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Search. 1998. B&W infrared 
photography. 20.5 x 13 cm. 

Exit (2006) is a series of images of hands that, iso-
lated from the body, project into and fill the image 
against a black ground. They are old, bony hands 
that have grasped their life. The skin is almost 
diaphanous and enfolds wrinkled flesh, bones, arter-
ies, and nerves. Whether the hand is separated from 
the body or the body from the hand, in either case 
Exit stands for the loss of the power to manage. 

man has hands to grip and grasp things, just as 
he has feet to walk, to encounter, or avoid things 
and to place the impressions of touching or avoid-
ing another person on the surface, to understand 
planes as regions and territories, to hold, occupy, 
settle, or leave them with his feet. Where man 
gains a foothold, gets a grip, builds his house so 
as to also posit an abode for the future, from there 
he is also shifted, driven to leave his position, to 
abandon certainties and still be able to track down 
the place of his existence, then as a memory. To 
be expelled means no longer being sure of oneself, 
of being retained in life, yet impeded along one’s 
path, excluded from everything in life, breathing 
the air, rubbing the walls, seeing people. Leaving 
one’s abode means vacating it, being “in a frenzy 
of vacating,” as maurice Blanchot says, unsure 
of one’s own origin, robbed of any future in the 
uncertainty of the present, and understanding 
what Ernst Bloch called the “projective horizon” 
at best as a past that has become soulless, in which 
no body indwells anymore. To be left out is a prob-
lem that can, indeed must, lead to serious iden-
tity disorders, be that in a familiar community or 
in exile, elsewhere. But to become left out is his-
tory, the history of the exiled, the history of the 
murdered, the expelled, be they people who think 

differently, believe something different, feel differ-
ently, or have a different color skin. The hand of 
man no longer suffices. Instead of grasping and 
giving, it is needed for protection, for defending an 
existence that is only protected in placelessness, 
in migration, in intermediate spaces. If people are 
only conceived so as to make them separate from 
other people, they are closed out, and this exclu-
sion means contempt for that very alterity that has 
to continually reconstitute humanity and human 
community anew.

“We will cut off the hand of the song to be fin-
ished by our flesh”21 darwish writes. Exit signi-
fies the way out, going out, extending outward like 
hands, as physical extremities. Pride and helpless-
ness are united in the images. Exit and Settlement 
Settlement—Six Israelis and one Palestinian (2008–
10) are the last works by Sabella that can still be 
grasped in the dichotomy of artistic work and politi-
cal reality in the diaspora.

The photographic apparatus is Steve Sabella’s 
intermediate space, his intermediate space in time. 
It is a space of reversal and a coming to a halt, which 
directed him from the very beginning to images of 
deviation, of detour. The world is as we perceive 
it, and photography offered him the threshold at 
which the perception and the things of the world 
stand closely opposite one another without coin-
ciding, empreinte and impression, and have still 
not reached the decision to be placed in the light 
or the dark. Thanks to its sensitivity, the physical-
chemical apparatus of photography can be adjusted. 
Precision and light intensity of the optics and the 
layering of the image-carrying film material deter-
mine the intensity and the precision with which the 
world gains access, is carried in, to the intermedi-
ate space of the apparatus. Summoned long before 
the invention of photography, the analogy between 
the camera obscura and human perception, up to 
and including the physiological implication of the 
impression of the last image of the external world on 
the retina, can stand allegorically for the entrance 
and transformation of things from space to time. 
Photography is the medium of reversal, the inver-
sion, space to time, light to shadow, and outside to 
inside. And in the course of the transformations, 
time continues to be one that is becoming an end.

Time is not reversible, it cannot be stopped, nor 
can it be accelerated. But images, photographic 
images, are reversible; they lie in a loop of time. 

