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Ursula Mayer and Maria Fusco 
GONDA 
 
 
Gonda, a new book by Ursula Mayer and Maria Fusco, experiments in cinematic and linguistic registers through 
polyphonic monologue. 
 
Taking the form of a ciné-roman, the book is based on Mayer’s 16mm film of the same name, with a screenplay written 
by Maria Fusco and commissioned by Film London. 
 
Gonda is informed by Ayn Rand’s 1934 play Ideal. In the play’s script, controversial Russian American writer and 
philosopher Rand lays out her philosophical system of “Objectivism” with its stubbornly anti-altruistic and individualistic 
position. As a critical counter to Rand, Gonda creates kaleidoscopic printed spaces in which image and text shift roles to 
affect presupposed ideals of identity and existence. Noting how the cinematic image actually gazes back on us, the book 
utilizes highly stylized and precisely composed full-color imagery, and features Dutch transgender model Valentijn de 
Hingh. 
 
The screenplay, printed in full in this book, is developed from a series of interdisciplinary workshops where academics, 
curators, critics, and writers considered the possibilities of writing through or by rather than about Rand’s play. The 
screenplay’s key textual reference is the production structure of Félix Guattari’s unrealized 1986 Project for a Film by 
Kafka, in which Guattari proposed a made-for-television mini-series inspired by episodes in Kafka’s writings and life. 
Gonda cannibalizes original writing and transcribed workshop material together with five letter-based passages from 
Ideal, nudging them into alternative personal pronouns, to make Gonda a book of voices. 
 
Ursula Mayer is an Austrian artist based in London. Working predominantly with film, performance, and photography, her 
work has been recently shown in the Baltic Triennial, Vilnius; Whitechapel Gallery, London; and Performa, New York. 
 
Maria Fusco is a Northern Irish writer, critic, and editor based in London. She is director of art writing at Goldsmiths, 
University of London, and editor of the journal The Happy Hypocrite. Her book of short stories, The Mechanical Copula, 
was published by Sternberg Press in 2010. 
 
 
Design by A Practice for Everyday Life 
October 2012, English 
12 x 20 cm, 104 pages, 129 color ill., hardcover 
ISBN 978-3-943365-32-0 
€22.00 / £17.95 
 
 
 



MOUSSE # 33  
GONDA

Interview between Ursula Mayer and Bettina Steinbruegge

Bettina Steinbruegge: What is „Gonda“? 
 
Ursula Mayer: It can be anything a film, an opera, a book, a performance…
Gonda is Extramundane.  It is the process of discovery of the “here and now”. The here and now is indistin-
guishable from the past, present, and future. It creates it’s own history. It is cyclical, unpredictable and even 
impossible. It goes backward and forwards, it loops, it takes detours, it abandons cause and effect by creating 
it’s own history. It is a post gender speculation, a dystopian and post-apocalyptic narrative.

BS: What are the topics of the film Gonda?
 
UM: It is about how aesthetics, ethics and politics are embedded in film language. It tests the cinematic ex-
perience as a collective dream.

BS: “Gonda” is based on the rather unknown play “Ideal” written by Ayn Rand in 1934. In your interpretation 
it becomes disturbingly contemporary. What is exactly the contemporary perspective on this text?
 

UM: Gonda is a reflection and extension of the self through the work, Ideal, by the controversial Russian-
American philosopher and screenwriter Ayn Rand (1905-1982). The film, however, is not an interpretation of 
Rands play Ideal. It thinks through Rand’s voice in the play, which is reflected in the main protagonist Kay 
Gonda, a famous Hollywood movie star in the 1930s. Rand herself seemed to share a lot of similarities with 
the play’s main character. Her own experience is reflected in Kay Gonda’s sense of a heroic life, someone who 
was only able to pursue her life as an actress through the sacrificial suicide of one of her fans. The egocentic 
plot goes hand in hand with “Objectivism”, the brand of philosophy that Rand established. Objectivism is a 
philosophy based on the idea that the pursuit of happiness is the moral purpose of life. The social construct 
which most ably fulfils this need for happiness is, according to Rand, capitalism, which feeds the individual-
istic search for pleasure through gain.
 
An interesting aspect of Rand is that her works are most widely read in times of economic collapse, demon-
strating that her ideas continue to remain an important part of our ideological mix. 
 
BS: Can you talk a bit about how you constructed the film?
 
UM: The nonlinear text is used for a signifying purpose – in the form of ‘visual lexicons’. 5 colour fields and 
5 different objects are each accompanied by the voice over of a different punctuation mark. This open fluid 
structure is interwoven with contrasting film devices; a wasteland scene follows a fashion shoot which in 
turn leads on to a theatrical performance set. With this loose or even absent narrative structure, the work re-
illuminates, as wells as destroys, ideology in filmic grammar.
 
BS: What is the role of gender in this plot?
 
