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DISPLACED APPEARANCES

As an artist, my interest in memory has been ongoing for almost a decade. I come from a culture that attaches extreme importance to collective memory and has a special relationship with death. For an Armenian, death and memory have a particular significance: the1915 Genocide perpetrated on Armenians is a still powerful factor affecting every aspect of life, from domestic and foreign policies to social and economic realities. Armenia is a classic example of a society where the present is explicitly affected and shaped by the past. So it is not a coincidence that one of the central themes of my work has been an exploration of the concept of memory and its implications for both personal and collective identity.
I am proposing to present and discuss one of my projects, titled “Displaced Appearances.” Initially the idea for the piece was conceived after my return from a visit to Armenia in the summer of 2002. My proposal for the project was funded by a DePaul University faculty research and development grant. In the summer of 2003 I visited Armenia again to gather the necessary materials in order to finish the project. 

In the last 50 years or so a custom has developed in Armenia of adorning gravestones with a life-size photographic image of the deceased. The image is created by enlarging a photo snapshot of the person. Usually the portrait (very often full figure) is excised from a group or family picture chosen by the family. Gravestone makers do some finishing touches by hand to the enlarged black and white image if necessary and then transfer it to the surface of the smoothly polished granite gravestone. As a result the cemeteries are full of gravestone images depicting people of all ages during their lifetime. Happy, thoughtful, sad, smiling, worried, serious, in three-piece suits, uniforms or casual clothing, their only function is to remind, to trigger the memory of the living, that they, the dead also existed at one point in flesh and bone just like them. These images have an eerie, timeless quality mixed with elements of kitsch, folk tale and high art. Their decontextualized existence has a strong impact on viewers; after all, they are displaced images of real people who once existed, like exiles or survivors placed into a new realm, the realm of slow oblivion. It is my intention in this project to decontextualize these images further by displacing them “back” to the realm of living, in order to extend the memory. The edited video projection of the images from gravestones shows the figures without direct reference to gravestones. It slowly rotates several dozen life-size portrait images. It is my hope that by showing them in public places here in North America, with no direct references of their origin, they will trigger on the part of unsuspecting viewers curiosity, and a sense of both closeness and distance, because the figures in the images quite evidently look out from another place and another time. As a selection of the portraits of dead Armenians, it is as indiscriminate as death is, or to be more specific, as indiscriminate as the perpetrators of Genocide were: young, old, male, female, middle aged, children, sick, healthy etc.

With a few rare exceptions we do not possess portraits of the Armenians killed in the 1915 Genocide, who at best ended up in mass graves, unmarked and with few relatives left to remember them. We have many stories but very few images. Even in Armenia, the Genocide seems so distant and unthinkable, in spite of the fact that it is with us all the time. But these gravestones portraits are possibly images of some of the survivors or their descendents: the majority of Armenia’s current population can directly trace its origins through the birthplaces of parents, grandparents and great grandparents to the areas that are currently part of Armenia’s western neighbor where the Genocide took place. Their less lucky ancestors and their relatives could have had similar faces. My project in its essence substitutes these non-existent images of victims with images of people who were more fortunate, buried and mourned by their family who also commissioned a gravestone with an image of the deceased, in order to extend their memory of a loved one.

 “Displaced Appearances” deals with memory, and more specifically with the memory of the Genocide without directly engaging with the daunting and unbearable task of explicitly entering into the terrain of the Genocide. Artists use different strategies to address issues of memory and Genocide. In my paper-presentation I will discuss why I chose an approach that may seem to some elusive or indirect, what I am trying to convey to the viewer, and why I view this project as a way of refocusing the attention from the collective to the individual victim, by giving a specific human face to the unknown individuals whose faces got lost forever in the mass killing fury of the Genocide. It is intended both as a tribute to them and as a reminder of the living.

