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Tracing the reaction of Dada towards the horrors of war, The Translation project 
is a modest attempt to find correspondences in current parallel issues, detected 
and processed by contemporary artists with different realities and perspectives, 
who come from and work in different geographies.  

As this brief description aims to indicate, the focus of the project revolves 
around ideas of the responses to the axiomatic suppressions of all kinds, rather 
than as a blunt adjunct to the similar aesthetic and political tendencies of Dada. 
In the sea of ever-changing conditions of multiple realities, there is no single 
or homogenous approach, but diversity of resisting mechanisms and artistic 
strategies. Therefore, translation as a term and as a tool generates plenty of 
potential fields for art production in disconnected trajectories. Furthermore, 
these fields have the capability to cover, and/or fuse with, other fields of 
knowledge.

In the context of The Translation project, Cabaret Voltaire in Zurich hosts 
the screening of Cabaret Crusades: The Horror Show File, (2010) by Wael 
Shawky, followed by an exhibition, which presents The Tower: A Songspiel, 
(2010) by Chto Delat?. This first iteration could also be seen as a preliminary 
sketch, which transmits impulses of ideas, towards a larger project.





A c
onv

ers
taio

n b
etw

een
 Ad

rian
 No

tz &
 Ba

şak
 Şe

nov
a

The
 Co

nve
rsa

tion
The Translation project consists of works from different 
geographies. Wael Shawky is from Egypt and Chto Delat? 
is from Russia. Furthermore, the works present strong links 
with their geography. What is the initial link of these works 
with Dada for you?

AN

The project evolved from an initial idea that oil is the meta-symbol for 
pervasive power struggles and domination, which take various forms of 
legitimization. Throughout history, oil has been the generator of wealth and 
political power intertwined with wars and catastrophes; and will remain the 
decisive strategic commodity to dominate the global economy and politics. 
When this meta-symbol is even pronounced in any geography, the very act of 
abusing ‘poverty’ and ‘belief’ has always been pursued at the heart of the never-
changing strategy of legitimization. Oil is a foreshadow1 of future catastrophes 
in Cabaret Crusades: The Horror Show File, yet in The Tower: A Songspiel, 

BŞ
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(2010) by Chto Delat?, it is the central symbol. Both Cabaret Crusades: 
The Horror Show File and The Tower: A Songspiel, process the patterns 
of legitimization and horror of the war as the consequences of power 
struggles. While detecting these patterns, they obviously reveal diverse 
realities which, are closely linked to the conditions of their geographies 
(along with the perception modes of history, culture, religion, and power). 
Nonetheless, both works also facilitate common visual strategies, such 
as the accumulated usage of visual rhetoric, black humor, and historical 
references.  

In the same vein, the reaction of Dada towards a pro-war society inhabits 
the questioning of legitimating strategies and axiomatic traditional beliefs. 
Hence, most of the Dadaist approaches encompass similar visual aspects. 

When I watched Cabaret Crusades: The Horror Show File 
by Wael Shawky and The Tower: A Songspiel, by Chto Delat? 
in the view of what happened here 97 years ago, my first 
thought was about the context in which Dada happened. 
It was at the beginning of the last century in the middle 
of World War I. It was a time when many paradigms were 
changed; if you think of people like Albert Einstein, Friedrich 
Nietzsche, Carl Gustav Jung, Sigmund Freud, Rudolf Steiner, 
Rudolf Laban, Lenin and others. Yet, Dada’s focus was very 
much on Western Europe and later also the United States 
–with the exception of the influence of Lenin, who lived just 
up the street of Cabaret Voltaire. Dada was in this sense a 
sign of the times, a Zeitgeist of a certain geopolitical region. 

AN

It was a very significant moment in time, in which the catastrophes of the 
future could be foreseen as well. Nevertheless, in an inevitable way, especially 
the progression in communication technologies —as efficient apparatus of late 
capitalism- have drastically changed our modes of perception. For instance, 
today, the media collects and distributes images for us with immense speed 
and magnitude. We are surrounded by vast attacks of images. To perceive 
the same Dadaist visual impact would be impossible or a totally different 
experience now. This is where the notion of translation comes into view and 
begins to become crucial in making connections with history in general, and 
particularly with Dada.

