation-platform. A place in which voice dialogue. A space in which the political
gesture dismantles the entire aesthetizizing apparatus, because the word needs to be being.



