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Eric Baudelaire interviewed by 
Alexander Streitberger and Hilde 
Van Gelder, at the artist’s studio in 
Paris on June 10, 2014

Hilde Van Gelder (HVG): Could you inform us more about your background as 
a political theorist and your career switch towards becoming an artist? How did 
this decision come about?

Eric Baudelaire (EB): I am somewhat suspicious about attempts to situate an 
artist’s filiations: Where did he come from? What school did he go to? Perhaps 
that’s because I did not receive a classical education as an artist. In fact, I don’t 
have any artistic training. I don’t believe I even knew I wanted to be an artist until 
I was fairly old, relatively speaking. I started to ask myself whether I wanted to 
do something visual when I was perhaps twenty-five or twenty-six. At age thirty I 
decided to become a photographer.

HVG: You did not receive formal training as a photographer either?

EB: No, not at all. This is not so unusual both in the history of photography and 
the history of certain kinds of filmmaking. There have been plenty of self-taught 
craftsmen, especially in photography. When I was fifteen, there was a photo lab at 

Reprint from “The Photofilmic”  -  ISBN 978 94 6270 042 0  -  © Leuven University Press, 2016



The Photofilmic

106

my French high school that we were allowed to use, and I also built a lab at home. 
I was interested in the chemistry aspect of the medium, especially the developing 
of prints. At that time I made very banal pictures of family and friends. But I expe-
rienced great joy in the chemical process: putting the paper in the tray and seeing 
the picture reveal itself. Later on, when I was in college, I earned money as a labo-
ratory processor for the planetary geology department. My job consisted in mak-
ing prints from negatives that we received from a satellite that was continuously 
photographing Venus. I spent one year printing close-ups of the planet Venus.

Alexander Streitberger (AS): How did this lead you towards studying political 
theory?

EB: In school, I had always been more interested in politics and economics than 
in either the sciences or arts. After the Baccalaureate, I left France for the USA 
on a somewhat intuitive whim, following a friend who had enrolled at Brown 
University in Providence, Rhode Island. In France, higher education is very much 
specialized. From an early stage on, you are expected to know what you want to 
do. The tradition is that when you go to university, you opt for studying one disci-
pline. If you want to pursue broader studies, and want to have a more prestigious 
education, you end up studying engineering or the sciences. For me, this was not 
an option since my interests were not in those fields. Brown University instead 
was a very liberal environment—in the English sense of the word. It was a very 
open-ended university, in which you could choose your classes. I had a wonder-
ful time there, and mostly studied political science. I chose to focus on political 
theory, with a regional specialization in the Middle East. I also studied Arabic and 
Islamic studies. The education system in the United States is so open that you can 
combine poetry classes with political studies, and this approach fit me well.

Anyhow, my formal education, so to speak, is in political science. I think it is 
becoming relevant again to me now. I am retracing the steps that led me to where I 
am, and starting to see patterns in what preoccupies me now and how it relates to 
what I was doing before. I have always been interested in observing world events, 
and in trying to organize my thoughts about them. Political science is a method-
ology for organizing one’s thoughts about reality. The various theories in political 
science are attempts to analyze the past and predict the future. In a way, I am 
doing exactly the same thing today. When I finished my university studies, I first 
envisaged going towards an academic life. I imagined myself ending up teaching 
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in one of the disciplines that I was studying. So, I went to Harvard in order to 
work in a laboratory as a research assistant.

HVG: What brought you to Harvard?

EB: A job. My task was to establish a minute-by-minute chronology of the Cuban 
Missile Crisis in 1962, two weeks in October when the world came very close to 
nuclear Armageddon. The researchers I was working for were interested in trying 
to understand the decision-making process, based on some newly released infor-
mation, newly declassified documents and sound recordings that had been made 
by the Kennedy administration, secretly, in the White House, of all the meetings 
that were held every day—there was a microphone underneath the table of the 
Executive Committee meeting room. One of my jobs was to transcribe these 
recordings, which were of very poor quality. The task was to understand what 
people were saying, in a series of very informal meetings during which they did 
not know they were being recorded, and were not necessarily expressing them-
selves in a way that was clearly enunciated. These were very tense meetings, with 
big decisions in the making that could eventually have led to nuclear war. I had 
to figure out who was saying what. I had to undertake archival research in order 
to find out who was in the room that day: which CIA analyst, which air force 
general ... I looked at the daily logs in the White House archive. I also had to find 
out what these people’s voices sounded like, so I found other recordings, mostly 
film recordings, that allowed me to tell the difference between the voices of John 
Kennedy and Robert Kennedy, Robert McNamara and McGeorge Bundy, and all 
the people who were in the room. It was fascinating.