BŞ
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Dadaists were also operating with the mass media of that 
time. They produced an enormous amount of magazines, 
flyers, posters, letters and fake press announcements. 
Through the Dadaists, there is a visible link to such kind of 
translation on the level of perceiving the increasing impacts 
of the visual in our daily lives. However, the question, then, is 
always, do we time travel and imagine ourselves in that time, 
with the consciousness of today or are we actually trying to 
adapt the consciousness of that time? A translation of the 
context from then to now.

BŞ
Actually, it is one of the crucial questions that The Translation project would 
like to discuss: the different perceptions and reactions of time and history. And 
one step beyond this discussion is how to comprehend these perceptions and 
reactions with different realities which exist in different settings (if we consider 
the setting as an indicator for the measurements of change in space-time) and 
conditions. When Wael Shawky translated the Lebanese author Amin Maalouf’s 
book The Crusades Through Arab Eyes (1983) for Cabaret Crusades: The 
Horror Show File, he was also questioning how history is being written in 
multiple ways and perceived through countless different viewpoints. Following 
the same line of thought, it would be thought-provoking to re-visit and re-read 
Dada from the perspectives of other realities. 

This is exactly my point: Cabaret Voltaire aims to reflect 
our contemporary situation and contemporary art through 
Dada. I also prefer not to go so far as to actually ‘translate’ 
Dada, but to consider it more kind of ‘reflecting’ or ‘mirroring’ 
it. In this context, we should define what translation is.

AN

BŞ
For me, translation indicates a detached and forward movement from 
the source. It is also a freeing act, which paradoxically contains a burden of 
responsibility for the source. Therefore, this movement has limits and fine 
borderlines, yet it could designate ‘more’ than the source. It could be deceptive; 
it could be faithful; it could be even neutral, but it can never be the same as 
the source. Translation is a call for other realities. Translation is also a way 

AN



to see other realities. Translation blends ‘fact’ with fiction by blurring 
the difference between them. In 2012, during an interview with Amin 
Maalouf, he underlined the difference between historians and novelists 
by referring to the lapses or unknowns in history. Maalouf stated that 
“the novelists do not need to translate the historical truth”, instead they 
“invent the unknown to replace what is missing”2 . 

Maalouf’s definition is very appropriate and accurate. It also 
questions the historical truth and indirectly questions the 
position of the historians as well. As you see it, translation 
is a very active and strong action. On the other hand, my 
understanding of translation is that it is a rather passive act. 
Here, I would like to refer to the original meaning of the word; 
to carry something through a certain medium. I would then 
say that translation is to bring something from one context 
into another, or to bring it from one system into another 
system. The only active part about my understanding 
of translation would then be the effort to ‘protect’ and 
‘preserve’ the origin of what is being translated. What makes 
this act passive is how the origin adapts to another system; it 
is seen through different eyes and approached by different 
rules according to the system it has been translated into. For 
sure, in this sense, translation also recalls and designates a 
process of interpretation of mythological stories. Normally, 
the origin of myths are quite simple, which allows latter 
interpretations add more fictional elements to the stories. 

Thinking about Dada, I observe two different modes of 
translation. The first mode entails what happened with Dada 
in 1916 at Cabaret Voltaire and the second one concerns what 
we say about Dada today, exactly what we are doing now in 
this conversation and the project. 

The first mode suggests how the Dadaists took things from 
certain systems, be it, Hans Arp taking stones to create 
‘abstract art’, Marcel Duchamp showing a pissoir at the 
First Independent Artists exhibition in New York in 1917 to 
create a ‘readymade’, Max Ernst taking wooden boards to 
create frottage, Kurt Schwitters and others of course, using 
newspaper cut outs and tickets to create collages, and even 
in language, by deconstructing the meaning of words, by 
using different known forms, like the slogan of a bank, to 
promote Dada. Taking a thing from one system to another 
one, to see what happens, to let it adapt to the system but 

AN
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at the same time, there is always a tendency to disturb that 
system. I observe the same tendency in the work of Wael 
Shawky and Chto Delat?.

BŞ
The notion of translation operates in multiple layers in Cabaret Crusades: The 
Horror Show File. Not only the story, also the marionettes that were used for 
the piece multiplies the endeavor of the translation as an act. For the casting of 
Cabaret Crusades: The Horror Show File, Wael Shawky borrowed 200 year old 
marionettes from the Lupi Family collection3, then changes and detaches them 
from their original costumes and scenery. The theatrical aspect of the work 
provides an immersive experience for these overlapping acts of translation. 