UM: Gonda superimposes her own identity on society, rather than being the subject of society. In this way, it 
was most apt to have the role of Gonda played by transgender model Valentijn de Hingh , as someone who has 
chosen her own sexual identity rather than having it defined by nature. I don’t want to talk about a dichoto-
mous relationship between male and female genders. I don’t want to relate in a way to gender that what we see 
is what we get. Like the script says “a human is defined by potential not by obedience to template” 



Thus an individual in society is not reduced to a gender role but is simply an agent of humanity who is to be 
defined (if at all) by one’s actions.
 
BS: How did you and Maria Fusco approach the original text and what did you do with it?

UM: The script by Maria rebuilds and re-imagines Gonda through a polyvocal voice. Gonda became a (de)
constructed critical ersatz for Rand herself. We made Gonda a performative “film of voices”. Gonda is split 
into five varieties and I casted five characters for her. In this sense the point of access in the film experiments 
with the form of a polyphonic monologue. Although the contents of these concerns are applied on a meta-level 
(as an aesthetic principle), they form of a ‘kaleidoscopic space’ in which images, texts and sounds are con-
stantly swapping position and affect. By slicing up the dramaturgies of images, the text becomes a substrate of 
our imagination, a position from which we can examine ideals of identity and existence.
 
 
BS: Gonda reminded me of Zabriskie Point by Michelangelo Antonioni. Did you like that film?
 
UM: Yes, I love the film. In a way Antonioni uses the empty wasteland or desert for sexually charged orgies 
as a space within which he can empty the film of ideology. It sets itself in opposition to the political counter-
culture of 60ies America.
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Last Hours of Ancient Sunlight

In Ursula Mayer’s new work Last Hours of Ancient Sunlight, everything runs along parallel tracks. In her previous work, 
figures from different historical periods co-existed without ever quite seeming to intersect. They circled around one an-
other, and seemingly around themselves too, as if uncertain whether they were the dreamer or the dream; in their speech 
phrases were repeated with a musical insistence, more incantations than aphorisms, as if the characters were trying to 
summon up themselves. Like these previous films Last Hours of Ancient Sunlight is cyclical, but now the cycles seem 
increasingly independent of one another: separate orbits around an enigmatic centre. Most obviously, and literally, there 
are two film loops side by side playing simultaneously, suggesting a synchronicity which, however, remains fugitive.

Ancient Sunlight is a work about coincidence, in the strict sense. It asks to what degree an artwork functions through 
certain terms coinciding to form a unity – of form and content, subject matter and meaning, image and sound, performer 
and character, etc. This is formulated as a recurrent question of translation, whether it be how a Roman frieze of the story 
of Medea can be recreated through dance, or how colour and speech can become music (the soundtrack is composed by 
a kind of synaesthesia, transforming colour values and letters into sounds). Mayer insists on the impossibility, in any 
case, of completely faithful recreation; even inherited rituals require imagination – as one voice puts it, “I haven’t seen 
the act… someone only described it to me”. Emphasising the process of translation itself means maintaining a kind of 
suspension, whether that means the indeterminacy between the performers and their roles, or between narrative and the 
medium in which it is realised. The whole work operates by a kind of logic of superimposition, not at the level of indi-
vidual images as we might expect in a film, but rather as a whole: the different elements overlap but retain their identity, 
never entirely coinciding or resolving. One thing may have the potential to become surrogate for another (wine for 
blood, a film for a frieze), but there is never complete substitution. The characters themselves list some possible names 
for this process: “Call it an intersection… a kind of conversation… a formula… a ritual game…”

At the same time, the work acknowledges that total suspension is not possible: the terms are always threatening to col-
lapse into one another. Just as the characters start to doubt if things are actually their opposite – “We watch the sunrise… 
or is it getting darker?” – we start to question our own perceptions. As the right-hand image alternates between colour 
and black-and-white, we start to wonder if the colourless images of the frieze on the other screen reflect the properties 
of the object itself or the film stock. The film begins to suggest a contemporary reading of the Medea story – the title, for 
example, refers to a book about environmental catastrophe – but never allows this to crystallise, trusting instead the logic 
of its own compulsions: “it might be meaningless, but there is an urge to perform a ritual.” Similarly the cyclical nature 
of Mayer’s work has never seemed so ambiguous, at once promising intelligibility (“we will give a private performance 
and explain the piece in detail”) and suggesting catastrophe (the ritual actions which seem to hint at sacrifice).

As moving images become a more familiar part of the visual arts, Last Days of Ancient Sunlight gives us pause. It is a 
film, a moving image, to be sure, but it seems to ask fundamentally how any image moves – whether it is superficially 
static, as in the ancient frieze, or ambiguously moving, like the performers who alternate between immobility and repeti-
tion. This exploration begs as many questions of what were once the ‘fine arts’ as it does of film. Mayer’s work continues 
to explore our relationship to the art of the past in such a way that the existence of the ‘contemporary’ becomes more 
and more apparent as a fiction.

by Mike Sperlinger, Assistant Director, Lux, London



Last Hours of Ancient Sunlight
2009
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Mayers most recent investigation of film dismantles elements of cinematic narratives. Each of her film is interrupted 
with numerous flashbacks and challenges to the cinematic convention of temporal linearity, leading her to question the 
production of imagery. Infused with references of the avant-garde her films explore the possibilities of performative 
and theatrical staging. The artist has also developed a body of sculpture parallel to her enquiries into moving-image. 
Together they create a web of storylines, providing a terracing of perspectives on history. 

