
Coincidence is as good a place as any to begin an essay.  And, with the existential and psalmodic epi-

graph of Samuel Beckett I recently discovered, it appears even more appropriate to the task in hand.

Written by Beckett in the year after the French philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s death, it points to the

visible and invisible characteristic states of space and being.   Indeed, Beckett’s writings’ have the appeal

of encompassing the here and the not there, alongside the there and the not here.  They form a point of

mediation, an interstices, between the earlier tendency towards idealism within Merleau-Ponty’s writings

on phenomenology, and the sometime extremist freedom or anguished responsibilities of Sartrean exi-

stentialism.   It is most often thought that Beckett refers to the ‘becoming space’ that has not yet become,

the here that might never be, the interstitial to and fro of endless possibility.  However, this Beckett-ian

sense of space (and time) should not be considered simply as a dualistic complimentary or processed-

based poetic as might be thought within a sense of definable immediacy, but rather as an advocacy as to

the open-ended-ness of human phenomenal experience in general.  It is rather, what Blanchot called

“…the work of art, the literary work – is neither finished nor unfinished: it is.  What it says is exclusively

this: that it is – and nothing more. Beyond that it is nothing.  Whoever wants to make it express more finds

nothing, finds that it expresses nothing.”

The works of Peter Welz similarly contest the unresolved state of liminality in relation to space and

being, those plangent spaces where the echoes of sensory consciousness can take hold.  For it is worth

noting that the term ‘plangent’ means quite literally a space that resounds, not with a completed sense of

presence and absence, but with the present that is not absent, and the absent that is made present.

Again, we must repeat it just ‘is’, to restate Blanchot, a conditional possessing of a sense or state of spa-

tiality and being that is neither finished nor unfi-

nished.  And, like Estragon and Vladimir, who

might ‘hang themselves tomorrow’ they continue

to wait even after they have through words deter-

mined they will depart. The end is silence, and of

course silence has no beginning or end. From

Peter Welz’s earliest works like Ecco Homo

[1997-99], the status of the waiting sentinel has

been evident.  The sentinel is the man who waits

but he does not know what will come, the coming

is always an unresolved possibility. 
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Installed as a series cast concrete pillars, oracu-

lar mouths have been formed to enunciate its

title, and speakers inserted in each pillar resound

the variant phonemes. While at one level the

work might be read as an ironic take on ‘concre-

te poetry’, the sounds quite literally re-sound wit-

hin the plangent space evoking an auditory end-

lessness. It seems Nietzsche’s ‘I know my fate’,

has become the uncertainty of Beckett’s ‘Not I’,

the disassociated solitude filled out by the inter-

minable and the incessant, “…the echo of what

cannot cease speaking – and since it cannot, in order to become its echo I have, in a way, to silence it.  I

bring to this incessant speech the decisiveness, the authority of my own silence.” 

The interstitial contents, which deliberately serve as their own paradox, are an important principle

operating in much of Welz’s work.  In sculptural installations like figure (grey) between two spaces – none

moving (2000), and figure (grey) moving (back-

ward) in a circle (continuously) (2002), Welz

heightens both from a static and motile point-of-

view, the ‘in-between-ness’ of the expectant

position that the sentinel or waiting watchman

occupies.  The close relation between the Latin

/ French verb ‘sentire’ (to feel, to perceive, to be

conscious of) and its close affinity to English

‘sentient’ (conscious, capable of sensation,

aware) is not lost upon the artist Welz any more

than it was on the bi-lingual fluent Beckett.

However, putting to one side the semantics of language, Welz’s figure (grey) between two spaces – none

moving is clearly intended to evoke phenomenal expectancy. The suspended half-figure hanging between

two wooden architectural spaces, and with a small degree of motorised movement that does not substan-

tively change the position of the figure, reinforces not just a sense of expectation but the synaptic cons-

ciousness that the act of watching and waiting

implies.  It therefore stresses the interstices of

the sensory moment.  Conversely, figure (grey)

moving (backward) in a circle (continuously)

operates on a circular carriage suspended

from the ceiling, and on which a similar han-

ging motorised figure moves slowly backwards

above the empty space. The introduction of

motility opens up the performative aspects of

the work, it quite literally moves, though it does

Ecco Homo | detail   [1997-99]
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so with a minimal of means. The use of the transparent form and minimal means is an essential charac-

teristic of Welz’s work.  In both cases with Welz’s cast figures one obviously thinks about Bruce Nauman’s

work, something the artist would make no attempt to deny.   However, the post-minimal work of Nauman

tends most often to stress disequilibria and imbalance, while that of Welz suggests an expectant doubt,

the ‘perhaps’ and at the same time the incommunicable.  Another work, in draft form for later potential

development, and called two figures (grey)

moving backward (facing-none facing) also

stresses the inability to communicate, a central

aspect of Beckett’s thought.  And, though it

might be fanciful, the deliberate use of the

‘grey’ colour further emphasises a feeling of

uncertainty.  That is to say grey is inevitably

read as a colour of doubt.