In The Tower: A Songspiel, the translation is entirely embedded in the 
theatricality of the piece. As Nataša Ilić details, the Brechtian approach is visibly 
the center of Chto Delat?’s work.4 By the reference to all the information about 
the recent and current developments and the situation of Russia provided 
both by the characters representing power and the chorus, Chto Delat? 
endorses the viewer’s awareness of the theatricality of the work. Together 
with the exaggerated props, a distancing and demonstrative plot, and the 
highly symbolized decor, it creates an archetypal Brechtian aesthetic distance. 
Nonetheless, the realistic approach by showing different points of view –from 
time to time, even with a poetic tone- suggests an intensity of enthusiasm and 
hope in this dark picture. Hereby, another term; the Brechtian separation of 
elements formulates the deployment of the work. Not only the perspectives, 
but each aesthetic element comments on and contradicts the other elements 
by preserving the work’s autonomy. 

This reminds me of the tendency of Dada in terms of the 
diverse and newly developed artistic possibilities, such 
possibilities could contradict, but they also existed together. 
Richard Huelsenbeck linked this multi-faced existence with 
the concept of simultaneity5. Furthermore, he explains the 
concept by “referring to the occurrence of different events 
at the same time. It presupposes a heightened sensitivity to 
the passage of things in time, it turns the sequence a=b=c=d 
into an a-b-c-d, and attempts to transform the problem of 
the ear into a problem of the face. Simultaneity is against 
what has become, and for, what is becoming”6. And he 
adds that “simultaneity is a direct reminder of life, and very 
closely bound up with bruitism. Just as physics distinguishes 
between tones (which can be expressed in mathematical 

AN



formulae) and noises, which are completely baffling to its 
symbolism and abstractionism, because they are a direct 
objectivization of dark vital force, here the distinction is 
between a succession and a simultaneity, which defies 
formulation because it is a direct symbol of action. And so 
ultimately a simultaneous poem means nothing but Hurrah 
for life!”7. 

I think, the best example for what he described was the 
Dada poem L’Admiral Cherche Une Maison A Louer recited 
simultaneously by Tristan Tzara, Marcel Janco and Richard 
Huelsenbeck.

Simultaneity was calculated and staged in both of the works. Therefore, it can 
neither be considered as a critical aspect nor as having a similarity with Dada. 
Nonetheless, the conception of time in both works is multi-layered. Cabaret 
Crusades: The Horror Show File covers four years of the crusades, still, the 
way Wael Shawky contemplates time is fragmented, sometimes delayed, 
sometimes speeds up, sometimes perceived through lapses. The Tower: A 
Songspiel extracts segments of time with a feeling of ‘timelessness’ especially 
through the conversations of the characters, representing power, while 
focusing on the recent past and present. The chorus interrupts the flow with 
repetitions. The last scene freezes time and deepens the dreamlike, surreal, 
and poetic imagery into a historical moment.

BŞ

In Cabaret Crusades: The Horror Show File, the main 
topics are war and religion. Of course, by telling the history 
from an Arab point of view, it is evident how the differences 
between viewpoints are perceived and how history could 
be written in multiple ways. Through this work, I thought a 
lot about Voltaire’s Candide. There is no direct explanation, 
why Hugo Ball chose the name Voltaire for the Cabaret. 
The only explanation I can think of, is that Dadaists wanted 
to put themselves in relation to Candide who grew up with 
optimism in a naive, small world, totally isolated from the 
rest of the cruel world. With this naivety and optimism , he 
goes out into the world and experiences terrible things. This 
might be related to World War I. He walks through a world, 
totally covered with dead bodies, and most of the scenes in 
Cabaret Crusades: The Horror Show File recall Candide’s 
experience of horror.