AS: Was this a PhD project?

EB: No, I was just an employee in a research project conducted by two professors 
at Harvard, Philip Zelikow and Graham Allison. The reason I am bringing this up 
so extensively is because I think that something happened to me in the course of 
this process: I became attached to the idea of writing very detailed chronologies 
of events. It was very precise: 7:15 Kennedy wakes up, 7:25 he is in the breakfast 
room, 7:42 he reads a memo, and I had to find that memo. This kind of chronol-
ogy-based-writing is something I’ve remained interested in until today.

HVG: It sounds as if you were embarking on some sort of detective work. How 
did you eventually find this all out?
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EB: It was a painstaking process. I went through every available memo from the 
White House, logbooks from Kennedy’s secretary, Evelyn Lincoln, and the log-
books for Robert Kennedy, etc. I found out where they were, at what time, who 
they were with, and what documents they were reading at that time. The effort 
was to try to understand what information they knew. In the artist publications 
that I have made recently, I have stuck with this idea of chronology, except that 
now I am turning it into an open-ended constellation in which I propose, for 
example, a chronology of Xenophon’s Anabasis, of Saint John Perse’s Anabasis, 
of Paul Celan’s Anabasis, and of various other events that I want to propose as an 
anabasis, for example the journey of members of the Japanese Red Army from 
Tokyo to Beirut. And I write this up in a chronological manner. Ultimately, what 
I am doing now is the opposite of what I was doing then. At Harvard, they were 
trying to find a way to theorize the logic of the decisions that were being made. 
The way I am writing my chronologies today has more to do with allegories and 
narrative, as opposed to scientific historiography.

AS: Can you elaborate on this point?

EB: My chronologies are historically meticulous, the research is conducted seri-
ously, and I maintain old academic habits in the artistic work. But beyond that, I 
am making free associations between different kinds of chronologies. By putting 
them next to each other I am proposing poetic associations between readings 
of history that might bring something else into the open, something which is 
not logical and which cannot be rationally explained. When I gave up academic 
research, it was in large part because I felt that no single theory of political sci-
ence—such as Game Theory, or Rational Actor-Model, all these various theories 
that have been developed—none of them, to me, with my familiarity with the 
material, explains what happened during those fifteen days of the Cuban Missile 
Crisis. I had intuitions that there were other elements that would be interest-
ing to look at, such as randomness, chance, or the psychology of the interaction 
between younger and older brothers, with respect to the two Kennedys in one 
room, building their history together. This is a psychoanalytical space, especially 
if you add the father figure, Robert McNamara … All this resulted in an overly 
aggressive stance against Khrushchev, developed in a testosterone-fueled process 
where it seemed important to appear strong in a room full of men. And of course, 
these decisions were being interpreted completely differently in Moscow, where 
certain psychological dimensions could not possibly be factored in. But you have 
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to bear in mind that there were nuclear weapons in the balance. We could have 
very easily reached the end of the world. As I was watching my professors trying 
to theorize this, I became convinced that the models that they were using were 
not operative. The theoretical aspect of political science, I have come to believe, is 
problematic because it provides a false sense of certainty, which can be dogmatic 
and influenced by an interest in validating the theories at stake.

HVG: What were the consequences of this dilemma for you?