In the double projection film Last Hours of Ancient Sunlight, an ancient Roman sculpted bas reliefs of the Myth Medea 
represents the starting point for a group of actors whose performance transpose archetypal immobility of a frieze into a 
play of ancient ritual and references to the avant-garde of modern dance. Unlike her previous films, in which her char-
acters figures suspended within a timeless framework coexisted within different time frames without ever meeting one 
another, Mayer’s latest work two film loops side by side playing and suggesting a possible synchronicity of time and 
history. Here the collusion between the bound identities of film and fictionalised history reinforces the artificial space of 
cinema and amplifies the self-analytical construction and disruptive chronology of structuralized filmmaking.

Alongside of the film Ancient Sunlight Ursula Mayer produced a new body of works. The artist has employed objects in 
precious materials such as marble, gold or bronze next to invalid currency notes not just for their aesthetic properties but 
for their intrinsic value, thus transforming them into symbols for more complex issues such as the cultural or economic 
references they encapsulate. Delicate and amorphous, these sculptures are reminiscent of both archaeological finds and 
pieces of Modernist design. They are presented next to a short 16-millimetre film, shot during Mayer’s stay in Rome 
and featuring a succession of monochrome images of fragments of coloured marble. This geographical stone, found in 
various sites of the city, are representation of the conquest of imperial times of the city.
Monitor, Rome 2010

Ancient Sunlight







Last Hours of Ancient Sunlight
2009
production still
Photo: Margaret Salmon



Theatralic Personalities after Mary Wigman and Madam d’Ora, 2007/2008 
16mm, colour and b&w, no sound. 5’20” 
©Kunsthalle Basel, 2008, Photo: Serge Hasenboehler 



Exhibition: Rooms Look Back, Basler Kunsthalle 2008 

Memories of Mirrors 

At the beginning of the exhibition a dark stage space opens within Ursula Mayer’s 16mm film Memories of Mirrors / Thea-
tralic Personalities after Mary Wigman and Madame d’Ora (2007/2008). Three dancers in shimmering costumes carry out 
concentrated body move-ments which produce an abstract structure in space. The movements refer to choreographies by Mary 
Wigman, the leading figure in modern expressive dance in the 1920s. In alternating black-and-white and colour images, the 
theatrical gestures stage a space of memory that situates the event simultaneously in the past and the present. As the images 
unfold, a mirror carried by one of the figures reflects the light falling onto the stage and, for a fraction of a second, blinds 
the camera lens. This way of making contact, which functions like a blink or an irritation of the visual process, breaks up 
the choreography of the film images as the light ray provocatively confronts that of the film projector. This mirroring of 
the image generating light ray that emanates from the filmic space addresses the viewer in the exhibition space directly.  

Mayer’s films are conceived as cyclical pictorial structures which concentrate on the fictional character of architecture. 
Often women step through historical interiors and touch objects and architectural elements. The subject-object relation-
ships in Mayer’s films can be described as ‘pleasure in looking’, and as ‘pleasure in being looked at’. Through their 
movements, the figures engage in a process of seeking their own identity and that of the rooms. Yet the bodies and 
objects do not become the focus of a voyeuristic (male) fantasy. Instead the deliberately theatrical stagings eschew any 
clear narrative and our own lines of vision are questioned by the visual breaks caused by the rhythmic editing. 

In The Lunch in Fur / Le Déjeuner en Fourrure (2008), a film produced especially for the exhibition, Mayer presents 
a fictional meeting in a late modernist 1960s glasshouse between three historical personalities in their later years: the 
artist Meret Oppenheim, the singer Josephine Baker and the photographer Dora Maar. These women, in a state of con-
templation, recall different events in their lives. Like the film images, the spoken text also follows a woven, ritualized 
movement, which in turn broaches the question of the psychological constitution of memories. Here, touching objects, 
as the chess figures, the curtains and the tape recorder, is a seminal moment which causes the protagonists to begin to 
recall. In Lunch in Fur / Le Déjeuner en Fourrure, Mayer clearly delights in reprising the depictions of space and objects 
between reality and dream of surrealist films, as for example the experimental short film Meshes of the Afternoon (1943) 
by Maya Deren. With reference to the history of art and film, the artist drafts multiple images of memory through space 
and touched objects.  

Excerpt: Neuschwander, Simone. Rooms Look back, argobooks, Berlin, (Hrsg.) Kunsthalle Basel



Lunch in Fur / Le Déjeuner en Fourrure, 2008
16mm film, color and b&w, sound 8’



"Ursula Mayer's work seems to condense Last Year At Marienbad's time-shifting, circular labyrinthes into pris-
matic fragmentics. Like Adolfo Bioy Casares' novel The Invention of Morel, also a source for Resnais, her films 
enact a superimposition in which historical figures and spaces coincide, without ever resolving into a simple or 
fictional contemporaneity. The languour of these resurrected women seems ambiguous: are they being liberated 
or trapped by the films' musical, recursive structures?"
Mike Sperlinger

“Do we only ever perceive what is past?“

“You can trace everything back to memories.