10
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BŞ
Not only Cabaret Crusades: The Horror Show File, but also The Tower: 
A Songspiel are about witnessing governing powers, which fabricate fear 
and horror. What strikes me, more in relation to religion and history, is not 
the similarity but the diversities. Wael Shawky explains that the speech of 
Pope Urban II was one of the most important in history, which shaped the 
hundreds of years ahead. The actual speech was not recorded, but after he 
spoke, four versions were written from memory and these are four different 
interpretations of that speech. So, the confusion of the realities is not only 
about binary oppositions, but it is mostly about the diversities of the sources. 
Wael Shawky follows Amin Maalouf’s book for his selection of the speech to 
demonstrate in his work; he refers to a novelist, who refers to other sources. 
What we see are layers of assumptions, interpretations and selections. 
When different geographies, cultures, and religions —along with their own 
diversities- are involved in those layers, the realities are inevitably multiplied 
in the different translations.

Under the pretext of your indication of different realities, I 
always imagine temporary revelatory moments, which open 
doors to different viewpoints. Again, I link it to the ephemeral 
nature of the time perception of Dadaist characters. Indeed, 
they functioned as messengers of controversial ideas. Their 
aim was to convey the Dadaist message of disapproval of 
the catastrophic consequences of World War I. On the other 
hand, both in Cabaret Crusades: The Horror Show File and 
The Tower: A Songspiel, the role of the messenger is to give 
information about the current situation without carrying any 
responsibility for the current situation.  

AN

BŞ
The role of the messenger shifts in The Tower: A Songspiel; actually, all of 
the characters function as messengers at different levels. Sometimes the 
messenger is the chorus (illustrating a variety of characters, representing 
different parts of society such as workers, young women, leftist radicals, 
pensioners, intelligentsia, unemployed people, migrants, and a homeless boy) 
and sometimes it is the characters who represent power on the platform (a 
politician, a gallery owner, a security chief, a representative of the Orthodox 
Church, a Public Relations manager, and an artist). In both cases, the character 
development proceeds with cliché attributions without presenting any change 
or conflict in the course of the story. The question about the exact role of 
the messenger in The Tower: A Songspiel lies in the difference between 



enunciation and utterance. Francesco Casetti defines enunciator as “a 
kind of hybrid of the extra-diagetic narrator and the implied author”8 he 
furthers his definition by emphasizing that an enunciator is shaped by extra 
linguistic determinations which are psychological, social and unconscious. In 
this respect, Chto Delat? assigns the characters as messengers at different 
times to designate a shifting enunciator. While analyzing the narration of the 
Hitchcock films, Raymond Bellour remarks that the enunciator can be a scopic 
drive, which signifies the inter-relations between identification, desire and 
loss9. Therein, he underlines the tidal identification (that of the enunciator, the 
character and the spectator) which oscillates between being and having the 
image as a fetishist aspect. This fetishist aspect is constituted, controlled and 
possessed by the director as the enunciator to the image. Yet, in The Tower: 
A Songspiel it is constituted via the messenger, not through the camera. Chto 
Delat? maintains this tidal identification by disguising the enunciator as the 
messenger; by providing a schizophrenic role for the characters. 

Then, in Cabaret Crusades: The Horror Show File, the messenger has different 
roles. First and foremost, it appears as an element of documentary narration 
to give historical information (by maintaining a chronological order; a linear 
development); as an aspect of utterance for catastrophes (foreshadowing the 
actions yet to come); and connecting two terms belonging to different orders 
of reality. Moreover, the character development is totally different and only 
with few characters such as Baldwin or Fairuz, are there characteristic features 
that give hints about their personalities. 

I also observe a link between the use of language, power 
and the dependent role of these characters. Conversely, 
the Dadaists wanted to deconstruct language and words, 
because too many words had been used for political war 
propaganda. I think Hugo Ball’s first sentence of Flight out 
of Time: A Dada Diary is still valid today: 

“The world and society in 1913 looked like this: life is 
completely confined and shackled. A kind of economic 
fatalism prevails; each individual, whether he resists or not, 
is assigned a specific role and with it his interests and his 
character.”10    

AN
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NOTES

1  In Cabaret Crusades: The Horror Show File throughout a conversation, there is a mentioning of 
oil, dated as 1098, in Antiochia:
- I was in Mosul where Ataberk Kerbogha is.
- What did you see?
- We passed a place known as Qiyara, close to Degla (the river Dicle). On the eastern side, by the 
road leading to Mosul we saw a pile of dark earth like a cloud in which God planted springs, great 
and small, full of tar bubbling and sending forth pops as though boiling. It is gathered in vats made 
wherein it resembles clay, spread on the ground, black smooth, and shiny, soft and fragrant, very 
gummy, sticking to the fingers if one but touches it, and around these eyes is a small black pool 
covered with something like black algae that is splashed to the side and resolves into tar also. We 
witnessed what we had wondered merely to hear. 