EB: I experienced a moment of disillusionment and I went wandering in search of 
something else—it took me about ten years to get back to similar subject matters 
in completely different forms—and this is visible in works like The Anabasis and 
The Ugly One. From a methodological perspective, the research I pursued for these 
films was built up in exactly the same way, except that the analytical process was 
completely different. In other words, I continue to work with primary materials, 
I do archival research, I speak with primary sources, for instance Masao Adachi or 
May Shigenobu for the work The Anabasis; or, in my new work about Abkhazia in 
The Secession Sessions, I work with the former foreign minister Maxim Gvinjia. I am 
still manipulating political concepts, but the forms I am developing are the result 
of my crisis of faith in the methodologies of the social scientist. I have abandoned 
these in favor of something else: poetic associations between images and sounds, 

Fig. 1. Eric Baudelaire, 
The Anabasis of May 
and Fusako Shigenobu, 
Masao Adachi and 27 
Years Without Images, 
exhibition at Gasworks, 
London. Courtesy and 
© the artist.
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and montage, to see if something can exist in between the two. I provide one narra-
tive and immediately contradict it with the images that I am showing, in the way 
I cut my films, in order to create something we could call a “third understanding.” 
For example in The Anabasis (figs. 1 and 2), I approach the Japanese Red Army in 
this way: I try to understand how a handful of Japanese students who had never left 
Japan end up in Beirut and participate in the very first suicide attack in contem-
porary Middle Eastern history, forever transforming the landscape of how militant 
action, or terrorism, is pursued. In the case of Masao Adachi, who came from film 
before becoming an ideologue for the Japanese Red Army, the history is a “black 
box.” We do not know what happened to him for 27 years, there are very few docu-
ments, and there are no pictures. How to understand all this became my point of 
departure. So I presented the story in an intermingled form. The research process is 
informed by the social scientist from twenty years ago, but the output is a reaction 
to my rejection of the traditional output of that model.

AS: That raises a further question concerning your artistic approach. When you 
talk about your own artistic work, you mention words such as “association,” 
“juxtaposition,” and “montage.” Both montage and collage techniques obviously 
appear to be quite important for your work, but we would like you to expand 
on the third element, which is that of association. We are both fascinated by 
your Icono-cartography (fig. 3), in which you assemble different photographs along 

Fig. 2. Eric Baudelaire, 
The Anabasis of May 
and Fusako Shigenobu, 
Masao Adachi and 27 
Years Without Images, 
Super 8 and HD video, 
66 minutes, 2011. 
Courtesy and © the 
artist.
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with text quotations in order to obtain a new associative order.1 Could you elabo-
rate more on your references to art history, photography, and film? How did you 
choose these images? What were the criteria for connecting them?

EB: Well, it is a rather intuitive exercise. Obviously Aby Warburg comes to mind. 
But the point of the icono-cartography is to organize ideas visually. If you ask me 
to put it in words now, it contradicts the original intent. The images are related 
to the questions of political representation, what an image can do: que peut une 
image? The map connects images with various histories, whether they be paint-
ings, gravures or photographic or filmic, from Jacques Callot to Jean-Luc Godard, 
from photojournalism to Thomas Hirschhorn and to Gianni Motti. This map 
was the outcome of the research process that I pursued for making The Dreadful 
Details (2006), the Iraq War diptych. (fig. 4) This map is the foundation of the 
mise-en-scène in that photograph, in its relationship to art history, to the specta-
tor, to the position of the person making the picture. The icono-cartography asks 
different questions: Who is the audience? Is a picture transitive? Is its intent to be 
the vehicle of information, or is it a reflexive picture that is trying to construct an 
argument? The map organizes these various approaches. For example, take artists 
who have explored the representation of an execution, one of the most prototypi-
cal forms of cruelty and injustice in war: there is a natural progression, a formal 
progression, between Jacques Callot, Francisco de Goya, Edouard Manet, Pablo 
Picasso, Chris Burden, and maybe Alfredo Jaar. A visual journey that also includes 
Robert Capa, and a plethora of almost “religious” forms and figures that permeate 
the history of photojournalism.

HVG: On the map, you are clearly suggesting visual lines. Yet, rather than as a 
chronological lineage, it comes out as a topographical model, with paths and junc-
tions where painting, cinema, theory, as well as both photojournalism and artistic 
photographs commenting on its very logic, intersect.