I’m wondering whether they happen in the past or in the present?“

“Avons-nous jamais percue ce qui est passé?“

“Tu peux relier chaque chose à un souvenir“

“They are the past with the now put together in one short moment.“

“Je me demande si c’est arrive dans le passé ou dans le present?” 

“They flash into our minds, for every image of the past that is not 

recognized by the present as one of its own concern, threatens to 

disappear irretrievably”.

“They are the power of the mind, an inner archive.“

“Pourquoi doit-on toujours avoir une trace laissée 

derriere?“

The excerpt of transcribed text of Le Déjeuner en Fourrure / The Lunch in Fur is not exactly simultaneous with 
the chronology of the spoken words within the film. The spoken texts are constantly repeated and are changing 
depending on the speaker and the scene. 

“The viewer watches a film with an imaginary meeting between artist Meret Oppenheim, photographer Dora 
Maar and dancer Josephine Baker in a modernist living room that appears haunted by memories of the avant-
garde: Picasso’s portrait of Maar, Oppenheim’s fur-covered cup, a chessboard of Surrealist forms and a tape 
recorder – all present on the set – become figures in an enigmatic play about the nature of memory.”

Eva Scharrer, Artforum International, 2008 



CONCEPT FILM

Kunstverein Medienturm Graz, 2009

Next to Mayer’s film Theatrical Personalities after Mary Wigman and Madame d’Ora (2007/8) she presents her recent installation 

Necklace (2009). The title refers to a photographic work by Man Ray, a close up of a white female neck. The installation brings together 

iconic variations of reproduced works including Barbara Hepworth’s Oval Sculpture and Eileen Gray Rivoli Tea Table, producing a 

reference system exploring a range of gender-determined power relationships in history of art.  Put together in different variations of 

the original the work slips out of its context and creates web of non-fixed storylines of history as retrospective, subjective and fictitious. 

Necklace, 2009 
Installation variable dimensions: 
Brass and concrete, bromide print, gold chain, plexiglas mirror
Kunstverein Medienturm Graz, 2009
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Kunstverein Medienturm Graz, 2009



 

The silent film Theatralic Personalities after Mary Wigman and Madam d’Ora, re-enact the illusive power of 
the theatrical suggestion in film, photography and performance, juxtaposed by the structural/ materialist cine-
matic intervention of a mirror to confront the protagonists and viewer with the presence of the film medium itself.

Excerpt:
“Departing from art historian Georges Didi-Huberman’s remarks concerning the perception of space and emo-
tional memory, “What we see looks back on us,” he’s noted, this elegantly installed group show reflects on phys-
ical and mental spaces via themedium of film and the reoccurring motif of the mirror. When one of the sol-
emn actors in Ursula Mayer’s black-and-white 16-mm film Memories of Mirrors / Dramatic Personalities 
after Mary Wigman and Madam d’Ora, 2007/2008, holds up a mirror to the viewer, it accurately reflects the me-
dium itself, as the light of the camera flashes toward us to make a connection between the past and the present”

Eva Scharrer, Artforum International, 2008



Theatrical Personalities after Mary Wigman and Madame d’Ora, 2007 / 2008
16 mm film, color and b&w, sound 5’20



Ursula Mayer, Nought to Sixty,  ICA London, 2008 
 
 
The films of Ursula Mayer reflect upon and dismantle elements of cinematic narrative. Referencing architecture, the 
Modernist avant-garde and the beginnings of Hollywood’s Golden Age, Mayer’s loosely constructed fictions engage in 
a dialogue with the conventions of the moving image. Mayer’s trilogy of films, 33 Portland Place, Keeling House and 
Villa Mairea (2005-6), centre on the image of a female performer moving slowly around an architecturally significant 
interior (a Victorian house, a modern cluster building and an Alvar Aalto house respectively). Without scripted dialogue, 
the trilogy unravels in a dreamlike exploration of the relationship between the living and the built. This connection is 
central to much of the artist’s work. The film Interiors (2006), for example, portrays two women wandering through the 
London home of architect Ernö Goldfinger and his wife Ursula, a house which was a meeting point for the 1930s intel-
ligentsia. 