2 The interview was conducted by Shumon Basar, Wael Shawky, and Hans Ulrich Obrist in the 
context of Global Art Forum_6 in Dubai. The interview is available on http://www.artdubai.ae/
blog/amin-maalouf-responds-to-wael-shawky-hans-ulrich-obrist-and-shumon-basar

3 The collection is located in the Theater-Museum Gianduja, Turin, Piedmont, Italy.

4 Ilić, Nataša.”On Chto Delat?’s Songspiels”. EIPCP (Evropski Institut Za Progresivnu Kulturnu 
Politik) 02.2011 http://eipcp.net/transversal/0311/ilic/en

5 The term, simultaneity was first spoken and used by Filippo Tommaso Marinetti

6 Huelsenbeck, Richard. En Avant Dada: A History of Dadaism (En Avant Dada: Eine Geschichte 
des Dadaismus). Trans. Ralph Manheim. First published in Hannover, Leipzig, Wien, Zurich, Paul 
Steegemann Verlag, 1920, p. 35

7 IBID. p.36

8 Casetti, Francesco “Antonioni and Hitchcock: Two Strategies of Narrative Investment,” SubStance: 
A Review of Theory and Literary Criticism, 51, Madison, Wisconsin,  1986, p.76

9 Bellour, Raymond. “Hitchcock, The Enunciator”. Camera Obscura, No:2, 1977

10 Ball, Hugo. Flight out of Time: A Dada Diary. Ed. by John Elderfield, Trans. Ann Raimes. Berkley 
and Los Angeles, University of California Press, 1996, p.3
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In most of your projects, the initial idea construction process 
is incorporated into documentary literature. There is always 
an accountable transition from the literary source to the 
solid appearance of the work. In the same vein, you have a 
longstanding affiliation with the term translation. 
 

BŞ

When I first used this term, it was for the work Asphalt Quarter, it was shown in 
the Venice Biennale in 2003. I read a book called Cities of Salt (1984) written by 
Abdu El Rahman Munif, who is an Iraqi-Saudi novelist. In this book he describes 
the establishment of Saudi Arabia in five parts; how Saudi Arabia started the 
oil industry; how the British oil companies started to come to Saudi Arabia; and 
how they started to build oil platforms and factories between 1920 and 1930. 

WS



The book illustrates the clash between Western culture –with all the 
dreams of industrial society and technology- and the Bedouin, nomadic 
society that used to live in Saudi Arabia. In the first chapter of Cities of 
Salt, he writes about a Bedouin village, and in the village, how the people 
saw that Europeans were coming to build oil platforms, then the British 
companies hired them to work. After almost four years of working on 
these platforms, the Bedouins did not even understand what they were 
doing. Thus, they were building their own future without knowing it. 
They did not speak the language of their employers and they did not 
understand what they had built and what it was for. It was surreal.    

How did the video piece Asphalt Quarter evolve from this 
surreal perspective? 

BŞ

For Asphalt Quarter, I went to a village in the Western Desert in Egypt and 
asked the parents to bring all their children to the desert, so we could make 
a film with them. We had almost 60 children and I told them that I wanted to 
build a runway for an airplane in the desert with asphalt. We needed to finish 
it in one day. And that was it. We brought a quantity of asphalt that does not 
require heating. Then, the children started to construct  the runway and we 
documented it. For me, that was the translation of the story of Abdu El Rahman 
Munif.

16

WS

Can you further elaborate this definition of translation? 

BŞ

The idea that I strongly believe is that we do not really create ideas, we translate 
existing ideas from an abstract to a readable form. For instance, I found the 
same idea in the assassination of Anwar Sadad. After seeing the same images 
of the assassination many times, that image start to lose its original meaning; 
and it became something different. Like the images of revolution as well. 
We see the same images on TV many times, then after a while, they become 
another thing. 

This translation with this shift from abstract to a readable form allows the 
dramatic event to be seen in a different way. 

WS



What about your conception of history? 

BŞ

I do not believe in history. I believe in language much more than history. History 
is a human creation and it is a form. In order to make a translation from this 
abstract form into a readable form, I use history as a base, therefore, I create a 
language which enables the act of translation. 