EB: The map proposes relationships between works. L’Exécution de Maximilien 
by Manet has several versions. The first is done in the style of Impressionism. 
The second canvas is mostly burned: today we have only fragments, but the lines 
are starting to become more detailed. The third version of the same scene clearly 
announces the advent of modernism in painting: the picture is a lot more precise 
and somewhat colder, and Manet is introducing the question of the spectator 
inside of the image by painting people watching the execution from above the 
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wall. In making the map, I was struck by the political aspect of this picture. With 
the image of Napoleon III represented inside the painting as the executioner pre-
paring the coup de grace, it becomes a very political piece. The map pursues this 
lineage of execution tableaux, with the extension of a line leading to the photo-
graphs of Abu Ghraib, where the “executioner” is the one taking the photographs 
of the prisoners, and the spectator becomes the Internet, so-to-speak.

HVG: Some artists’ works are situated very closely to the edge of the frame, such 
as Gerhard Richter’s Man Shot Down 2 (1988), Martha Rosler’s Bringing the War 
Home (1967-1972), or Allan Sekula’s War Without Bodies (1991-1996).

EB: Indeed, there is also a line that ends with the picture by Kevin Carter, the 
famous picture with the vulture and the child from 1993. If you look at the car-
dinal points of the map, we reach one extremity with Carter, who ends up killing 
himself after taking this photo. Another extremity is Gianni Motti’s Collateral 
Damage (2001): once he has falsified these images, and turned war images into 
bucolic landscapes, where can you go? In the series called Troubled Lands (1984-
1986) Paul Graham frames the British army checkpoint so far away in the scenery 
that you really can’t tell if you are dealing with news, history, or landscape images. 
In the periphery of the map, at the fringes, you are at the limit of something. Take 
Jeff Wall’s Dead Troops Talk (1992). In the picture, you enter a circular relationship 
between the dead who are speaking to each other and who are no longer looking 
at us: there is no more contact with the spectator. The Soviet war in Afghanistan is 
a farce where the living dead talk with each other and no longer have any relation-
ship to us. They do not care about our empathy. Wall offers us another vanishing 
point for photojournalism and “concerned photography.” Then enters Godard, 
who is telling us that every single image is talking to us about the Holocaust: 
“même rayé à mort, un simple rectangle de 35 millimètres sauve l’honneur de tout le 
réel.”2 Here you have the fragments of images from Auschwitz, which were the 
subject of controversy in Georges Didi-Huberman’s Images Malgré Tout (Images in 
Spite of All). You have Alfredo Jaar’s Real Pictures (1995-2007), where he decides 
to put photographic images inside of boxes, so that you can no longer see them. 
At each extremity of the map, we have the logical endpoint of a line of answers, by 
artists, to the question “Que peut une image?”

AS: In your text “Powers of the False (Notes from a Journal),” you said that there 
were three possible ways to represent the unimaginable.3 On the one hand, there 
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Fig. 3. Eric Baudelaire, Que Peut une 
Image? Icono-cartographie, 2007. 
Courtesy and © the artist.
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is the position by Claude Lanzmann, which is to abandon images. Then, there is 
Jean-Luc Godard’s suggestion to connect, confront, and reinvent something just 
by means of montage. The third position, that of Peter Watkins, is to create a sur-
plus of images, and to produce a mock documentary, a neo-document. I always 
recognized the second and third positions in your works, but you actually also 
integrate and include Lanzmann’s position as well.

EB: Yes, I respect the Lanzmann position, especially with regard to the question of 
the Holocaust. But I come from a dual tradition. I have always had a fascination 
with the image. Yet, I am also distrustful of its capacity to clearly and unequivo-
cally enunciate something. At the same time, I have a keen interest in oral history 
and in the power of the word. Several of my films are based on oral histories. 
So I am interested in an intermediary position. I am making films that come 
from the Lanzmannian idea that the word is the vector of meaning. I work with 
interviews, oral history. My process differs from that of Godard, and even Chris 
Marker, who were writing their voice-over as commentary ‒ it’s their voice. In my 
films, it is never my voice. It’s the subject’s voice. At the same time, I am doing a 
lot more montage work on the voice than Lanzmann probably would. So, I am 
reorganizing the oral histories I record, and the process of audio montage is quite 
elaborate. Then I am weaving in another layer, a layer of images that is sometimes 

Fig. 4. Eric Baudelaire, 
The Dreadful Details, 
2006, c-print, diasec, 
209 x 375 cm, diptych. 
Courtesy of the artist 
and CNAP. © SABAM 
Belgium 2015.
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documentary and descriptive, sometimes poetic, and sometimes fictional. So you 
could say that I have developed a hybrid response to Lanzmann, to Godard, and 
to Watkins—a syncretic blending of their three approaches.

