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Intermezzo 
‘Let us take an example as simple as: X starts practicing piano again…’1 
 
Collaborations at times appear like a complex and slow process of joining points, of mobilising common 
ground, a practice of relays.  Our starting point was a conversation in the streets of Richmond, a small 
town in the semi desert of the Western Cape, South Africa, which lies along a national road. We 
discovered that we had both played the piano when we were young and had given it up later – this was 
to set the tone and conceptual impulses for our collaboration over the next two years, in intervals 
travelling to very contrasting destinations.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
1 Deleuze and Guatarri in: A Thousand Plateaus (1987) 



Richmond, Western Cape, South Africa 2008 
 

  
 
Richmond is quickly walked and the specific South African characteristics are evident, primarily defined 
by racial segregation, distinctions of white town and ‘coloured’ townships, owners and labourers. In 
between kite flying children and small shops run by Chinese immigrants. We happened across a 
defunct piano in a school hall and became interested in stock taking tangible objects- tracing all the 
pianos we could find, which led us to three high and primary schools, the prison, a church, a town hall, 
a museum on horses, a restaurant by the petrol station and two houses. The majority of the 13 pianos 
were out of tune and not in use; two people could play. Each piano belonged to its place, each place 
part of the town’s structure, communities and history – offering a kind of portrait. We counted the 
‘missing keys’ which called up and silenced the surrounds of the pianos, introducing an abstraction, a 
potential composition and an archive all at once.  
 

  
Piano Archive. Richmond Primary and Richmond Prison, 2008 
 
 
The act of carrying the piano into the half-built house, a communal act which on video resembles the 
carrying of a body: we felt the need to move the weight of the piano, perhaps against our own 
vulnerability and how slow time passed in this landscape. No-one asked why we were doing this, but if 
we would play. Instead, we were guardians, or movers, of a heavy, upright and out of tune instrument, 
in a small town.  
 



  
Piano No 13 (B.Langmann, 14 missing keys), property of Richmond High, is carried to a half- 
built RDP house (national social housing development programme). The piano was returned to 
the school after 3 hours. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
The completed RDP house two years later, Richmond 2010 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Valencia, Sala Parpalló, Spain, 2009  
 

 Valencia, 2009 
 
The geographical, socio-political and cultural distances between Mediterranean Valencia and rural 
Richmond are immense; each is tied into distinct economics, politics and national/global trajectories. Of 
course with different kinds of sensitivities towards history and environment.  
 
The image of the piano in the half-built standard unit house in Richmond presents an awkward icon – 
something unfinished and coerced. For the presentation at Sala Parpalló, a former nunnery, we worked 
with images from Valencia that functioned similarly on a located and iconic level: balcony, canopy, 
geraniums, dogs, gas bottles from a construction site. An orange light. However, in our installation, 
none of the elements sat in a logical composition; they partly dressed the space, partly suffocated the 
pillar with the geranium. A certain banality and romance emerged – similar to the way the traveller takes 
photographs or writes about a place, or stumbles without a guide.2  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Installation at Sala Parpallo, 2009 
 

                                                
2 One of our travel guides in Valencia was Primo Levi:  ‘There are so called inert gases in the air we breathe. They bear curious 
Greek names of erudite derivation which mean ‘the New’, ‘the Hidden,’ ‘the Inactive,’ and the ‘Alien.’ They are indeed so inert, so 
satisfied with their condition, that they do not interfere in any chemical reaction, do not combine with any other element, and for 
precisely this reason have gone undetected for centuries. As late as 1962 a diligent chemist after long and ingenious efforts 
succeeded in forcing the Alien (Xenon) to combine fleetingly with extremely avid and lively fluorine, and the feat seemed so 
extraordinary that he was given a Nobel prize. … they are also called rare gases, even though one of them, argon (the Inactive), 
is present in the air in the considerable proportion of 1 percent, that is, twenty times more abundant than carbon dioxide, without 
which there would not be a trace of life on this planet’. Primo Levi  (The Periodic Table, Chapter 1: Argon, p.3) 
 



 
 
 

 
 
 
 
The installation worked as a backdrop to the reading of texts that described places in Richmond and in 
Valencia (here a market, an ancient church undergoing restoration, the underground tunnel next to a 
highway): noise, sounds, movement, colour details, as we had experienced them, observed and 
counted. The reading brought both places closer, if only in a kind of syncopation3, not interaction – what 
was audible were two languages, Spanish and English, and mediated fragments of the two places, one 
present and familiar to the audience, the other removed and part of whatever an ‘African’ town was 
imagined as.  
 