Most of the time, I deal with the historical text as if it was sacred: I use the 
exact words that were written in a certain book as a script of a work. This is 
not because I believe in the text, it is a criticism in itself. As you mention, there 
are layers of translation. For instance, in the second part of the Crusades: Path 
to Cairo, there is a song by Alice that she sings to her father, Baldwin II. The 
original song is in French, then, translated into English, then, a Syrian scholar 
Sohil Zakkar translated it to Classical Arabic. In the translation of the song in 
Classical Arabic, there are some mistakes although I used his translation did 
not correct the error, I took his translation with the mistakes as the reference. 
It becomes again something sacred, although it was only a translation. Also in 
Cabaret Crusades: The Horror Show File, the speech of the Pope Urban II is 
taken exactly from Amin Maalouf’s book as in the Classical Arabic.

WS

In the same line of thought, I would like ask about the 
reference to oil in Cabaret Crusades: The Horror Show 
File?

BŞ

What is again interesting for me is that I did not create this text, I took it as it is 
in the book, also Amin Maalouf just took it from the sources as it was. Obviously, 
at that time they did not know what oil was they just knew it existed. That is 
surreal. It is about translation, it is beautiful to work with our ignorance. They 
described something that they did not know about at that time and we took the 
same script and use it in a totally different context, 1000 years later and now 
we know what it is.  

WS

Speaking of contexts, the use of sound and music in Cabaret 
Crusades: The Horror Show File creates temporary 

BŞ
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I worked with two musicians, one American and one Italian and the idea with 
the sound is to try to keep many images —even though, they belong to dramatic 
historical events- in a certain position. That was extremely important for me. 
The aim was to balance the soundtrack with the scenes by not making them 
melodramatic and to keep the level at a state where the audience would ask 
whether it is real or a fairytale. I was using all the supposedly historically correct 
information, but by keeping the fiction and fact in balance.

How do you assert control over your work within the process 
of production and during the reception by the audience?

BŞ

I always have the idea of controlling the work in a detailed way and determining 
what audience is allowed the see. I hide the process. I always connect this idea 
of hiding the process with religion. It has something to do with the idea of the 
sacred text. If you think of Quran as a sacred text, being a book, it also has a 
value as an object. Not as a process, but as an object it has a value. The idea 
of connecting art with religion in history is related to the concept of making it 
sacred. With postmodernism, you see the process, and the material linked to 
the process like cables, strings, and everything, it indicates the “edge of doubt”, 
more like “being non-believer”. This mean that the work perceived differently. 
So, for me it is important to hide the process.

WS
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WS

What do you think about the geographical and 
representation-based presumptions and assumptions in 
relation both to the process of your art production and to 
the modes of presentation?   

BŞ

I’ve been trying to fight the idea of being limited to a certain geographic  area. In 
the context Cabaret Crusades: The Horror Show File, I have more knowledge, 

WS

suspension of emotional responses and a distance for the 
audience. Yet, the scenes are being re-contextualized in a 
reality that is detached from the impact of the story.



as I grew up in that area, in Makkah, Saudi Arabia. Of course, it affected the 
topics I chose in my works, as everything is related to my childhood; I lived 
there for 7 years. However, none of my work would be successful, if you, as a 
viewer could see my position. For instance, in Cave  (2005) my position is not 
clear: it is not clear whether I am a believer or making fun of the religion. I think 
it is the same for my entire work. Even in Cabaret Crusades: The Horror Show 
File, if at the end, it tried to give a moral, if someone from the Middle East made 
a statement about West, it would destroy the work. 

At the end, part of the strength of these things is the idea that I do not believe in 
history, as it is human creation, but I do believe the power that comes from the 
language that enables us to make such translations. When I think about it, even 
the title of the book The Crusades Through Arab Eyes (1983) is not correct, 
because many of the writers were not Arabs, but Muslims. When Amin Maalouf 
was writing it, although he uses all of Muslim historians that wrote about these 
200 years at the same time,  it is very difficult to show where the reality is. He 
did not put too much of his own opinion in it. From the way he collected the 
information he could be considered to be more on the Muslim’s side. So, as an 
artist I am also trying not to be inside of these works. 

19
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I would like to start by asking about your affiliation with 
Dada.