AS: Can you provide an example?

EB: At times my re-creations create a lie, or a fabrication. I film something again. 
I restage it. Then I edit these images back onto the interview, which creates a dis-
placement of meaning or of interpretation. So there is a form of fabrication that 
could be thought of as a Watkinian falsification. There are times when it is about 
the montage effect between what I have edited in the voice and what I have edited 
in the images. Here I develop a Godardian understanding of montage and the pos-
sibility of creating a cinematic language based on juxtapositions and oppositions. 
And at the same time my interest in oral history is at play, which is Lanzmann’s 
territory … In the debate between Didi-Huberman and Lanzmann, both positions 
are absolutely interesting. For me, Images in Spite of All has been a seminal text for 
shaping my thinking, yet I don’t feel the necessity to take a side in the debate.4

Fig. 5. Eric Baudelaire, 
Imagined States (Rest 
Home), 2004-2005, 
c-print, diasec, oak, 110 
x 140 cm. Courtesy and 
© the artist.
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A different way of answering your initial question, Hilde, about filiations and 
references, is that I am not particularly interested in the idea of references outside 
of the question of how to completely reorganize them. The fact that there is little 
aesthetic consistency in my work is probably the result of my lack of interest in 
the question of filiation, and in the idea of a homogeneous aesthetic. I like to say 
that a successful solo show of my work looks like a well-curated group show. What 
I hope, nonetheless, is that the conceptual relationship between the works, and 
the interrelationships between subject matters treated in the works, are quite clear.

HVG: That brings us to the various media that you employ. Photography has occu-
pied a very prominent position, but possibly more in your earlier works, such as 
Imagined States (2005).5 (fig. 5) Has film now decisively become more prominent?

EB: I haven’t made any photographic work since 2007, aside from an ongoing con-
ceptual piece (Shibuya Crossings, Tokyo, Photographed from Starbucks 2F on 04/27/08 
between 11am and Noon, 2008) and one small photograph that is almost a textual 
piece (Refusons le monde de ceux qui ont …, 2010). It’s not a decision I made. It was a 
natural progression. As we were saying earlier, photography is a medium that you can 
learn to master on your own, and it’s a good gateway to other forms of image-making. 
It was as a photographer that I began to think about composition, color theory, and 
questions of image representation. Around 2007, after The Dreadful Details (2006), 
I felt that I had done everything I could do with photographs. The last big photo-
graphic project I worked on was in 2007, Site Displacement, in response to a commis-
sion to take photographs in Clermont-Ferrand. (fig. 6) The topic of the commission 
felt somewhat staid. It was a proposition to go back to the question of “territory.” 
I concluded that I had really nothing more to contribute to that question, photo-
graphically speaking. I made some pictures in Clermont-Ferrand, an industrial city 
in transformation: Michelin, an automobile parts manufacturing company central to 
the city’s history, is relocating many plants overseas. I took half of the money that I 
received for this commission and gave it to one of my former students, Anay Mann, 
a very talented Indian photographer from Delhi. I asked him to make a second set of 
pictures, a series of images “after” those I had shot in Clermont-Ferrand. The result is 
quite surprising: the photos are the same, yet they are not the same.

In 2008, I went to Japan for a long residency, and as soon as I arrived I knew that 
there was nothing that I could contribute as a photographer. So, my last photo-
graphic gesture was the x-rayograms. I took all the film rolls that I had brought to 
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Fig. 6a-b. Eric 
Baudelaire (with 
Anay Mann), The Site 
Displacement, 2007, 
c-print diptychs, various 
formats. Courtesy and 
© the artist.
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Japan and gave them away to people who came to visit, or I sent them to friends 
in other places. The rolls of film travelled from 2007 until today. When I recuper-
ate a roll of film years later, I make traditional analog prints from the negatives, 
and the images show the traces of the film’s journey in the form of X-ray patterns 
on the negative.