Positing the critical and the uncertain -

the first aspect of criticism is to doubt and to

say no - is taken up again in another work by

Welz entitled seven heads, negating (1998-2001).  In this instance seven busts made from polyethylene

with batteries placed inside move their heads from left to right as in a head-shaking negative.  The most

interesting aspect of the work is the sense of dissonance within similitude, in that though all the cast busts

are the same, they work individually and are never at one with one another save in their shared negative

propensities. Negation and the origins of negation were, of course, central to Sartrean Existentialism,  and

Sartre’s formed concept of négatité was to be

constituted by “not obviously involving a nega-

tive judgment nevertheless contain negativity

as an integral part of their structure.”  For while

affirmation attests to an acceptance and

embracing of what is being conceptualised,

negation simply denies but does not proffer

any alternative position with which to identify –

it remains open and the reasoned ‘why condi-

tion’ goes unchallenged.  In the case of Sartre,

and in some lesser measure Beckett, a positi-

on of doubt harkens back to Cartesianism, but

less ‘I think therefore I am’, rather cogito ego sum as ‘I doubt therefore I am’. Philosophical extravagan-

ces apart, Welz through his reduction of means is able distil and regenerate these phenomenological que-

stions anew.  And, as with all these works, Welz never tries to hide the mechanics of their realisation, that

is to say the batteries, motors, wiring, and the industrial-type materials he uses.

figures (grey) moving backward (facing-none facing)

seven heads, negating (1998-2001)



From impenetrable self to impenetrable

unself by way of neither

Whereas thus far any performance aspects in Welz’s works have hinted at only mechanised motility, he

has gone beyond merely the spatial and sculptural into film and video-based concerns. Though it should

equally be said that the artist never abandons the spatial and sculptural components within and through

which the performance aspects take place.  In works like horizontal tilt and horizontal tilt II (both 1999),

two rectangular or lozenge-domino type forms are placed either as an L-Square on top of one another in

a space.  Both form a ninety-degree angle.

The complete spatial dynamics of a space are

incorporated by the means of a projection onto

the sculptural elements, where a figure placed

in an enclosed walled-construction (normally

read in a vertical position) bounces backwards

and forwards horizontally incorporating by

implication the floor and ceiling.  The front and

back of the head of the figure strikes the wal-

led elements that have now through turning

the camera become the floor and ceiling.  The

two projections work through the principle of

the unpredictable moment, and the head-banging sound that accompanies it are similarly randomly gene-

rated.  Apart from the unpredictable time-based element that the work intimates, there is also an implied

sense of futility and the absurd.  Yet another reference, perhaps, to the Sisyphus-like characteristics of

phenomenal experience and the existential.  In the work horizontal tilt II, the experience of futility is more

pronounced as the domino-lozenge type sculptural forms are placed asymmetrically on top of one anot-

her giving a greater sense of claustrophobic futility and disorientation.  Thus sound and the random space

between the sounds plays an important role in

these two works, not least because it is the

mechanism of aural identity, but also because

it intensifies the alienation that the action

implies.  Any reading of the stage instructions

of a Beckett play, always reveal the importan-

ce of the role of pauses and silences that

shape the comprehension of their temporal

human contents.  Indeed, in a play like

Beckett’s Waiting for Godot, one is never enti-

rely certain whether Vladimir and Estragon are

two distinct characters, or merely two sides of

the same consciousness enacted as separate human manifestations.  The single doubled, ‘the doppel-

ganger’, is a formal convention that Welz has frequently used not merely in terms of human performance

horizontal tilt  1999

horizontal tilt  II 1999



but also in his use of spatial construction.