Mayer extends these issues of identity and architecture in The Crystal Gaze (2007), the work she is screening as part of 
Nought to Sixty. In this eight-minute film, three female actors languorously move through the grand interior of Eltham 
Palace in South London. Their luxurious 1920s dresses - a shimmering sequined bodysuit, a satin cocktail gown and an 
ethereal negligee - compete with the splendour of the stunning Art Deco surroundings. The alluring textures and figures, 
the slow movements of the camera and the soft piano music - an extract from Peggy Lee’s tragi-comic song Is That All 
There Is - create a cinematic image that is at once seductive and strangely familiar. However, The Crystal Gaze uses 
this opulence as a background for a dislocated and complex script. As the first character walks down the stairs - with 
an ease reminiscent of Rita Hayworth - a voiceover announces, “the first time I saw you I began to fantasise about you 
and I coexisting.” This statement sounds like the start of a standard flashback, but Mayer (using a written script for the 
first time in her film career) defies such a conventional narrative. Instead, the voluptuous characters recite quotations 
on desire, fame, possession and abandon. They could be talking to each other, but the answers don’t match. Phrases are 
superimposed and looped, their utterances teeter and occasionally collapse into a 
murmur of sensuous repetition. 

Like much of Mayer’s work, The Crystal Gaze challenges the temporal linearity of the filmic medium. The actors’ 
lines alternate between past and present tense, and the film, shot primarily in colour, is regularly interrupted by short 
sequences in black and white. These disturbances jumble the contemporary and the historic, the ‘now’ of colour with 
the ‘long ago’ of black and white. The frequent shifts in the dialogue from “I” to “us” accentuate these gaps and hint at a 
shared history that binds Mayer’s elusive characters together. The stranger-companions of The Crystal Gaze seem to ex-
ist both for, and in total opposition to, each other. They are brought together and pulled apart in stagy, subtly homoerotic 
choreography, highlighting their conflicting desires for independence and for a validating gaze. Prisoners of a titillating 
scenario reminiscent of Sartre’s Huis Clos, the protagonists of this filmic ballad are, in the end, their own captors. 
Coline Milliard 

Nought to Sixty was a program of solo exhibitions and events by emerging artists based in Britain over six months in 2008



The Crystal Gaze, 2007
16mm film, color and b&w, sound 7’50



Crystal Gazes by Ian White 
 

Ursula Mayer’s Trilogy – 33 Portland Place, Keeling House and Villa Mairea (2005/6) – stands in 
relation to her subsequent work like a blueprint. The three films seem to map three unique and 
historically important architectural spaces while metaphorically mapping the artist’s interests and 
methods that find an apt crystallisation in her new film The Crystal Gaze (2007). Each of the three 
buildings the trilogy explores is occupied by a single woman who moves between rooms, up and down 
stairs, who we glimpse like a fragment of an ongoing narrative to which we only have partial access as 
Mayer’s camera glides across or away from her, or strokes the detail of an interior. But these are not 
documentaries. Mayer has shifted the function of the rooms, rearranged furniture, positioned lights and 
manipulated the soundtracks so that what we view are versions of these spaces that are as fictional as 
the figure and as constructed as the camera that wanders through them. That is, the essence of these 
buildings translated into the space, time and light of the image become fiction, and as such are attempts 
at the essence of Cinema. 
 
 In The Crystal Gaze three women similarly occupy the stunning interior of Eltham Palace in 
south London. Their immaculate period costumes, ropes of pearls, and arrangements of crystal glass 
perfectly reflect the art deco details of the walls – part fantastical and part representational wooden in- 
lays of places the former owners visited - exotic, actual and imaginary dramas. Like the women in the 
Trilogy these women move with almost imperceptible steps through space, but unlike those women in 
the Trilogy they are not silent. Written by Mayer and sometimes actually spoken while at others spoken 
as a voice over, their script is a disorientating yet seamless collection of self-reflective ambiguous and 
near-abstract melodrama that continuously addresses an equally ambiguous “you.” Are these women 
referring to each other in a game of petty dressing-room competition? Are they addressing us as 
viewers? Or are they talking to themselves, addressing themselves? If the answer to this question is “all 
of the above” then the clues to it are found in the concerns of the Trilogy. 
  
Just as the real subject/s of the Trilogy are not the buildings in which the films are shot, so in The 
Crystal Gaze the prism in which these women are trapped is not that of their actual lives – they appear 
here as historical tropes of glamorous actresses – but neither are they strictly characters in a 
conventional narrative. What they articulate is the fact of their own bodies-become-images, exquisitely 
fragmented and reflected in the metaphor of our and their crystal gazes. As the opening bars of Peggy 
Lee’s Is That All There Is? are played and they break into tragic-comic song the message is both high- 
camp relief and the damnation of a fascination with the screen. What they embody is something like a 
distillation of Cinema: neither history nor biography, but quite simply the unbearable seduction of an 
image that we cannot enter but from which we can neither escape. 

Ian White is an artist, writer and critic and  adjunct Film Curator, Whitechapel Gallery, London. 