AS: Despite this shift from photography to film, photographs continue to play a 
quite important role in your filmic work. It is my impression that this can be linked 
to the question of time. I would like to refer once again to your text, “Powers of 
the False,” in which you try to imagine another time, or at least another reflection 
on time. Emphasis is put neither on the past nor the present, but on the temporal 
potentiality that exists between a fixed time and a fluid, moving time: on the con-
ditional perfect (that would have been), and on the future perfect (that will have 
been). Time thus is described here in terms of the potential that it entails, and not 
as a time that really happened or that still is a present time. These are two gram-
matical tenses that deny a linear, exclusive relationship between past and present, 
by suggesting fictional worlds that are potentially there, but in which the relation-
ship between past, present, and future remains at least partially unresolved. Your 
work often hovers between these fixed states of present time and past time. There is 
always this kind of potential time, which is not exactly there, but at the same time, 
it is somewhere, as something that creates time. Photography plays an important 
role in constructing this potential, unresolved time within your films.

EB: Sometimes the photographs work as markers, as marque-pages, as freeze-
frames of a sequence of time. In the film The Anabasis … there is a story that 
is told by May Shigenobu about family photographs that no longer exist. They 
were destroyed because they were too risky to keep. In this case, it’s the absence 
of photographs that interested me. In a film like The Makes, I was interested in 
(and I don’t know if this would be the right term) re-impregnating the images 
with a different narrative context than the one they originally came from. (fig. 7 
and 8) I am extracting markers from their original history and reorganizing 
them inside of a different history that is in the conditional past, towards a pos-
sible future, a projection that we will make in our minds as spectators. I don’t 
know if this answers your question. Another way to think about your question 
would be to talk about Billy Pilgrim in Kurt Vonnegut’s novel Slaughterhouse 
Five (1969). Do you remember this story?
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Fig. 7. Erik Baudelaire, 
The Makes, 2009, 
Installation view, Gallery 
Greta Meert, Brussels, 
found photographs, 
pages torn from That 
Bowling Alley on the 
Tiber by Michelangelo 
Antonioni, plexi, steel 
and fluorescent lighting. 
Courtesy and © the 
artist.

Fig. 8. Erik Baudelaire, 
The Makes, 2009, HD 
video, 26 minutes. 
Courtesy and © the 
artist.
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HVG: Yes, we do. He travels to Trafalmadore …

EB: Billy found himself in Dresden when the Allied Forces firebombed the city 
until there was nothing left. As an American prisoner-of-war, he wandered around 
in the ashes of a town completely destroyed. From that moment, for the remain-
der of his life, he often feels unstuck in time: he is experiencing time in multiple 
presents simultaneously. In that state, he encounters people from another planet, 
the Tralfamadorians, who have a non-linear experience of time. The way Von-
negut explains it, humans look at time in terms of a linear progression, as if we 
were looking at a mountain range with a telescope, moving from left to right, at 
an even pace, seeing the various aspects of the mountain as a linear progression of 
images. Whereas the Tralfamadorians, by contrast, are constantly seeing the entire 
mountain range at all times: they are seeing all possible times. String theory and 
quantum physics open such possibilities. In a sense, I’ve been interested in making 
Tralfamadorians films, works that are based on the idea that not only are multiple 
futures possible, but also multiple pasts.

AS: In Letters to Max (2014), one is confronted with another kind of temporality, 
which you have described in terms of deferred time.6 Letters to Max then appears 
to be a time machine, through which different sequences of time collide and col-
lapse. Actually, the fact that your letters are not answered directly by Max, but are 
tape-recorded and delivered by him afterwards in order to become the voice of 
the film, introduces this constant delay, this constantly being out-of-sync in the 
communication. Could you elaborate on this concept of deferred time, of always 
being out-of-sync?

