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THE SITE OF LOSS 
 
—  A Transcription of a Conversation between Jacqueline Nurse, Kate Arthur & Carla Liesching — 
 
 
KA - Whenever you speak about your work, ideas related to geography come up. Would you say 

that geography is your muse? 

 

CL - Ha! Yes. I like that. Geography reclining on a couch in my studio. If I have to get to the heart 

of it, I’m interested at human relationship to structure and order in a broad sense… why do we 

need to map everything out? I’ve always had an interest in the social ordering of space, how the 

setting up of boundaries and borders affects us – our identity, society… 

 

JN – It affects language, politics… 

 

CL – It affects everything.  I am interested in an actual, physical geography, but I’m also interested 

in geography as a metaphor for all sorts of systems and structures. 

 

JN – Do you think your interest is primarily in the idea of geography post-Imperialism? Of course 

before Imperialism there were structures – tribal, territorial and so on. But Imperialism brought a 

very different kind of mapping with it, the development of nation states enclosed by quite arbitrary 

borders. 

  

CL – I think my interest is primarily what lies underneath that. I’m more interested in the desire, or 

drive – what is it in human psychology that drove us toward Imperialism, for example?  But 

Imperialism is only one extreme example of that kind of mapping. I’ve spoken about geography as 

a metaphor for the self, and what I mean is that we do it in our everyday lives, in our 

understanding of ourselves. The moment we created a language, we created a map, and that was 

way before Imperialism.  The moment we name ourselves, we’re creating a separate state.  We’re 

saying: I am separate from you.  It happens on the smallest level in yourself, and then it gets 

bigger and bigger. But yes, I do have a preoccupation with colonial exploration and navigation… 

There is a romance to those explorer-narratives that fascinates me. And then of course there is 

the question of what darkness that narrative is disguising…  

 

JN – If you look at that process of exploration, and the fact that it’s always problematic and 

complicated, it’s quite a fabulous metaphor for the way that we build ourselves, map our 

relationships to ourselves, to other people, to our own landscapes, to where we ‘belong.’ I 

suppose that is some of what The Swimmers were about – where you belong and how you 

overcome the sense of not belonging in a particular place. This is now looking underneath what 

you were looking at then.  This work has in itself been an exploratory process. 

 

CL – Yes. During that time, I think I was so affected by that feeling of homelessness, needing to 

belong somewhere, I dreamed up a category for my own tribe: a group of humans who live in a 

post-national, post-territory, post-home world; or a world where we are beyond that conception 

of “home”. 

 

JN – “Fluid” is a word you’ve used before, which I find interesting, it makes so much sense. 

You’ve spoken about the inherent contradictions in The Swimmers… 

 

CL – There was an interesting contradiction. While making it I felt quite grand: ‘We are a new band 
of wanderers!’ – we exist in fluidity, we are not static, this is who we are!  Over time and in 



reflection, I realised I had set up a category again, a closed system. I’d closed the borders; there 

was an inside and an outside; we were defined by who we are not.   

 

KA – But it’s really difficult not to categorise.  

 

JN – Well, it’s ingrained in our language.   

 

CL – That realization was a turning point. It was a real crisis! I began to question whether it is even 

possible to exist fluidly. I don’t know! And that’s where this work began, with the question of 

possibilities… 

 

KA – Although I remember the work looking quite different when it started out. 

 

CL – It started as a ‘tent series’. The idea was to build child-like, makeshift home structures out of 

blankets, sheets and cardboard in various landscapes, which I then documented. That’s where the 

white structures in the final works come from. I was in the process of moving continents, I think I 

was just trying to make safe places for myself, as though I could close the door and live in there 

for a while.  

 

KA – The white structures, as they are now, are certainly a progression from those initial tents – 

they’re no longer specifically home structures, but they’re still flimsy, temporary constructions… 

 

CL – I see them as fragments of those little tents I needed in the beginning. But they’ve come to 

mean many things now, fragments of all sorts of systems and narratives… 

 

JN – And that brings us back to the question of possibility. It’s not implausible to imagine that at 

some point, the way things work could change completely, especially because we sense the 

instability already. I think most generations see grave, vast differences between theirs and the 

previous one. But what’s happening with ours is that, where our parents and grandparents might 

have rebelled against the structures of previous generations by taking a reactionary stance, ours 

isn’t really doing that, because we can’t, it doesn’t work anymore. We’ve tried – we do, we flail 

around and we try – but we are getting to a point where we are able to take bits and pieces. I feel 

like it’s a serious process of recognising the narrative in our everyday lives. Realising that these 

things are relative and moveable…  It doesn’t mean there’s no structure whatsoever, it’s just not 

linear anymore. 

 

CL – The recognition of fiction is vital. And it’s so pertinent to the framework of how I’m exploring 

these questions. It’s liberating to recognise that the map you’ve drawn of yourself is a narrative, a 

story, theatre you play out every day, it becomes a lot easier to let go of… it’s more malleable.  

The idea of a single ‘truth’ is what’s problematic. 

 

JN – It’s fundamentalism. Letting go of fundamentals. I think we probably need some of them.  To 

let go of them all seems nihilistic, beyond any real purpose that’s really going to get us anywhere 

new. 

 

CL – But the danger is that we tend to get too caught up in believing them, so much so that we 

fight wars over them. This project has been helpful for me in learning to be open. I try not to think 

in terms of hierarchies and divisions, right/wrong, good/bad etc.  