 
Las Palmas, Canary Islands, 2010. 
Our host institution, Casa Africa, asked us to present our work in a public discussion, and conduct a 
workshop with art students during our stay. Given the island’s location between Spain and North Africa, 
we proposed to explore notions of ‘distance and proximity’ in the workshop, which led to interesting 
discussions around immigration, cooking ingredients and mountaineering. For the presentation we hired 
3 musicians to play simultaneously in the room next door during the course of our talk. Again we were 
interested in introducing a soundscape different to our narrative, one that would claimed its own volume 
and presence.  We had encountered the same musicians playing their individual sets and instruments 
on the famous promenade, earning a living. As with most tourists on the island (primarily from Germany 
and France), they originated from elsewhere (Italy, Serbia and Poland). More nomads than us 
employed travellers and integral part of the ‘landscape’, as it presented itself. We hired each one to play 
for an hour in a designated spot on the promenade and filmed the scene for the final exhibition.  
 

  
 
                                                
3 In music, syncopation includes a variety of rhythms which are unexpected in that they include a stress on a normally unstressed 
beat or a rest where there would normally be a stress. More simply, syncopation is a general term for a disturbance or interruption 
of the regular flow of rhythm. 



 
Johannesburg Art Gallery, Johannesburg, 2010  
 

 
 
The final exhibition at the JAG, entitled REFLEX| REFLEXIÓN, allocated specific spaces to each artists 
collaboration. We presented an installation that included aspects from each location, a kind of 
travelogue in situ, which was animated by a performance on the opening night. Elements included: 
video projections of the carrying of the piano into the half-built house; a video projection of the Polish 
trumpeter playing on the promenade in Las Palmas; a projection of the half built house in Richmond; 
the archive of the pianos found in Richmond; the Gallery’s scaffolding with a stack of sunset paintings, 
bought on the side of a street in Johannesburg; framed texts, describing places in Richmond and 
Valencia; a replica of the balcony and canopy collage from Sala Papalló; a trolley filled with geraniums; 
a photocopy machine on top of a grand piano (the Gallery’s). 
 
For the opening night we asked the Gallery’s curator Nontobeko Ntombela to photocopy selected 
images from our ‘travel album’ and pin them on a wall, as part of our installation, until the machine ran 
out of ink. At the same time Marta Fernandez Calvo pushed the trolley with geraniums along the 
projected promenade and occasionally moved the scaffolding with the sunset paintings into the 
spotlight. The scene was set for:  
 
‘The traveller who doesn’t speak the local language (or not enough), who lost his companion at the 
previous station; he received a letter from his mother; he had run out of money… He liked the view.  He 
had to learn what to look at, when or why to stop, who to speak to. You had to follow the rhythm of a 
new companion who was pointing at the building opposite to the destination (you preferred). You 
wanted to stay in your room and watch TV. You were more interested in the state of affairs elsewhere 
(once again). And how voluntary or coerced departures and arrivals were understood when they were 
reported. News (in our country) seemed more interesting. It wasn’t you who arrived on a boat, half 
dead. To then walk, to the placeless measure of promenades, balconies and sunsets (and again). 
 



 
Curator Nontobeko Ntombela, pinning photocopies of images on the opening night.  
 

  
Installation view of piano, photocopy machine, framed texts and projections  
 
‘From the traveller notes: Something between the approach of oncoming traffic and the slow sweeping 
of a balcony, the archiving of missing keys of the pianos in a small town; the endless process of 
counting things, the uneven numbers, the difficulty of saying the same thing twice; observing the 
movement of traffic along a promenade; an island; a way of standing at the top of the stairs; arguing 
over the price of a photocopy; waiting for the announcement of; collecting sunsets that were painted at 
different speeds; asking him (the painter) to slow down; what if you had lived the life of José María 
Albiñana?.... as a way to avoid history.’  
 

 



 
Performance on opening night – moving of the sunset paintings 
 
 

 
 



 
Detail of piano archive 
 
 
Parallel to the exhibition we held a workshop at the Bag Factory Artists Studios based on our 
collaborative practice so far, called ‘Sketches for Balcones’, with a group of participants. The aim was to 
develop ‘sketches’, topics or situations for and from balconies in the neighbourhood of the Bag Factory, 
working in an exploratory way across the disciplines of visual arts, performance, architecture and 
sound4. It proposed an exploration of the role, architectural characteristics, the social and conceptual 
dimensions of balconies. The outcomes of the workshop took on the form of performances, videos and 
drawings/proposals for and at actual sites and were presented to the public. 
 

  
Detail from video-projection of trumpeter on Las Palmas promenade 

                                                
4 From the workshop proposal: Balconies provide a distinct picture, soundscape and imaginary in the city which binds interior and 
exterior, places neighbours above or in close proximity to each other. As projections protruding from a façade, openings into a 
living space, heightening view points, they are support structure for washing lines, gardens or open air hair salons. As structures 
and edges, they participate in and witness the life of the street; they are stages for a mobile set of politics between public and 
private. It could be argued that sunsets are viewed best from balconies.  
 
 