The Crystal Gaze, 2007
production still



URSULA MAYER: Crystalline Structures and Temporal Images  
by Angela Stief 
 

Flowing involves not only the movement of thoughts, but their arrest as well. When thinking suddenly 
stops in a constellation saturated with tension, it gives that constellation a shock, crystallizing it as a 
monad.  
Walter Benjamin, “On the Concept of History” 
 

Glamorous women in historical gowns from the 1920s with elaborate hairdos, bodies in glittery, 
sequined tight-fitting outfits, long satin dresses, pearls, oversized bracelets, and negligees with fur 
collars. They walk down the stairwell as if working a runway, pose on a white chaise lounge and 
expressively occupy an art deco interior from the 1930s, polished to a shine: Eltham Palace in the south 
of London. In Ursula Mayer’s film The Crystal Gaze (2007) the elegance of the three figures develops 
in a cosmos of exclusive femininity that presents its beauty openly and in theatricality finds its own 
attitude towards itself. The verbal articulations on life, passion, obsession, vanity, and fugacity 
develops into a homoerotically and autoerotically charged atmosphere that surrounds the desire of the 
three actresses, their fantasies, desires, and fears. Using the camera, Ursula Mayer reflects about visual 
seduction and manipulation, whereby she does not direct the gaze towards objects and bodies, but 
arranges images that exaggerate in their opulence, images that in their clichéd use of beauty disturb and 
with play with the decadence of the surface. 
 
In the perception of the beholder, the space in which the women find themselves oscillates between an 
imaginary realm of interiority and the expressive staging of aesthetic longing. The luxurious interior of 
the film become an expression of fictionality and currency, which is underscored by the alternation 
between black and white and color, and runs through Mayer’s work as a leitmotif.  For the film’s 
temporal dimension, this entails a denial of the continuous and causal succession of series of images, 
instead preferring a temporal overlap: images from memory mix with the present, a female voiceover 
meets the voices of the protagonists, who are engaged in dialogues and monologues. Historical spaces 
and fashions from the 1920s encounter film props from a filmic now. The space and time continuum of 
the film is repeatedly refracted into crystalline structures, allowing not a tightly bound narrative to 
emerge, but a poetic ecphrasis of a successful composition. In so doing, Ursula Mayer takes recourse to 
Gilles Deleuze and his book Cinema 2: The Time Image. In the chapter about the crystals of time, he 
contrasts the current image of a virtual mirror image and links to that the filmic regime of the gaze with 
the current image of the present and its past, that forms in each moment anew. “The present is the 
current image and its contemporary past is the virtual image, the mirror image.” Mirrorings emerge  



repeatedly in The Crystal Gaze. Crystal curtains caleidoscopically fragment our view of the 
protagonists, in the mirror images reflections of the self are created through the gaze of the other. 
“What more do you want than to expose yourself?,” asks one of the actresses, and subjects here stage- 
ready psychological emotions to the gaze of the other. And: “Someone has taken something from you 
and now their vision of you is more truthful than your own.” The true gaze of the other, which first 
allows the self to emerge, becomes the ultimate introduction to a life, as the pleasure of the other that 
forms in the act of recognition and transforms self-perception. Repeatedly, the crystalline refracted 
arrangement of gaze, camera, space, figure, and text in the composition of an image finds its way to a 
complete, even photographic statics. Similar to Mayer’s most recent photoseries Dramatic Personalties 
after Mary Wigman and Dora Kallmus is torn from the past through powerful and powerless gestures, 
the statics of the scenario are overcome and the space is overwhelmed through performative poses, 
pathos formulas, and arrangements like tableau vivants. Ursula Mayer’s series is a reenactment of 
photographs taken by photography pioneer Madame d’Ora of the expressive dancer and choreographer 
Mary Wigman. The two women lived in the 1920s, and reformed photography and dance though the 
expressive power of suggestion. As space is torn from emptiness and meaninglessness in Mary 
Wigman’s dance, it is simultaneously developed and intensified through expression, the grotesque, and 
dramatics. By taking recourse to historical material, where she discovers her own stylistic method, in 
turn mixing this with her own artistic strategy of intensity and appropriation, she creates a foundation 
for a filmography of the crystalline image.  
 
Published in  EIKON - International Magazine for Photography and Media Art,# 61, 2008 
Angela Stief is a curator at the Kunsthalle Vienna. 
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Interiors 

by Walter Seidl

Ursula Mayer’s most recent films return to the relationship between architectural spaces and the social structures in-
scribed in them. Indeed, for Mayer, residential buildings serve as a means to discover the bonds between spaces and 
people. In these films, a performative axis develops between the actresses and the arrangements of rooms and objects. 
Fictional scenes without dialogue appear in short sequences, and sparingly employed sound emphasizes the atmosphere 
of the individual enactments. Set mostly in London, the architecture mirrors both the tradition of the Empire, with its 
grandiose buildings, and the present day, representing as it does the result of a debate on modernism that has lasted for 
more than a century. 

Ursula Mayer’s film Interiors is about two women’s relationships to a place of intellectual encounter and modern art. 
The house of Ernö and Ursula Goldfinger in the London district of Hampstead—home to an important twentieth-century 
art collection and, especially in the nineteen-thirties, a meeting point for artists and intellectuals—serves as the setting. 
The house at 2 Willow Road was considered a top forum for the modernist thinking and actions espoused by Goldfinger, 
an architect and follower of Le Corbusier. This awareness is also mirrored in the works of Ursula Goldfinger, who her-
self was an artist and had a studio in the house. In the film, the Goldfingers’ art collection, which includes works ranging 
from Max Ernst to Marcel Duchamp, serves as the framework for the encounters of two women of different ages.  