In former times the laboratories to which, in the 
absence of a darkroom of our own, we sent unpro-
cessed films were called “Umkehranstalten” (reversal 
film processing labs). There, negatives were devel-
oped and enlarged into positives, shadow to light, 
light to shadow—“Passing from the night of light 
to the light of night.”22 not only are the images 
enlarged, they also remain smaller than life, we 
think. But the question is from whence we view life, 
from what distance it approaches us. Then they 
are inserted into the loop of time, where past, pres-
ent, and future touch one another in the gaze that 
becomes aware of the past moment so as to read 
both loss and future from it. What we then see can-
not be returned anymore to any world, is lost for 
that moment, yet the things may be preserved and 
place us in their time, just as we take them into 
our time, and beyond. for the series Search (1997) 
Sabella worked with an infrared film that made all 
the contrasts in the light of the things even more 
evident and pronounced. Whether these are trees, 
cliffs, water, or leaves, insignia of nature, photo-
graphed in Jerusalem and elsewhere, they oscil-
late between dazzling light and intense darkness. 
Apart from views being fragmented and dissected, 
trees, leaves, ears of corn, cliffs, and gardens being 
focused on, the things are alienated, “so similar they 
are distorted,” to use Benjamin’s terms. Because 
the things in the image can become similar to them-
selves in the state before the photograph, they are 
essentially cut off from any mimetic construction of 
similarity. “darkness, darkness, darkness,” writes 
darwish. “The flight of colours from interpretation, 
an imagination that offers the night-blind what was 
missed indication, an equality giving preference to 
error.”23 This is not recognizing things. They do not 
return as they were or could have been, but are con-
densed in the gaze. cut out of space, exposed to the 
time of uncertainty as to what gazes will befall the 
images, what hopes lie in their eyes or disappoint-
ments turned away from the future? 

Between 1997 and 2003 Sabella photographed 
three series, Search (1997), Identity (2002), and 
End of Days (2003): from the alienated impres-
sion of black-and-white nature, the walling in of 
things in Search, to the colorful expanses of the 
landscape, the deserts, cliffs, and furrowed fields 
in Identity and to the opening to abstraction initi-
ated through a reversal of the light in End of Days. 
“To be a work means to set up a world,” Heidegger 
writes, and this building and unbuilding accom-
pany Sabella’s work.25

Is there any doubt that an artistic image is a 
place? Painted in strokes, pounded into pigments, 
worlds layered, collaged fragments or photographed 
in light and time: the picture is a thing, a plane, 
limited in its dimensions to two, yet embossed, 
making us want to run our fingers over the surface 
as if it were a small landscape whose plains and 
hills we walk with our fingers. The picture hangs, 
framed and protected, on the wall of a museum, in 
a gallery, or in a place of its own to be viewed. A pic-
ture is no more accessible than a thing is, nor does 
it go with the seasons, it no longer changes, apart 
from a few exceptions regarding the material trans-
formation through time, degeneration, and it even 
survives as a silent witness of what is to be seen 
in it. Paintings darken, drawings fade, and photo-
graphs change. Yet planarity, texture, and fracture 
are part of a material determination of the paint-
ing, which excludes any substantial change. The 
picture remains without ever being able to be an 
abode, a dwelling, or a refuge. 

21  neuwirth 2009 (see note 4).

22  mahmoud darwish, In the Presence of Absence, trans. 
from the Arabic by Sinan Antoon (new York: Archipelago 
Books, 2011), p. 157.
23  Ibid., p. 41.
24  Ibid.

“THE TrEES ArE BLAcK 
And BLInd WITHouT nAmE 
or SHAdoW.”24 

“ArT, THAT IS onLY A 
Word To WHIcH noTHIng 
rEAL corrESPondS.”26 

25  martin Heidegger, Poetry, Language, Thought, trans. 
Albert Hofstadter (new York: Harper colophon Books, 1971), 
p. 44.
26  martin Heidegger “The origin of the World of Art,” in 
Heidegger 1971 (see note 25). 
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Cécile Elise Sabella. 2008. 
Lambda matt print 25 x 25 cm hand stitched on 
fedrigoni paper 300 gram + coptic binding. 
fragments exhibition at Berloni gallery, London. 
2014. Photo by Stephen White.