In Welz’s works like the laugh laughing at the laugh (1999), and double double projection (two

times in a space) (from crying to laughing to crying) (2000), the use of doubling is made even more obvio-

us.  By working through a loop, we find in the first example two projections of the same seated male figu-

re are set in formal opposition to one another, and at the same time the same figure on the two screens

is in different intermittent states between

laughter and tears.  For the viewer the effect is

one of confused associative feelings, dwelling

in the space in-between we are disoriented

and compelled to address intellectual as well

as emotional issues of confused affective

identity.  In the second instance the two pro-

jections take place superimposed on top of

one another and emotional ambiguity beco-

mes further heightened.  Whereas in the first

instance the formal spatial positioning of the

viewer stresses the physical phenomenologi-

cal experience of being present between the two screens (we are another object between two spatial and

illusory realities), in the second the experience is existential.  In discussing the juxtaposition and distincti-

on between these two works, we are left to wrestle with the ‘impenetrable self’ as an object participant,

and at the same time an equally ‘impenetrable self’ as a subject who strives anxiously  to identify with the

emotional contents projected.

In the work the fall/ up and down/ double down/ triple projection (2003), and even more complex

spatial configuration and viewpoint is pursued.

Two dancers (male and female) are filmed

from below through a sheet of glass falling up

and falling down.  The woman’s head faces up

and the male head faces down in the instance

of the installation, though one imagines the

situation could be easily reversed.  In certain

respects this work recalls Welz’s horizontal tilt

and horizontal tilt II, insomuch as the work

again incorporates references to ceiling and

floor, though in this case it is filmed from the

floor (from below) towards the ceiling.

However, when projected its plays with ideas of the vertical rather then the horizontal.  Hence we are

made clearly aware of what must be understood as an axiomatic phenomenological argument “space is

not the setting (real or logical) in which things are arranged, but the means whereby the position of things

becomes possible.” Something that Merleau-Ponty observed, and further elaborated as “either I do not

reflect, but live among things and vaguely regard space at one moment as the setting for things, at

double double projection (two times in a space) (from cryingto laughing 

to crying), detail  (2000)

the fall/ up and down/ double down/ triple projection (2003)



another as their common attribute – or else I do

reflect: I catch the space at its source, and now

think the relationships which underlie this word,

realizing then that they live only through the medi-

um of the subject who traces out and sustains

them: and pass from spatialized to spatializing

space.”   In this way Welz’s use of space is not a

set of sculptural arrangements, fixed or defining the

events that take place in or simply projected on

them.  Rather space is a dynamic subject in which

human perception creates the spatial reality of

what is being experienced.   Space in this sense

becomes an either/or, a Cartesian choice-driven dilemma as in his sculptural installation two rooms for

total silence (bright and dark) (2001), in which the spectator is given the opportunity as to whether they

want to experience silence in either a room of light or darkness. Or, as in double space for an exact fall

(forward) (2001), which two identical zinc ninety

degree-angled quarter hemispheres (or, quarter

circles) stand vertically at the average height of a

man (185cm) to create a horizontal fall that would

seemingly complete the half-hemisphere.   The

doubled space whence persons might position

themselves to fall implies yet another choice. And,

choice is of course a central concern of existential

being, “man is nothing else but that which he

makes of himself.  This is the first principle of exi-

stentialism.” 

two rooms for total silence (bright and dark) (2001)
concrete model

double space for an exact fall (forward) (2001)

double space for an exact fall (forward) (2001)



Then gently light unfading on that

unheeded neither

The bringing together of all these spatial and phenomenological issues is perhaps, best understood in

Welz’s recent project airdrawing | whenever on on on nohow on (2004).   This was a first collaboration by

the artist when he worked with the choreographer William Forsythe.  In this work his concerns about struc-

ture, space, time, performance, movement and the question of communicability are unified.  Based on

Beckett’s Worstward Ho, the famous Irish writer had initiated the project for this short piece of prose with

the words “All before. Nothing else ever.  Ever tried. Ever Failed. No matter.  Try again. Fail again. Fail

better,”  showing that its intention was to deal with the failures of language, and by using “a few lexical

items assembled in a variety of combinations, so that it reaches out to an ‘unworsenable worse’.”  It was

the combination of strategies that Beckett frequently adopted, emptying words of their conventional (de-

literalising or de-literary-ising) meaning that first attracted Welz, and as a result he approached William

Forsythe to transpose the words ‘whenever on on on nohow on’ into a  movement of unending circulari-

ty.   The performance became a series of movements that had no precisely defined beginning or end

(Welz asked Forsythe to continue until he ‘crashed’ on the floor saying ‘stop’ whereas the loop continu-

ed), and something that strangely mirrored the familiar notion of an unending loop commonly used by

artists in their film and video work.

Three cameras were placed in a constructed white space and filmed from above, from the side,

and from the front, and in addition two handheld cameras were attached to the choreographer’s hands.

