BY AMY MEASURE, Kael McKay Wicgand (1873-1042)

i extraordinary life. He had multiple careers as

ger, mountain climber, Abseract
st, naval commander, chancellor, and mar
. Ar times he took on several of these rodes at
Dutch artest Marcel van Eeden recounts Wicgand's

ina suite of 150 penal drawings done in the
of ald news photes and snapshots and simply
d K. M. Weegand. Life and Work, 2005<2006. Here
see him scaling a rock face, getting handcuffed,
being sworn into office, or standing glamorcusly with
a starlet m the glare of the paparazzi’s flash, Here are
the covers of the books he wrote and the scrawled
drawings he did as a child. But then Van Eeden knows
Wiegand's remarkable story beeter than anyone else—
snge he made mose of it up,

There sctually was a K. M. Wicgand—a botanist
whe enjoved a long, successful, and apparently placid
life as a scholar ar Cornell University, Yer whar Van
Eeden gives us is “Wiegand,” a fight of biographical
fantasy so lush, so giddily extensave that it scems o
encompass whole swaths of twentieth-century ambi-
toai while playing like a cartoon opera inspired by
57

ol

novels, Hollywood gossip, society memairs, and

macho elaboration. Many of the drawings are cap-
tinmed, the texes frequently broken off midsentence to
suggest that these fiercely imagined scenes, like a fever
drcam, are st fragmenes of Wicgand's deliriously
manifold saga. Tome usell has multiple identities in

these pictures.

When the surte was shown at the Berlin Bienmial
bt winer, it had a particular poagnancy in the con-
text of the exhabinon. With its use of varous buildings
up and down the venerable Augustrasse, heavy with
the history of its Jewish girls' school and its deporta-
Bon point for the concemtration camps, the bsennial
wok the suvercignty of memory and of §
given, But that's nor to say that it did so without a
knowing playfulness and curtosity—just what ane
expects from thie curatorial team of Maurizso Catvelan,
Massimiliano Giond, and Al Subotnick, Of course, the
complicated theme of memary in contemporary cul-
ture resemates far beyond Augustrasse, and so Van
Eeden's amusingly subversive work, like i fun house
of memiary, seemed to ccho senmments captured in a
phrase written by another Comell professor whom
Wiegand might have come to know had he lved six
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Mavent s Dnden, . AL Wiegand. Lite and Wirk, 2005- 2006, sne of 150 (nel Srawings on page, 19V s 264"

years longer: thar lover of para
dox Viadimir Nabokow, whao
wrote in his autobiography,
Speak, Memory, *1 do not believe
i K

It would seem thae Van Eeden doesn’t believe in
nime either. Bur this is only vo say that he, ke Nabokov,
is evidently so fascinated by the k
fulness of hfe and how cach
se that he

woscopic event-
f us i changed over its
aggerates time's bralliane surface, which
shines like the mirrored convexity of 2 bubble, so thar
all the images that pass over it are at once super-real,
suspect, and achingly fragile. In all his outlandishly
multifarians identiey, Wicgand is an exteavagant chegy
for the demise of the authentic sclf, bur an clegy under
the profound pressure, as I'v cl, of what menory
is in contemporary e, And Van Eeden was nor alone
in Berlin in his exploration of the subject.

In a nondescope aparument used by the bien
an exhibition space, Aneta Greeseykowska's ¢
z00g, sat on an otherwise bare table. At first glance
the book seems humble enough—azop pshies,
eighty-eight in color, the rest in hlack and white, usire-
matkable except for the fact that she has digieally
remived hersell from every one of them, o that the
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The works' suggestion of confabulation as a cultural
phenomenon has a mordant sting, the sharp rap of truth—
as if memory on a global scale has fallen into dysfunction.

viewer experiences 2 philosophical deuble rake as the
offhand images of family and friends: yield up bitle
visual gaps and leave a larger existential one. Among
the photos was an image of a small child in a belred
saveen suit and a matching wide-brimmed hat the color
of peach sherhet, leaning ever so slightly 1o his nght in
fromt of a festooned Christmas tree. Greeszykowska
mysst have been there, leaning roward him. In another
phote, i the top sow of a group of Cathalic gids, far
tor the night, a space is opened up st beeween the fast
two celebrants: She must have been there, oo, In the
backsear of a car, we view the cropped shoubders and
arms of two figures, while the camera lens stares
straight between them at what is now only a gap. And
here is @ vacant schoolyard, patches of snow o the
grounsd, a stone path, a tree, a white bench in the back-
ground, the camera trained on the center of the image,
where no ane stands,

I'm reminded of the scene that opens Milan
Kundera's novel The Book of Langhter and Faigeeting,
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Aneta Grnessybisibis, Albam (datat), 2008, choto atum, T6W & 11% & 14"

n which the Crech Communist leader Klement

twald s lent a fur hat by a man simply called

tis, who stands next 1o him on a balcony as
ographed i a flurey of snow. When
hanged years later for treason, the photo-
graph is metouched. The plice wh
cmpty, and all that's left of him is his
on Gotrwald's head, Yet Greeszykowska's alterations
provike a reading thar stretches' beyond the political,

he stood i

, still propped

and at the base of this reading 15 the question of
remembrance: how we remember ourselves znd how
we are semembered by others,