Heidegger writes: “To be a work means to set up 
a world.”31 Both come together in the work of art, 
the construction, the positioning, and the mean-
ing of the work for our understanding of the world, 
which goes hand in hand with the decay of the 
meaning, the collapse, in which lie the greatness 
and the very condition of the artwork. The artwork 
writes a world just as disastrously as it opposes the 
disastrous processing of the world as an artwork.

during the first year of Sabella’s self-imposed 
exile in London the book Cécile Elise Sabella (2008) 
appeared, an art edition in a black casket, which I 
would like to describe in detail, although it is really 
intended to be experienced by being touched and 
leafed through. The book is a place, the body of 
the book is the place, and the book is made up of 
snippets, from the clothing fabric and 300-gram-
thick paper. In the middle of the black casket in an 
upright rectangle on the right, a piece from an item 
of clothing is embedded in a recess. It is a sea of tiny 
flowers on a dark ground with little heads in muted 
shades of yellow, red, and orange, interspersed with 
small white flowers. one is tempted to run one’s fin-
gers over it, to touch the fabric like des Esseintes 
in Huysman’s 1884 novel A rebours blindly strok-
ing the spines of the books in his library, bound in 
moroccan leather, his hand first sensing and then 
recognizing the author and what is contained in the 
book. The casket, once opened, is about sixty cen-
timeters wide and thirty high. on the stitch-bound 
book, like an almost square frontispiece, lies a pho-
tograph of the fabric and above it, in gold lettering, 
is the name, joyful, of cécile Elise Sabella, written 
in a waving line fully consonant with the thrust 
of the trailing flowers. The left inside cover of the 
casket is completely taken up by a photograph of 
the fabric. At first sight only, this may seem like 
a pictorial reproduction of the fabric, but it soon 
becomes clear that Sabella has given a rhythmi-
cal geometrical structure to the flower pattern, a 
continuation of the arabesques he began with that 
same year in In Exile. When we open the book we 
see the empty white page on the left and in the 
middle to the right a small piece of fabric with the 
same pattern that is not bound into the body of 
the book but, as can be seen on the back of the 
page, is sewn into it at the four corners with colored 
threads. The paper has been pierced through the 
right page is pristine white. The following page is 
written on in pencil. The words, in English, seem 

Although spatially the painting itself cannot be 
designated as a place, it is nevertheless undeniable 
that once it has been viewed, it relates to a place, 
just as a statue is created for a temple and a fresco 
for a wall. We locate the picture and thus place it 
in the world anew. What we therefore read from the 
painting are places, not concrete places, and even if 
they were concrete, we would ignore them and view 
the picture as a place of the soul, of longing, and 
of what is always pending, of a mastery of world 
not permitted us. The work of art places itself in 
us; we pass through it with our gaze, also for the 
sake of locality and localization, be it to reach the 
boundaries of the existing locality. The work of art 
either transforms the place or creates it, a place 
that would not exist without this work. And the 
boundary is not the frame but the fine invisible line 
of a thinking that supposedly separates us from the 
place of the picture. Heidegger writes, 

The art of Steve Sabella, his photographic works, 
seemed to me like a border crossing, a “tightrope 
walk,” so to speak, pictures that have touched a 
boundary to a decision, that from cycle to cycle 
have cleared away boundaries anew by overcoming 
them, have posited and carved out places—territo-
rially, topologically, formally, aesthetically. Places 
are incisions; they interrupt, classify, divide, and 
rhythmically compose the spaces of viewing, and 
they separate one place from another. 