Mayer thwarts the duality between stereotypes of masculinity and femininity by focusing on deliberately feminine 
aspects of an introspection that becomes the central element of her film. But how do we explain these women’s relation-
ship to the modernist interior and its creative articulation? Mayer’s film revolves around Ursula Goldfinger’s role as a 
key figure in the world of art—despite male domination of the art scene throughout much of the twentieth century. Al-
luding to Valie Export’s Body Configurations in Nature from the nineteen-seventies, Mayer explores the connotations of 
outer and inner worlds—of lifeworlds defined from the feminine and masculine perspectives. And while Export traces 
the male power of definition over nature back to her own body by revealing this power’s feminine connotations, Mayer 
examines an interface of similar symbolic significance. Ernö Goldfinger’s designing of the house as an urban architec-
tural framework is left out in favor of feminine performance and gesticulation in terms of content. 

The film moves back and forth between color and black-and-white shots, as well as between the ephemeral “encounters” 
of a young and an older woman who determine the plot and, although they never actually meet, are brought together by 
the juxtaposition of scenes. The tradition of modernity is the center of attention, not just conceptually, but also materially 
in the form of a sculpture by Barbara Hepworth. 



In the film, the sculpture—or, rather, a replica of it—is a symbol of feminine performative strength and both a separat-
ing and connecting element between the two female characters. Another recurring theme is a stone sculpture by Max 
Ernst. A woman’s hand touching this sculpture symbolizes the harmony of sexual influences, which are highlighted with 
clarity in the film.  

The film sequences show ties to nineteen-sixties modernist tendencies, such as those seen in the works of Michelangelo 
Antonioni, who converted the emerging phenomenon of Minimalist and avant-garde moments into cinematic close-ups. 
In Mayer’s film, the lives and memories of the two protagonists overlap and are linked to the obsession for architecture 
and art in the (fictionalized) life of Barbara Hepworth. Mayer examines the extent to which modernist elements—which 
brought forth clear aesthetic formulations while following different ideological paths—are still valid today after a dis-
course that has lasted more than a century. Mayer’s film highlights the absence of a feminine presence in architecture 
and film by means of a sequence of encounters, some of which seem like stills and espouse an increased focus on female 
characters in film and cultural history, in the tradition of Cindy Sherman’s Untitled Film Stills.  
 
From: Art from the Collection Verbund; Catalogue, Hatje Cantz, Ostfildern. 
Walter Seidl is a curator and critic based in Vienna. 
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Architectures/Fictions/Re-enactments

To think about architecture is to think about space. An articulation of spaces, a spatial structure, a constructed space: a 
building.

In her book Privacy and Publicity, an eloquent account of two major figures of the modern movement, Adolf Loos and 
Le Corbusier, Beatriz Colomina argues that architecture is more than a building that we can experience firsthand, it also 
exists as representation through drawings, writings, photographs, films or advertising. In this light buildings such as for 
example Villa Savoye and Moller House can be considered, aside from their architectural and physical characteristics, 
as cultural artefacts that have become icons of modernism within and by the influence (and effect) of mass media. 

In looking at the writings, photographs and films produced by Adolf Loos and Le Corbusier, Colomina further suggests 
that “the building is a mechanism of representation in its own right … It is, after all, a ‘construction’ in all senses of the 
word”.  

Columina’s argument provides a possible entry point to look at Ursula Mayer’s recent body of work focused on the 
relationship between architecture and cinema: the trilogy 33 Portland Place, Keeling House, Villa Mairea and the film 
Interiors.

In these video works Mayer clearly highlights how the interplay between modern architecture and cinema (or its cin-
ematic representation), situates a time-space configuration in which a building can exist both as a literal site (the film 
location) and (as the artist states in referring to Michelangelo Antonioni’s films) “as a fictional character in itself”. 

This duality of architecture as both as “a space” and as an “image of a space” is a key concern of Mayer’s Trilogy. In 
33 Portland Place, Keeling House, Villa Mairea, the interiors of three different types of domestic architecture (a house, 
a cluster building, a villa) constitute the performative settings for open-ended narrations that features almost the same 
fleeting female protagonist.

Colomina, Beatriz, Privacy and Publicity-Modern Architecture as Mass Media. Cambridge & London: MIT Press, 
1996, pp 13-14
See Interview with Ursula Mayer by the author, London, 13 June 2006, in Malmoe No. 34, Graz, 2006 



As a kind of prelude to the film Interiors, the trilogy unravels various trajectories of a double system of representation in 
which camera movements, specific architectural environments and choreographed bodily gestures are entwined.
 
In 33 Portland Place (2005), the camera pans through the rooms of a Victorian house following the movements of a 
dancer. The interior provides a stage for a choreography that neither begins nor ends. Yet what the camera movement 
has choreographed are stairs, ornamental plasterwork, fireplaces, doors, chairs, carpets and curtains. Tactile surfaces and 
resonating pieces of furniture that, to use the words of Gaston Bachelard, characterise the “poetics of space”. An emo-
tive, highly interioriorised, private space charged with memory and desire.