 

JN – The ‘field-notes’ in this body of work: why faux-science - the reference to journals or 

textbooks? Is it because, historically, those are the kinds of places where you find the positing of 

that kind of fundamental this-is-the-truth? 

 

CL – Exactly. By ‘systematically’ documenting both the inhabitants and artifacts of an imaginary 

place, I’m trying to use role-play as a tool to parody these ontological structures that we have 

created over the centuries. But it’s not only parody. There’s sincerity too in that it’s an exercise in 



earnestly trying to understand the mechanics of those kinds of systems, to pick things apart. 

Role-play allows me to look at things from different angles.  

 

KA – Can you speak about your process? I’m interested in the theatrical aspect. What types of 

narratives were you playing out? 

 

CL - The portraits on location were quite cathartic exercises because we were actually, I mean, 

physically, traversing unknown terrain - sometimes quite treacherous terrain in fact, especially with 

an old medium-format camera in tow. So there was something quite fanciful about it. The field-

notes were quieter. I imagined that I was an explorer at the end of a hard day’s exploring, sitting 

around a campfire jotting notes in my journal about the specimens and artifacts I had “collected” 

during the day. Under the light cast by my camp-fire/studio, I could study, dissect, distill and 

explode these things. I could set them on fire to see their reactions; I could measure or preserve 

the remains. I was really trying to look at processes of construction and deconstruction. Also, by 

making something only to destroy it, I was practicing the act of letting go. The task itself was 

allegorical? It wasn’t destruction for destruction’s sake, but about the possibilities… What can 

grow on this site of loss? 

 

KA – So you’re playing the role of the anthropologist, the ethnographer, studying and documenting 

imaginary uncharted territory. Destroying something in order to make other kinds of knowledge 

possible.  

 

JN - The parody shakes the certainty of the records we have. 

 

CL – The first atlas was called ‘The Theatrum’.  Those cartographers called it ‘theater’: the theater 

of the world.  They were aware of the invented nature of such a thing as a country, but over time 

we’ve forgotten that they’re manmade inventions. 

 

JN – And now the lines are there, it’s difficult to move them. 

 

KA – The absurdity of the lines is profound though. They’re an illusion, but also very real. You’re 

not allowed to cross certain boundaries unless you have a piece of paper, but there’s nothing on 

the surface of the actual land…it’s so extreme…to say this is “X” and one step forward it’s an 

entirely different nation. There’s literally a footstep between being South African and Namibian, for 

instance. 

 

CL – It indicates our deep-seated fear of… What is it?  And that’s my question, actually. What are 

we so afraid of? Why is it so difficult to erase that map, in all its literal and metaphorical 

manifestations? I suppose part of it is simply the familiarity.  To move away from the familiar is to 

dive into an abys…it’s terrifying. If we annihilate everything we know, then we don’t have any more 

signposts. How do we go on from there?  That’s the crisis. 

 

KA – Are these characters grappling with that? 

 

CL – Yes, absolutely. They’re simultaneously grasping for and letting go of phantom structures. 

They want a different future, a radical cut from the existing order, but they are terrified of the blank 

space, the nothingness that might come after… 

 

JN – Tell me about the references to science fiction. 

 

CL – Yes, these images are very influenced by sci-fi and fantasy. I’ve been reading a lot of Jules 

Verne, so it’s sort of vintage science fiction, but still, fantasies of how the world could be in the 

future. 

 



JN – And how the unmapped, unexplored territories of the world could be – how it could be under 

the ground, on the other side of the world, in all these places that we don’t have access to and 

don’t necessarily know that much about. What is it like underneath the sea…? 

 

CL – Twenty thousand leagues under the sea! 

 

KA – What types of locations were you looking for, for these narratives to play themselves out? 

 

CL – The portraits were staged in places where humans have made an intervention into the natural 

or existing landscape, mostly in abandoned mines and quarries. The first thing that attracted me 

to these spaces was the evidence of destruction, explosions, things crumbling – they indicated a 

feeling of apocalypse.  But I began to realize that one of the most interesting aspects of these 

spaces was that they are literal sites of meaning-creation. In these sites, we have mined the earth 

in order to obtain raw materials to build both our physical and social structures. Ritchie, for 

example, was shot in The Widow Jane Mine, where they excavated the cement used to build the 

Brooklyn Bridge and the pedestal for the Statue of Liberty. A few of them were iron mines, used to 

make cannons in the American Civil War. And of course, there’s a gold mine in Johannesburg. 

Tinkabell was shot in an abandoned railway tunnel. The tunnel was blasted in 1910 to make a 

pathway through a mountain, but for some reason it was never finished…so now there’s this 

mountain with a random hole in the middle. It’s a strange sight, if you’re walking through the forest 

and suddenly there’s a giant black hole in your path.  

 

JN – You’ve also presented them as fantasy spaces, and that really opens them up so they can be 

interpreted in a variety of ways. 

 

CL – It’s important to me, in terms of the visual reading of the work, that the borders of the 

meaning remain as open as possible, just in the same way as I am trying to keep the borders of 

my ‘self’ as open as possible. 

 

JN – Trying to fix it would go against what you’re trying to do. 

 

CL – Meaning is never fixed, but it’s tempting to try to fix it anyway.  Of course I’m trying to 

communicate something, but I don’t want to hold onto my meaning and my articulation. I don’t 

want to draw too specific a map for how to navigate these images and the relationships between 

them. I just want to offer up a few possibilities; a few imaginary places…and the borders need to 

stay open. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