EB: I consider Letters to Max to be a film about time, whereas The Anabasis was a 
film about place. This relates to my history with Abkhazia, my various trips there 
over the past fifteen years, and my evolving friendship with Max over this period 
of time. Politically, when talking about the civil war, there are at least two times to 
factor into the discussion, because there is a Georgian historical narrative and an 
Abkhaz narrative, and they develop very differently in their relationship to time. 
Max sums this up when he says Georgian refugees want to return to Abkhazia, but 
the Abkhazia they want to return to is the one that existed one day before the war, 
and that Abkhazia no longer exists.

Structurally, in the way the film is set up, the notion of time is layered. I arrived 
in Abkhazia one year after I wrote the letters. Max had already answered all the 
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letters, and in his recordings, he was discussing a past, a present, and also a future. 
He tells me: “When you come, you will see this.” That future is the present of the 
images in the film, a present that is a year after the present of Max’s voiceover. Once 
edited together, something strange happens. We are listening to a voice from the 
past describing a possible future, while watching images from the film’s present, or 
perhaps I should say the present tense of the shooting of the film. As a result, the 
present tense of the finished film is a layered time. We have my letters referencing 
the past, being discussed by Max who is describing images we will make together 
in the future, but the spectator is watching them in the present. This layering of 
time relates to the idea of utopia. As a new country, Abkhazia is in the category of 
utopias, because it captures the possibility of creating something new.

AS: Yes, but at the same time it also provides a highly dystopian impression.

EB: Exactly. Many of the promises of Abkhazia have become failures. And so, 
Max’s voice introduces the idea that our film is a time machine, reminding us of 
the possibility that you can send a letter to yourself as a way of traveling through 
time. If you write a letter to yourself today and open it a year from now, that year 
will be modified through the prescriptions that you have given yourself at the time 
of writing the letter. You are travelling through time, because you are making a 
promise, and if you follow this promise, you will change the course of your exis-
tence. This is his basic proposition. Max had a vision for Abkhazia, and this vision 
was, in retrospect, a very positivist, utopian vision. Clearly, this vision is not real-
ized today. Max doesn’t have the power to transform Abkhazia to what he would 
have liked it to be. Max is a dreamer. The film is also about the promise of time, 
since I have known Max from a moment of great possibilities up until the more 
dystopian present in which the film was shot. That is why the film is constructed 
the way it is, ending with some rather tough questions about the relations with 
Georgians who were expelled from Abkhazia, and the question of current Russian 
influence over Abkhazia. Everything that has happened in Crimea and Ukraine in 
the past few months has been a sort of future tense of the film.

HVG: Strikingly, indeed, artists often appear to possess a Nostradamus-like sen-
sitivity. Do you have a clear idea about how we, as spectators, are involved in this 
temporal perception? This also leads to the question of display. How does that work 
in your mind, the relationship to us, the people who are going to watch your work?
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EB: It’s a good question, and I’m not sure … I think that it’s probably one ele-
ment that I don’t have much control over … There are a lot of things that I control 
within the work, but there are also many things that I really discover upon show-
ing the work, which I really can’t predict. I’ve been so close to Abkhazia, I’ve been 
going there for so long, that I can no longer predict at the time of editing the film, 
what people will understand. I don’t know (and I’ve had this with all the films) 
how people are going to perceive Max. I don’t know if they are going to perceive 
him as this very gentle person, as this very beautiful and poetic person, or whether 
they are going to picture him as some kind of problematic manipulator, or as 
somebody who is completely unconnected to reality and truth.

HVG: Maybe I can say something about that. I was very irritated with Max, with 
the way he responded to the Georgian issue. At the same time, as he continued 
bringing in all the arguments, I started to empathize with his position, of course. 
What could he say? He has tried so much!

