migrants to flee their homelands, Europe paradoxically fashions itself a victim
to an external aggression. This illogic is a pattern discernible in the words

and actions of the aggressors in all three of these events. Consequently, each
lieu de mémoire demonstrates a contradictory memorial impulse that widely
diverges depending on who (aggressor or victim) is doing the recall. Thus,

by collapsing the temporal continuities of these three events, Ourahmane
exposes their intersections. In the process, she reveals how each lieu de
mémoire competes, overlaps, and resignifies the next, suggesting the construc-
tion and fragmentation of migrant identity as two continuous and opposing
processes that extend from the colonial past to the present and back again.

This multidirectional resignification is encapsulated by the movement
and transformation of the gold chain. As a family heirloom, it passes from
mother to son on less than certain terms. Sold to Ourahmane, she brings it
to London (we can only conjecture as to whether the young man was able
to replicate this journey), where it is transformed into a pair of teeth. The
integration of one tooth into Ourahmane’s body emblematically reverses the
loss of the gold chain by the mother at the hands of her son. Likewise, the act
of integration re-enacts and resignifies Ourahmane’s grandfather’s self-mutila-
tion, forming a new, embodied memory that becomes a form of inheritance in
its own right. Thus, time and geography enter into these paired teeth, which,
through the irreversible process of implantation, become simultaneously
separate and the same: marking separate actions of the same kind, physically
the same, but physically and permanently separate in space.

This pairing of oppositions is carried through to the title of In the
Absence of our Mothers. On the one hand, the title relates to the defiance of
acting without permission. Tayeb undertook the extraction of his teeth in
defiance of French occupation. Similarly, Ourahmane speculates that the
young man’s pursuit of escape from Algeria was carried out without the
permission of his mother. His actions reflect a larger generational defiance, as
Algeria undergoes a mass exodus of its young people to Europe, their choice
to leave their ‘motherland’ seemingly undercutting all that their forbearers
fought for during the Algerian War.*3 On the other hand, the title relates to
the experiential consequences that follow this exodus. Exiled from Algeria,
separated from family, migration has led to the experience of displacement.
This trauma is not necessarily physical or visual, but embodied and sustained
by the memory of what once was. Ourahmane’s project is ultimately the
impossible task of representing this psychological wounding — this
void — created by the loss of one’s family history, one’s national identity, and
one’s sense of place in the world. Her work, however fragmentary and specu-
lative it may be, seeks to comprehend this loss, becoming a permanent evoca-
tion of her bonds to a past not truly past.

THE HEADLESS REAL

Yen Noh

The real is positioned both before and after its representation; and representation
becomes a moment of the reproduction and consolidation of the real.
—Judith Butler, The Force of Fantasyl

Writing re-marks the hole in the signifier, the inability of words to convey
meaning exactly. The intimacy of the language of speech and the language of
vision extends to their mutual impossibilities.

—Peggy Phelan, Unmarked?

The Headless Real is a performance script. It is based on a script I first
performed in 2019 at Dutch Art Institute, which I have revised for this
publication. Attending to the possibilities of the speech/writing act, the piece
revolves around the performance of language, vision, memory, and representa-
tion. The parts of the script were originally enumerated in order for me as a
non-English speaker to learn by rote, creating a distance from both the speech
and the audience. The Korean text, which helped me memorize and which I
never spoke in public, has been left in this version as a trace of the labour of
translation. The script includes stage annotations made after the fact.

I thank Cleo Foole for the script’s design, Sven Liitticken for the annotations,
and Jaehoon Shin for the Korean copy-edit.

Yen Noh is an artist currently living and working in Utrecht, the Netherlands. Her
work engages with anti-colonial ‘paralanguage’ that performs the language’s
materiality as an enabler to resist linguistic norms and representational violence

of colonization. She uses performance to unearth and recreate practices by those
who are unthought by the constructive force of history and its white/male dominion
of culture. Her research so far has been on the Korean-American poet, filmmaker,
and artist Theresa Hak Kyung Cha, the 1920s Japanese art group MAVO, the Korean
architect, poet, and artist Yi Sang and his partner Geumhong, who was a sex worker,
with whom she explores signification as its bodily practice.

1

Judith Butler, “The Force of Fantasy:

Kiko Aebi is a curatorial assistant in the Drawings and Prints Department at the Mapplethorpe, Feminism, and Discursive
Museum of Modern Artin New York. She received her M.A. in Contemporary Art Excess” Differences 2, no. 2 (Summer 1990):
History at Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam in 2019 and her B.A. from Amherst College 106.

in 2016. Her research focuses include contemporary art, postcolonial histories, and 43 2

political violence. Ourahmane, interview with Veronica Peggy Phelan, Unmarked: The Politics of

Simpson. Performance (London: Routledge, 1993), 6.
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