A different scenario is given by Keeling House and Villa Mairea (both 2006), namely a modern cluster building and a 
house designed by Alvar Aalto for Mairea Gullichen. Here the enigmatic interplay of movement between camera and 
characters (being the dancer or the architecture in itself) turns the sharp, geometric lines of the Keeling building into 
almost abstract forms while in Villa Maireia, it underlines the topography of both inside and outside (the interiors and 
the garden). The camera follows characters but also defines the spaces in which they move.

While the black and white sequences of Keeling House focuses obsessively on the metallic reflective surfaces of the 
building and seems to echo early abstract avant-garde films, the vivid colours of Villa Maireia and its interiors seem to 
embody a more inner psychological space characterised by the house’s setting and its relationship with the surrounding 
natural landscape. 

According to traditional interpretations of the domestic sphere (and the consequent public/private dichotomies) home is 
commonly seen as the stereotypically feminine space in opposition to male connotations of public space. As Colomina 
notes in Le Corbusier’s photographs of  Immeuble Clarté and his film of Villa Savoye , the female subjects are always 
framed by the features of the house, but different from the male subjects, they never look outside the house, nor into the 
camera. Home functions in other words as paradigm of gender representations of space that encapsulates that “divided 
topography of inside and outside”, that active/passive, male/female “history” of looking consolidated to some extent by 
modern architecture, and which has been critically addressed by many feminist and psycho-analytical studies such as 
for example Pandora: Topography of the Mask and Curiosity by Laura Mulvey. 

 

See L’Architecture d’aujourd’hui (1929) directed by Pierre Chenal with Le Corbusier



Apart from these possible readings, Mayer’s trilogy unfolds a fluid manifold space in which the characters  (female 
actresses or domestic buildings) can be seen as spatial vectors and “developers of time” rather than pre-figured repre-
sentations of the female body. They are, in the words of Michel de Certeau, protagonists of “spatial stories”. de Certeau 
writes:

 “Stories … traverse and organise places: they select and link them together; they make sentences and itineraries out of 
them. They are spatial trajectories”. 
But which stories are being narrated here?

In his book Sculpting in Time, the Russian filmmaker Andrey Tarkovsky observes that  “As sound in music, colour in 
painting, character in drama”, “time becomes the very foundation of cinema”. And …“it is above all through sense of 
time, through rhythm, that the director reveals his individuality”. 
In Mayer’s trilogy the “divided” inside/outside topography is highlighted by the dynamic of watching and waiting that 
dominates much of Antonioni’s trilogy: L’Avventura, La Notte, L’Eclisse. In a similar manner the open-ended narrative 
of Interiors (2006) is constructed as a spatial narration through the ellipses of time.

If L’Avventura features the absence of the body, Interiors features the absence of an object: Barbara Hepworth’s notori-
ous sculpture Orpheus (1956) re-imagined and re-staged in this film as part of the real collection of 2 Willow Road, the 
house designed by architect Erno Goldfinger.  To enter this building is to enter a significant moment in the history of 
English modern art and architecture but also a family house with its original furniture and its objects. 2 Willow Road is 
in effect a sort of ready-made.

In Interiors, a dialogical narration unravels the gestures and the movements of two women of different age but with 
similar features. Their gaze is transfixed by the art object, the uncanny beauty of the Orpheus sculpture. An object that 
is both an artifact and artifice around which the story seems to revolve.

Mulvey, Laura, “Pandora: Topography of the Mask and Curiosity” In: Colomina, Beatriz., (Ed by)., Sexuality and 
Space. New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 1992, pp 53-71
de Certeau, Michel, “Spatial Stories”  In: The Practice of Everyday Life. Berkeley; Los Angeles; London: University 
of California Press, 1984. pp 115-130
Tarkovsky, Andrey, Sculpting in Time - Reflections on the Cinema. London: The Bodley Head, 1986, pp. 118-120



In the Oeuvres Complète Le Corbusier describes the “architectural spectacle” as a result of “historic architectural 
events: pilotis, the horizontal window, the roof garden, the glass facade”. As Colomina comments: “To enter is to see. 
But not to see a static object, a building, a fixed place. Rather, architecture taking place in history, the events of archi-
tecture, architecture as an event”. 

The “architectural spectacle” of 2 Willow Road resonates through its objects and rooms the life of its inhabitants and 
their passion for art. In this charged environment Mayer re-imagines a moment of life which is neither past neither pres-
ent. In the continuous shifting from black and white to colour, movement and stasis, action and non-action, Interiors 
merges fact and fiction to explore once again the “aesthetics of curiosity” (Mulvey).

The building becomes an event in itself, a ready-made that houses a re-locatable and repeatable object. It is an event-
field around, and within which a re-enactment of a new kind takes place.

Lucia Farinati, London, April 2007
Lucia Farinati is an independent curator based in London.
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