AN

We work a lot in our practices with actualizing different historical –sometimes 
hidden- experiences and phenomena. With Dada, we actually never felt very 
deep in our relationship to it. 

So, I would say that we have quite strong influences from Surrealism and 
Russian Absurdism because what is very close and important to us is the 
Russian tradition, very strong Absurdist, like Oberiu. At the same time, I would 
say that we rose from it. 

Actually, I would prefer to turn the question around and ask: Do you see any 
influence of Dada in our work? 

DV



Well, that is exactly the problem with Dada. One can see Dada 
influences everywhere, if you have the Dada glasses on. 

Once, I interviewed Victor Pivovarov and I posed the same 
question to him and his answer was more or less the same: 
“No, I don’t have a relationship to Dada, but to Oberiu!“. 
This answer was followed by a 2 hour lecture on Russian 
Absurdists, Oberiu, and in particular on Daniil Kharms. 

Yes, we actually had a very strong movement here, with a lot of exhibitions, 
artists and writers involved. But, I can tell you another anecdote: In our very first 
newspaper with the title What is to be done? we used a quote in the editorial 
that is actually quite difficult to identify. It was attributed to a conversation 
which Lenin had with the Dadaist Marquis in Zurich, published in The Dada 
Painters and Poets: An Anthology edited by Robert Motherwell, (1915-1991). 
The quote goes like this: “...a person should always endeavour to be as radical 
as reality itself.”

When I was in Zurich I visited Cabaret Voltaire and the place where Lenin lived, 
which is very close by, like 50m.  So, that visit is still in my mind with a lot of very 
exciting memories. 

To speculate in a humble way, I could say, that it actually looks like Lenin liked 
that kind of Bohemian life, yet, there are many opinions about his particular 
relation to cultural radicalism. On the one hand, it is very well know that Lenin 
was very conservative in his aesthetic taste, and at the same time there is 
no single thread of involvement with any radical poet. He loved Mayakovski 
for example, but never showed any inclination or attraction to any type of 
experimentation. At the same time, I imagine, that while he was abroad living in 
a context of a totally new artistic movement that was very much involved with 
revolution and leftists practices, he could hardly ignore it. So, I can imagine that 
he definitely enjoyed his time at Cabaret Voltaire. 

AN
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Considering the fact that Lenin wrote the concept of the 
Russian Revolution here in Zurich, what do you think about 
this link through Lenin.

AN



How and why did you found the Chto Delat? collective?

There were about nine or ten people at the core of Chto Delat? coming from 
a circle of old friends and people I had already known over the past twenty 
years. I love to work in different forms of collectives. I know that it is difficult, 
and time consuming, but, there is a certain quality in working in a collective. 
Very often, we emphasize the collective nature of any creative act. I hope that 
one can actually also feel it when viewing at our work. It is not about a single 
genius who produced the work, it is always a group of people that can create 
a general intellect together. “An ensemble of singularities” would be a trendy 
phrase, defining our experiment in collectivity. In each project and each piece 
of art it is very important for all the people that are involved to be able to say 
we. This is We in what Chto Delat? stands for. Then, we can specify that this guy 
is responsible for this and another for that. It is important to say that it is not a 
brand, it is more a kind of legacy. 

Is it also a kind of defence mechanism?

AN

Well, I would say it is certainly rewarding to work in a collective, despite its 
fragility and complex organisation. It is also ideological. If you want to speak 
politically and you raise your voice alone, nobody cares, but if three people 
do it then this makes a difference. It means, that you are legitimized because 
you represent more than one. Moreover, we always try to understand the 
political situation in Russia, for example, what the position of the left could be. 
Therefore, in this political sense it is also ideological. 

AN
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The quote I mentioned, has more hidden links to Realism, to be as radical 
as reality, because reality is much more radical than any imagined idea or 
reflection about it. 
 

How do you process and contextualize the political situation 
in Russia with your practise? 

AN



First of all, I would say that Russia is not a knowledge engine. Things are 
changing very quickly, from euphoria to despair. Right now, we have been 
speculating for many years about a time of reaction; a reactionary time. It is still 
there and it looks like it is getting tougher, especially in Russia. However, I would 
not say that there is no hope left. There is a space, where you can survive, where 
you feel that the efforts you expended over the past decades bore fruit and 
influenced the next generation, so that people are inspired by your activities 
and make reference to you. It is not in vain. For us, the main goal of artistic work 
was actually an educational one. It is about changing consciousness in a very 
personal way, therefore, we are also not really into mass politics. We have the 
idea of educating the educators.