“near the work we were suddenly somewhere 
else than we are accustomed to being.”28 Proxim-
ity and distance are more than spatio-geographical 
data, geometrical structures. They both have to do 
directly with our idea of the world, of what is or 
is present to us, as well as of what is distant from 
us or absent. Both, proximity and distance, shape 
my view of the work of the Palestinian artist Steve 
Sabella; the distance of the country, the earth, and 
the proximity to my own history in germany. Pales-
tine is far removed from me. Israel, the areas of Pal-
estine occupied and settled by Israel, are far away 
from me. I can seek them, find descriptions of them 
in old texts, be they sacred or heathen, or in texts 
by those expatriates who found a saving abode in 
Palestine away from nazi germany and avoided 
genocide, or those expatriates who as of 1948 were 
driven from their homes and their country, were set 
adrift, and are still adrift today. This is the dilemma 
of exile and of homelessness, of groundlessness. can 
places be gained and lost? or is the occupation of a 
place simultaneously the annihilation of an identity 
of its foundation over time? Whatever the demands 
made of a place are and whatever their legitimation, 
asserting them founds the place anew, just as the 
work of art undertakes to do. This means that “only 
by ‘ceding ground,’” writes Judith Butler, “does an 
ethical resource from the past come to thrive else-
where and anew, in the midst of converging and com-
peting ethical claims, as part of a process of cultural 
translation that is also a remapping of social bonds 
or indeed of geographical space itself.”29 It would 
surely be pretentious to understand the work of art 
as the scenario of this process evoked by Butler, an 
invitation to totally overload a work of art. The art 
of Steve Sabella, although it envelops a physical 
engagement with exile and the special situation of 
being born to a christian Arab family in Jerusalem, 
has gone its own ways, not by imputing injustice, 

not by lamenting, not by symbolically representing, 
but by allegorically condensing an existential state 
of “groundlessness,” as the czech philosopher Vilèm 
flusser designates the state of human expulsion, of 
scattered origin. The work of art can contain a place, 
the division of places, bring this or these closer to us 
despite spatial distance, if we are willing to see and 
recognize that or those places. The decisive thing 
then is how we betake ourselves there, and the rela-
tionship between the thus discovered place and the 
position in which we find ourselves, to the attitude 
we then take. The projection of removing ourselves 
from the surroundings that determine one place, 
and imagining other places far from the hic et nunc 
operates in this simplicity of a graspable or purely 
mental counterpart. The work of art becomes an 
exposure of ourselves and opens the mind-set of the 
viewer for an unknown, something not accessed else-
where. The viewer’s participation in the work of art 
is far from the gaze. The gaze is brought forth by the 
work, just as the viewer brings the work close to him-
self—in this movement both comprise a withdrawal 
and both share the way, the coming and the going 
of the gaze and the search for the meaning of that 
movement. A possible convergence and the sudden 
distance of the place in the moment seem oppressive, 
liberating. The mediating aspect becomes part of 
the work of art, part of a connection into which both 
the artwork and the viewer grow. They issue from 
one another like the bridge that franz Kafka him-
self understood allegorically as the existential bur-
den of the work of art, of the literary work of art: I 
was still and cold, I was a bridge, I lay over a ravine. 
my toes on one side, my fingers clutching the other, 
I had clamped myself fast into the crumbling clay.... 
So I lay and waited; I could only wait. 

“THE BoundArY IS THAT 
from WHIcH SomETHIng 
BEgINS ITS PrESENCINg.”27

27  martin Heidegger, “Building dwelling Thinking,” 
in Heidegger 1971 (see note 25). for the online version see 
http://mysite.pratt.edu/~arch543p/readings/Heidegger.html 
(accessed July 8, 2014). Hans Belting opens the chapter, “der 
ort der Bilder II. Ein anthropologischer Versuch,” with the 
words: “natürlich ist der mensch der ort der Bilder. Wieso 
natürlich? Weil er ein natürlicher ort der Bilder ist, gleichsam 
ein lebendes organ für Bilder.” (of course the individual is the 
place of the images. Why of course? Because he is a natural 
place of images, so to speak a living organ for images.) Hans 
Belting, Bild-Anthropologie: Entwürfe für eine Bildwissen-
schaft (munich: Wilhelm fink Verlag, 2001), p. 57.