Memaory lsn't solely & neurological acavity through
which we cach recognize the self 35 2 coherent unir, as
an anchor o our identivies, Memory is aleo a cultural
tepository, a storage house of filtered facts thar we
call history, which serves up precedents and hamilies
froam the past to show the atizens of the present how
they should behave, how to legitimate the ruling
power or goad i, And of course in the late twentieth
ceptury, memory became a term that is SY IOy
with data storage and computers. We're all rethered 10
hiard dirives and darabases, and e the task of endlessly
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way that L

{15 capricionsness,
Eeden's and Greeszykowska's projects in
Bedin, Fven when it is healthy, the e
mmanip dASEOTTS MEmOries a5 rep-
licas of original events. Yer there is a con-
sequence of neural damage, a symedrome
called confabulation, that's ripe for a larg
symbwolic role. Confabulations® are -verbal
or visual accounts of events in which per-
sonal experiences can be entwined with
things unselated 0 one’s own experience—
a news broadcast, a story snatched from a

Ees

a conversation overheard. The con-

fabulist doesn’t know whar is and isn't
teie i the telling of his own story. These
are, in digital terms, glitches, data cormip-
tizns, while i neurclogical terms the eon-
fabulist suffers anosognosia: an inability
recognize the presence of the disease.

Tor be inside Van Eeden's K. M. Wiegand, to imag-
ine being Wiegand, is to be a confabubist. To be inside
Grreszvkowska's Afbeom 15 1o be 2 confabulist turned
maide out, turning yourself into nothmg everywhere
you've been. In ither case, to be cutside of the waek,
tes bie s miaker, is to be an ironist, 4 commentator on
cultural confabulation in an age in which t
less data flow of events,

cease-
wnecdotal irifles, spectacular
images, and profligate fictions is so present and quick
that our “I" s untethered from gravity, lightened, our
wentitics casily unmoored, lrony here s o schisimg
the multiplication or subtraction of the self induces .
rupture beeween the visual facts before gur eves and
thie knowledge that these aren't tacts at all bue §
tasy, manipulaton, and i_\,ulf-lkl(-Lq“m” The works'
suggestion of confabulation as 3 culbtural phenome-
non has a mordant sting, the sharp rp of truth—as if
mind and memory on a global seale have niow rh]| ?

nte dysfuncrion, i
eden’s Wiegand, tor all hs impossilily
plished pars, iv really 5o profuse "
he, o, becomes nothing ar

Accom-
+ persomaliny ghat
Finally he's ik
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ez ykowska's disappe
- kiafinitely mutable bigy

s of personal and cultural mems
| second by second seems like botr

pilec :
O the other hand, we're distorted, fraceed, e
simply disappeat in the weightless seaner of L,
ticon strewn zcross databases that serve a5 the
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of humin memory.
Mavbe that seems too grand, too PRt sd
et this s what Van Ecden and h”“’?"““‘-‘unﬂm
droll spectacles of the self imagining the most rema
able things without having lived them, becoming g
in them, or vanishing entirely into the ceaselen s
mulation of facrs, images, and phantasms. The ey
olation from the confabulist effect is obvicus: Wean
creating a social contrace that no longer honor e
property of selfhood. We “remember” whatever w
want to he, We make avatars, we're litle girls in da
rooms, we live in the digital confabulaton of e e
tual enline world Second Life, or we're Jayson Bl
the disgraced New York Times reporter who pligs
nized and invented thirty-six of the seventyshee
svories he wrote for the paper from 1998 to 1504, pes.
jecting himself into the lindscapes of places he didno ©
visit, into the homes of people he did not mee bie
quoted readily, creating new contexts for lifted fas
OF course, there's another way to look a1
wark, and that's as a celebration of identity’s prosi
To be weightless is 1o be free. To wvent on
aver and over in an orgy of Walter Mitty-ish cicape
from the real (or simply, like Harry Potter, to put s
ity cloak and disappear) is to evade the
waze of the patnarchy, historicity, or the Jashes ai sell
consciousness. Memory is the map of the sclf, andbos
each of us reads the map indicates the way we renddt
what we we the making of what we deade o be
Whether it's a Freudian reading of inconstt
dreams that are a puzale of the past or 4 cellular et
wng of the parchy histones written in our gerics, e
ory's very identity a5 a storehouse built.on unrdisbe
footings opens all the possibilities of inventian
corruption, on both a personal and a socil ¥
These inferences haver abave the cleverly dest
portrait of Wiegand as a confabulation of the 28
temporary soul a5 much as they tumble bend
Graeszykowska's un-porteair, her eriolared et
ton fromi her own history, self-deleted. Technulogy
making our private memories and the imemonzs i
global mind seem more and more the substaes =
wnlimited plasticiny and recombinant potential, I
maoral compass sping, 0 .
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