
S e v e N S h a Pe  /  S h i F T

The brain holds all the traces of past actions. 

each person has one sheet of paper, a brush and paint.
The exercise begins with each person painting a square. 
after each person finishes painting a square, exchange papers  
so that each person has their partner’s painting of a square.  

The exercise continues. 
each person changes their partner’s square into a triangle.

after the partners finish changing the square into a triangle,  
exchange papers again, so each person has their original sheet. 

For the last step, change the triangle back into a square.
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S a r a h  P i e r c e

N oT  T i T l e  [o u T r o]   And what of the subject? A subject formed  
in dementia? A subject whose personal narrative presents, in the present,  
in the non-stop everyday?

This book draws upon a period of activity that hones in on demen-
tia, on the one hand as a marked disorder, but with a potential to reorder and 
restructure what we consider to be and how we construct a concept of a personal 
narrative. As we gathered research together by writers and thinkers from  
Jack Halberstam to Audre Lorde, Alison Kafer to Lee Edelman, Oliver Sacks  
to Svetlana Boym, these writers began to riddle through each other, in  
a community of texts that figured in and reconfigured, reworked and undid 
each other. Coincidentally and sadly, around the time of the start of the 
project, the world lost both Sacks and Boym. It seemed to matter that nostal-
gia, as the focus of Boym’s work, reorganises how we understand the present, 
and that dementia as a problem of the brain and the mind for Sacks, organises 
a state of being where the past is misplaced. 

I devised the seven exercises to manifest in different registers in  
the project. The book and the exhibition can be understood as separate narra-
tive choices, each one containing embedded protocols and impulses which 
extend through a larger community of family, friends, acquaintances, and 
strangers that have been involved in various capacities with what has happened 
here. At a crucial point late in the project, I reached out to an artist who  
is known for his performance work among a generation who came of age in  
the seventies. I wanted his help developing the exercises on camera, a request 
declined, but not without an explanation: 

Really I never act as an interpretive artist only  
as a generative one.
Always to experience this body as site inside metaphors  
and concepts imagined.
Not an actor, to act directed by others but to be inside  
the depth and meaning sought in making work.
(Being and doing)
Possibly contentious also the confusion between actions  
in art and patients with degenerative loss of mindfulness, 
risking offence perhaps to both.
Does art have any social purpose or is it at best  
and at worst simply for itself?
Go with care.

 The question of the exercises became a question of art; how  
to attend to the interplay of protocols and impulses that arise in practice –  
repetition and administration, withdrawal and protection, insistence and 
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yielding, confabulation and correction? Being-difficult too, is a quality that 
refuses to gloss over the risks of letting complex things happen.

During the months of September to December, 2016, the artist  
John Beattie worked to facilitate on-the-ground workshops in Derry to do  
the exercises with individuals with a medical diagnosis of dementia and their 
carers. Some of this video, along with materials produced in the workshops  
is on display in the exhibition. Additional video based on the exercises was 
produced with my parents, Anne and Russell Pierce. The exhibition also 
includes ceramic works from the solo exhibition Lost Illusions (2013). A core 
element of this work is a collection of ceramics held at the Banff Centre made 
by artists attending workshops who, for whatever reason, left them behind.  
The original ceramics have been replaced in the exhibition with matching 
pieces, crudely made in their resemblance, so that now for each absent piece 
there is a newly present one. Thinking again of analogies between a subject  
as a coherent, recognisable self and an artwork as a discrete, finished thing,  
the exhibition calls upon a past work, to disrupt the continuity of a present 
one – the exhibition is a disturbance.

And yet it is fitting that a past project lends to this way of forming 
an exhibition. Artworks involve forms of address that both represent and 
dissemble their own institutionalised, reconstituted and co-opted parts.  
The book, like the exhibition, calls upon others to return answers regarding 
what it means to make, act and think through associated behaviours such  
as making difficult work, being a difficult person, the difficulty of thinking  
and doing, difficult situations and being in ‘difficult’ bodies. 

From the outset we wanted to include writers in the project, and 
the four writers who have contributed to the book are the four we initially  
set our sights on: Claire Potter, Jacob Wren, Mason Leaver-Yap and Karl 
Holmqvist. Each agreed to contribute new texts to the project. As writers,  
each makes a pronounced and formative detour away from a socialised, norma-
tive understanding of what it means to be in a body. A radical shift can be seen 
as related to a concept of art-making that eschews the cult of the artist in 
favour of the artwork as one of many signs and symbols within a total system 
of art. While the term ‘loss’ so regularly is called upon to describe the demen-
tia subject, we noticed a hyper-presentness that works against orthodox 
notions of a future. The commissioned texts move us, with care, to a notion  
of presence in the work, which includes the presence of the artist, the status  
of that body in making work, and what that does to some of these ideas. 

Sara Greavu has written elsewhere that “a joke is a complex  
and fugitive thing.” Somehow this phrase lingers in a project where the mind 
leads to unexpected places. We can differentiate between the rehearsed delivery  
of a joke that is intended to make us laugh, and those spontaneous ones that  
take us by surprise, that operate in the moment because every factor has  
come together, and we can note the contingent, repetitive and “interlocking 
set of factors” that for us, in that moment, brings about laughter. The title  

of the project, No Title, refers to works by the artist Willem de Kooning, after  
he was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s. In using it, we are setting up a joke of 
sorts, that relies on an insider’s knowledge of de Kooning’s project – the insist-
ences, repetitions, confabulations, and withdrawals. But we are also serious  
in thinking about what the title, No Title, has to say about personal narrative 
and biography. In the case of de Kooning, the artist’s genius is constituted in 
connection to a subject – the ‘woman’ who is always there, even when she is  
not present in the work. This absent-presence produces a blind spot that keeps 
us from seeing what else is there. We forget that sometimes a subject is hiding 
in plain sight.