Hence two distinct levels of image were generated, those of the dancing figure Forsythe were blurred, and

the others fixed and clear. In this respect also one was able quite literally to see the inside and outside of

airdrawing | whenever on on on nohow on   (2004)



the dance or movement inscribing the phrase/title into the space with his body as it took place.  The

screens for the fixed cameras operated as either structural or sculptural units, but what was particularly

noticeable was that the scene from above revealed how the movements of the dancer (choreographer)

created a series of air drawings in space.  While on one level it appears to be a part-homage to both

Muybridge an Marey’s sequences of movement exposures, this installation did far more by revealing the

dimensionality of space, of movement, and a multiple sense of several time events condensed into sin-

gle installation.  Hence to refer back to Merleau-Ponty the contents, far from being located in space, were

in the continuous state of ‘spatializing’, creating ever more multiplicities of both sensed and experienced

spatial phenomena.  What is also evident is that it generates a unique experience that can never be exact-

ly repeated, for though the dance movements may be re-enacted they can never be fully realised again,

not least because all dance movements carry some small degree of variation in repetition, but also becau-

se the temporal contents of the work have inevitably shifted.

At an aesthetic level we might want to speak of Forsythe’s performance as one of essential soli-

tude, which is to say the existential solitary subject enacting a concept, but one that remained confined

to itself: the pure status of being as an existential subject.  And, it is the sense of essential solitude, a sin-

gular ‘embodied’ aspect that increasingly characterises Welz’s work today. 

In his work line | vanishing | disappearing | breath | aspirate (2004), the artist breathes onto a camera lens

while filming a black line drawn onto a card.  As condensation takes hold and accumulates the line gra-

dually disappears, only to appear again as the condensation evaporates.  Projected onto a concave sculp-

tural unit (or, as he prefers to call it ‘a fake wall’), it is

by such minimal means Welz is able to achieve his

shifts in both visualising and spatializing experience.

In these minimal experiments we find Welz increasing-

ly mastering the internal dynamics of space, and given

that speakers and sound are also a vital part of his

installations he is now able to generate a plangent or

‘synaesthesic’ content that brings together both the

visual and the aural; the two taking on the idea of a

simultaneity, a complimentary echo (or estrangement),

a dovetailing into one another. I have neglected until

now to stress something that is also common to the

thinking of Welz, namely the affinity between sculptu-

re and architecture.  The architectonic aspects are clo-

sely connected to the sculptural contents of his works,

for their relation to built structures and functions remo-

ves his work from the vagaries of being merely a mini-

malist ‘systemic’ object, a ding-an-sich (thing-in-itself)

as a materialised concept. In his recent work architec-

tural device/corrugated wall/ curved 90° corner (2005),

line | vanishing | disappearing | breath | aspirate (2004)



the shift shows a decidedly anthropological turn.  Based on a trip to Istanbul in the Spring of 2005, Welz

was struck by the strange juxtaposition of architectural styles (to his mind sculptural-architectural forms).

While his work has not tended towards what might be called local site-generated sculptures - this remains

a singular exception to date – there has always been a propensity towards considering the role played by

architectural structure in his sculpture.  While filming the rooftops of Istanbul, he incorporated referencing

elements from Bertolucci’s film made after Paul

Bowles novel The Sheltering Sky, a film in which Welz

saw coloured glass elements had been inserted in a

number of windows. An arc-screen built of corrugated

plastic became the sculptural-architectural unit (a

familiar material used for hoardings) on which Welz’s

film was projected.   While one might argue that it is

an attempt to give ‘embodied’ content to Welz’s expe-

rience of Istanbul, it rather points to the strange hybri-

dity and manner in which he found forms to have no

real sense of a boundary in the city, but were continu-

ally in a state of spilling over into one another.  And it was the way they created a new spatiality with the

accompanying space around them most interested the artist. But again I want to immediately and abruptly

return this to considerations of what were essentially phenomenological effects, for it is not, nor was it

intended by Welz to be a portrait or documentary record of Istanbul.  Rather I feel Welz’s use of sculptu-

re, film, performance and installations, suggest something else far more distilled “it speaks, but without

any beginning.  Its states, but it does not refer back to something which is being stated…..”    It may be

appropriate therefore that the current title of this publication is ‘to unsay’, namely to state something that

has already been unsaid. And, it is almost certain that the paradox that this supposes would have given

great delight to Samuel Beckett, to gainsay the becoming reality of space and being ‘neither here not

there’.

© Mark Gisbourne
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