28  Ibid., p. 20.
29  Judith Butler, Parting Ways: Jewishness and the critique 
of Zionism (new York: columbia university Press, 2013), p. 8.

WITHouT fALLIng, 
no BrIdgE, oncE 
SPAnnEd, cAn cEASE 
To BE A BrIdgE.30 

30  franz Kafka, “die Brücke,” in Beschreibung eines 
Kampfes: gesammelte Werke in sieben Bänden, (frankfurt 
am main: fischer Verlag, 1969), p. 83; published in English as 
“The Bridge” [1931], in The complete Short Stories (London: 
Vintage, 2005). 31  Heidegger 1971 (see note 25).

P.73 

P.89 
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difficult to read, as if they were almost latent, not 
yet fully there, already faded again or withdrawn 
so as to be written over:

Turning over the leaf, we see on the right eight 
stitch holes with green threads that, on the follow-
ing page, hold the photograph of a square piece of 
green cloth for which the paper provides a passe-par-
tout. There follow rhythmically presented pictures 
of both the outside and the inside of individual pieces 
of cloth with different patterns and colors, bordered, 
stitched, and hemmed. The series is interrupted by a 
double page with a color drawing by cécile depicting 
two cheerful girls, swishing birds, a blue sky, small 
clouds, a house and garden—indeed everything you 
could imagine under the sun. The book has fifty-four 
pages, and when I close it, I am confronted with the 
photographed inside of the frontispiece.

Cécile Elise Sabella was the first work I ever saw 
by Steve Sabella. I thought of Antonin Artaud, of 
perforations of surfaces, of the inscription, and of 
what Artaud himself, and after him Jacques der-
rida, calls the “subjectile.” Sabella’s book is a scene, 
in derrida’s sense of the term, in which subject and 
object are present and interpenetrate.32 The subjec-
tile in painting is what underlies the form as car-
rier, matter, substance, the surface, and at the same 
time the consistency of the plane, or to use derri-
da’s words: “A kind of skin punctuated by pores.”33 

The word is untranslatable in its semantic 
diversity. Linking subject, traject, project, and the 
tactile, it names the “body of the work” phenome-
nologically. Taking pieces of cloth from the dresses 
and blouses of his daughter, cécile Elise, whom he 
had with his wife, francesca, Sabella cut them up, 
reproduced them, and sewed them up, and then 
perforated the pages of the book with stitches. 
“How,” derrida asks, “can one penetrate through 
perforation or defloration something that has no 
other consistency than that of the in-between, at 
least as long as one lends it no other?”34 The fab-
ric is like a second skin taken from the daughter 
and photographed inside and out, the in-between 
lying between world and body, offering protec-
tion, clothing, and exposing the person like the 
skin between the world and the self. The book is 
ambivalent in several ways, cruel and tender, dis-
jointed and layered, linking and rupturing. It is 
body and place of the absent body; it is mutilation 
and vacuum, torture and homage. It is an inter-
mediate space, a membrane; it forms intermediate 

spaces and creates places in the loss of the immedi-
ate. It is about originality and reproduction, birth 
and alienation, longing and despair. It literally 
embodies a distance, away from the place of birth, 
Jerusalem, away from the body. Then there is the 
language: “I gave birth to something alien to me.” 
Written and erased to the point of recognizability. 
The essential foreignness of birth, in one’s own 
giving birth, in the impossibility of giving birth, in 
the throwing into the world, and the distance from 
the language of the mother (Swiss german), nei-
ther Arabic nor Hebrew. The book is gestural writ-
ing, images of the dress are stitched, like words, 
onto the white page of the book, possibly mean-
ing and communicating something. The cloth was 
taken off, and the patterns clothe a script of the 
body, supplement the body. The removal of the 
clothes protects the body from violence. The book 
presents the image of an operative intervention, a 
surgical section that takes precise measurement of 
life, which is not understood, which language falls 
short of. The patterns are fragments, just as the 
photograph makes everything a ruin, a writing of 
disaster, to use maurice Blanchot’s terms, but a 
disaster that leaves everything intact and lets the 
world of visibility vanish invisibly.