EB: That’s what I’m interested in. That’s why it works out that way in the film … 
Max is a very good friend of mine, I don’t want to put him in danger, but I have 
to. I had to ask him these questions, and I had to incorporate his answers. I don’t 
try to make a film about Abkhazia with a Georgian responding to Max. Instead, I 
show images of the empty houses of Georgian refugees, and I ask Max a question: 
“Can you tell me how you think a Georgian would feel, watching the house that 
he grew up in, lying in ruins?” This was a somewhat unfair question, because I’m 
putting the responsibility on Max to fill in for the voice that is missing in the film, 
the Georgian perspective. But at the same time, this comes back to an earlier ques-
tion about the traditional documentary approach, or the social scientific approach, 
which I have rejected. Whereas the social scientist, or the traditional documentar-
ian, will feel the necessity to contrast different narratives, I have decided, almost as 
a principle, that I will not do this. I will not make films based on opposing views in 
the hope of arriving at a form of documentary truth. I am operating under a differ-
ent epistemological paradigm. My proposition is this: how do you create a layered 
feeling for the complexities of a politically problematic issue while working with a 
singular subjective perspective? In Letters to Max, this is done through the sense of 
malaise that you feel when listening to Max’s response to the question of Georgian 
refugees, after having first heard another side of Max as a very touching and caring 
person. Something important happens in this moment of emotional contradiction 
in the viewer’s relationship to the central character of the film.
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Fig. 9. Eric 
Baudelaire, The 
Secession Sessions: 
L’Anambassade 
d’Abkhazie, 2012, 
Bétonsalon, Paris. 
Courtesy and © the 
artist.

Fig. 10. Eric 
Baudelaire, The 
Secession Sessions: 
L’Anambassade 
d’Abkhazie, 2012, 
Bétonsalon, Paris. 
Courtesy and © the 
artist.
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HVG: It’s as you say, you are not making a documentary …

EB: I’m not making a documentary. I am proposing to open a perspective on an 
injustice related to the fact that in Abkhazia, a number of Georgian refugees can-
not return home. But I’m doing it through Max’s voice, letting him say, “This is 
how it is, there is no other choice.” You can listen to Max arguing this point, and 
you can be irritated, or think that there is something monstrous about his view. 
But I think it is important to hear this monstrosity from the voice of somebody 
who is not a monster, because then we have an understanding that the situation 
creates monstrosity. This is more interesting, in my view, than simply hearing a sad 
story from a Georgian refugee in response to Max’s story. In that traditional setup, 
we’ve simply confronted two narratives, which is very different than revealing a 
potential monstrosity from the voice of somebody who we’ve already established 
is not a monster. Maybe he is deluded, maybe he is lying to himself, or maybe he 
has no choice but to lie to himself.

HVG: As a conclusion, we want to ask you to elaborate on the Anembassy project 
of Abkhazia, which you have developed at Bétonsalon in Paris and at Bergen Kun-
sthall in early 2014. (fig. 9 and 10) In one letter to Max from December in 2012, 
one of the last letters, you write, “the impossible is possible.” That is very striking, 
as you seem to be suggesting that utopia, somehow, is possible.

EB: Honestly, I did not think it was possible for any of my letters to actually 
arrive to Max. I have been to Abkhazia. I know that there is no postal structure in 
Abkhazia, and that the post office here in France does not even have Abkhazia in 
its computer database. Most public employees do not do anything beyond check 
the computer. It is extremely simple for them to just return the letter to me. Paper, 
postage, and energies being devoted to sending envelopes somewhere else—these 
are 20th-century preoccupations, not 21st-century questions. There was no doubt 
in my mind that my letters were going to come back to me, undelivered. I had 
planned to make some kind of mail-art piece with them. An object on a plinth … 
But then, yes, something else became possible.

HVG: Is that where you situate the distinction between the social or political 
scientist’s approaches and those of the artist, who is able to make a form premised 
on the possibility of the impossible?

EB: Yes, although I wouldn’t go so far as to say that one needs art to believe that 
something is possible. But I certainly am convinced that art has a capacity to 
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build a form around the possibility of the impossible. That is a good place for art 
to exist. The next question becomes: in these rare instances where the impossible 
becomes possible, how can I document that? Then all kinds of questions follow: 
Should it be through language, or through a construction of a situation?

AS: Or through showing your works within as many different contexts as possible, 
such as art galleries, film festivals, exhibition spaces, conferences …

EB: To go back to your question about utopia: I think you can’t be where I am, 
politically, if you don’t have some hope that the impossible is possible. Otherwise 
Slavoj Žižek is correct, and you end up thinking it is easier to imagine the end of 
the world than to imagine the end of capitalism. When impossible letters arrive 
to Abkhazia, then it becomes possible to imagine all kinds of other unimaginable 
situations.
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