Cécile Elisa Sabella and In Exile signify a con-
sistent development within Steve Sabella’s art, 
while at the same time constituting a caesura. 
from this point on, large-format photographs will 
atomize space, shifting fragments to fragments, 
allowing patterns to emerge, mosaics on the one 
hand, not of stones but of snippets of time, cut out 
of space and made rhythmic in repetitions of the 
fragment, the demolition, musical almost, indeed 
more than almost, in the restatement and the vari-
ations of a leitmotif and the contrapuntal replies. 
on the other hand, his works gain gestural concise-
ness when the fragments, moved like brushstrokes 
on the canvas, on the screen, or by hand, begin to 
enter into a relationship with one another. Sabella’s 
art from In Exile to his most recent work Sinopia 
(2014), is more scriptural in character, reminiscent 
of the geometrical structure and spatial dynamism 
of the arabesque. 

The singular structure that unfolds in the works 
he has made since his exile in London is one of mir-
rorings, folds, repetitions, and dislocations. The 
photographs show “chiseled” places and form other 
places. The rich etymology of the german word 
“place” (ort), originally from the Sanskrit, teaches 
us that in old High german the word “Schnitt” 

I gAVE BIrTH To SomETHIng ALIEn To mE
WHEn cÉcILE WAS Born 
forTY-THrEE monTHS Ago, IT WAS onLY
A QuESTIon of TImE unTIL 
WE HAd dIffIcuLTIES communIcATIng

SHE SPEAKS SWISS gErmAn, I SPEAK 
ArABIc And nEITHEr of uS
undErSTAndS WHAT THE oTHEr 
IS TALKIng ABouT
SHE IS SImPLY forEIgn To mE

IT TooK mE TWo YEArS To forcE 
mYSELf To SPEAK To HEr
In THE LAnguAgE I THougHT I KnEW BEST

SIncE WE moVEd To LIVE In London 
from JEruSALEm
mY dAugHTEr fEELS ouT of PLAcE. 
for THE fIrST TImE
cÉcILE And I HAVE STArTEd To 
communIcATE uSIng
our oWn LAnguAgE, THE LAnguAgE 
of ExILE.

32  Jacques derrida, “To unsense the Subjectile,” in The 
Secret Art of Antonin Artaud, ed. Jacques derrida and Paule 
Thévenin (cambridge, mA: mIT Press, 1988), pp. 49–111.
33  derrida 1998 (see note 32), p. 53.
34  Ibid., p. 57.

(cut) still meant “Schneide” (edge), while Örter 
meant the blade of a knife, then in a later develop-
ment tip or corner, while “orten” and “örten” meant 
to sharpen. It was not until the seventeenth cen-
tury that “ort” also designated an end or start-
ing point, and in addition to abstract space, the 
edge, the hem, or the side, it also meant a place, a 
point on a plane, the locus geometricus.35 The verb 
“örtern” means both to separate, to move some-
thing over and back, and to settle, “richten.” It is 
consistent, therefore, that today the word “Erörter-
ung” (debate) is commonly used as a colloquial pre-
liminary to “Entscheidung” (decision).

In Exile (2008) is a cut through the place, a 
cut in the place, and a clear decision. The series 
consists of five, large-format almost square color 
images. only when the viewer comes close to the 
images does a concrete figure emerge from the 
oscillating pattern of dislocated, upended, or 
bent fragments. In Exile consists of photographs 
of façades in London, building façades with win-
dows, a surface or architectural skin, an archi-
texture. The five images share the morphology 
of dislocated fragments shaken into an order, the 
ontological foundation of the place seen from an 
intermediate space and cast off. fourteen rows of 
windows heaped one upon the other, each rhythmi-
cally interlocked, shifted—like words overwritten 
or erased—and linked by ornaments reminiscent 
of Étienne Jules marey’s 1887 sculpture of a gull 
in flight (fig. ###) or of barbed wire (as later in 
the works in Metamorphosis) given the regularity 
of the sharp protrusions up and downward. These 
are opaque surfaces, and just as in Cécile Elise 
Sabella a pattern is woven into the fabric that is 
reproduced from inside and out, In Exile exhibits 
hermetic structures, blind windows, protrusions of 
disappointed transparency. As in all of Sabella’s 
cycles, the works do not have individual titles; the 
images are modulations of one name. If the images 
translate the title, carrying the name into the pic-
torial configuration, does the title emerge from the 
images as a denotation, or does the title designate 
a time, a lifetime, and a place, a life-place? What 
definiteness does the title have, and does it point 
to a reading, a gaze? must we take the title’s cod-
ing of the image into account? 

35  See the entries under “ort” and “orten” in deutsches 
Wörterbuch, ed. Jakob grimm and Wilhelm grimm, vol. 13, 
cited here from the online edition. http://woerterbuchnetz.de/
dWB/?sigle=dWB&mode=Vernetzung&lemid= go02320 
(accessed July 10, 2014).
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or does the title stand at the end, at the end of 
all connotations, as denotation? In Exile names 
the state of the young Sabella family: the Swiss 
francesca and the two people born in Jerusalem, 
Steve and cécile. They lived in London from 2007 
to 2010 and then moved to Berlin. What kind 
of exile is it? Are there degrees of exile, degrees 
of existential exhaustion, of loneliness, longing 
and discontinuity? or is everyone who leaves or 
has to leave his homeland accompanied by an 
undertone of uncertainty that determines that 
person’s reasoning, just as Thomas mann, read-
ing cervantes as he fled from nazi germany to 
America, linked the uncertainly of an arrival 
with “being outcast”? can a work be interpreted 
through the biography of its author or artist? 
When I say Steve Sabella chose exile freely, is 
that a euphemism? or ultimately an oxymoron? 
Even if one can go to an airport with an identity 
card—Palestinians from Jerusalem have no pass-
ports, just a residence permit—to take a flight, 
what sort of concept of freedom is this, what 
sort of free “decision” for a change of place, for 
dislocation? In his essay “reflections on Exile” 
Edward Said distinguishes between the exile of 
banishment, of flight, as the dominant figure of 
the twentieth century, and emigration, expatria-
tion, and exodus, which are at least politically 
concomitant. What they have in common is what 
flusser—expatriate, emigrant, and migrant—
calls “groundlessness.” Said’s characterization 
of the expatriate is rather harsh: “Willfulness, 
exaggeration, overstatement: these are charac-
teristic styles of being in exile, methods for com-
pelling the world to accept your vision—which 
you make more acceptable because you are in fact 
unwilling to have it accepted.” of the artist in 
exile Said writes: “Artists in exile are decidedly 
unpleasant, and their stubbornness insinuates 
itself into even their exalted works.”36 This rather 
pointed, yet ironic statement about the artist in 
exile can hardly contribute to an interpretation of 
the artwork, yet Said is mindful of the too close 
interlacing of biography and work, and the dan-
ger of interpreting a work through the suffering 
or simply the location of its author. He thus con-
cludes with the remark that an original artistic 
observation can emerge from the condition of see-
ing the entire world as alien: “most people are 
principally aware of one culture, one setting, one 

home; exiles are aware of at least two, and this 
plurality of vision gives rise to an awareness of 
simultaneous dimensions, an awareness that—to 
borrow a phrase from music—is contrapuntal.”37

36  Said 2000 (see note 17), p. 182. 37  Said 2000 (see note 17), p. 186.
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