DV
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Likewise, there is the following well-known quote by Richard 
Huelsenbeck, “Dada is the police of the police”. 

AN

Yes, I am very sceptical about the possibilities of mass education in a situation 
today, where you have no power. 

DV

Education is a very powerful tool.. 
AN

It could be. I would certainly not underestimate it. It depends on which level 
and who uses it. On the macro level, it is the state apparatus that has the mass 
media and capital to use education as a powerful tool, but we don’t have these 
possibilities and this hegemony. So, we can only be involved in very special and 
micro-political projects. However, even on this micro level, there is a certain 
power. In the cultural and ideological context, in which we are working, it is not 
so much about the question how many followers we have.  

And it has a different temporality. It is not that you do something today and 
tomorrow it will be the big issue. If you do something in art or in culture, you 
generally work with a time conception of decades. It might need a decade until 
an idea becomes influential, when it becomes a legend. Then you can change 
something. Besides, it is very difficult to judge the kind of effect your work has. 
I am strongly against the idea of looking at the effect a work has. We just do our 
best and see what happens.
 

DV



At the same time, you are also using the same, let’s say, 
“fast” media, you produce a newspaper and have a website. 
Are you, actually, mocking the media?

AN

It seems my question is slowly but surely working! And you are discovering all 
the Dada references. 

This is again something that can be translated into Dada. As 
the Dadaists also produced a lot of magazines, posters, flyers 
etc.,  in which they promoted their theories on abstract art, 
their manifestos and poems. The magazines were produced 
very cheaply and distributed to everybody. 

AN

Our work is very much about translation, in particular in the newspaper, 
because we publish it directly in English and Russian. The process of translation 
is equal to the process of participation. It is a way to become a part of that 
big international movement and discussion. For that reason, translation is a 
connection between the local and global. It is also important that translation 
is not just one way. To say it again on a simple level, things should not only 
be translated from English to Russian but also from Russian to English. 
Our newspaper has many translators and translations into many different 
languages. The drive to participate is what brings us to bridge localities and 
to share experiences with other people around the world. I think, this is what 
translation is and it makes sense to participate in it. 

DV
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I am not sure if it is about mocking. It is certainly about subverting. If you look 
at our newspaper, it is crazy, because it has a quite high level of theoretical 
and critical content that not everybody can read. However, it is published, 
in a cheap mass print form–, which is more like a gesture stating, that such 
complex things can be and must be read by everyone. It is free and also a very 
artistic newspaper. The newspaper is like a balance that adjusts the local to the 
international situations. It is like creating a bridge to the international context. 

DV

How would you reflect on translation as a term?
AN



How about history?

This is a heavy thing. I expect that the next question will be: “What is the 
sense of life?”. We, as Marxists, do not blindly believe in it and consider that 
everything in history is about the class struggle. For us, history is also about 
failures, victories and the struggle of position and, sometimes, weird personal 
stories. History is about tradition and genealogies. We did not fall from heaven. 
We did not come here out of nowhere. We actually have the experiences of the 
generations behind us. As Trotsky says: “We Marxists always live in tradition”. 
So, it would be equally right to say, we always lived in history. I believe that the 
subject of history is important for a group of people not to become passive 
victims of their own time, but active agents of change. The change can really be 
envisioned by everyday practices. That’s why history is really very important. 

Well, Gazprom is one of the largest world corporations. We are talking here about 
an enormous scale with an enormous power. As a kind of state corporation, it is 
the symbol of the State. President Dmitry Medvedev was the head of Gazprom. 
It is strange but in English our construction of the film works even more directly 
than in Russian because of the simple word game: Tower/Power. We always 
deal with certain cases and the reason for erecting this stupid skyscraper in the 
historical part of the city despite  any logic and reason, we wanted to reflect it 
critically on both sides. 

AN

DV

DV

26

The Tower: A Songspiel is about the Gazprom Tower. How 
powerful and dominant is it and the issue of oil in Russia?

AN

We always work with different sources for our narrative, script. Here, we used 
some forms of oral history, interviews, and fragments from the media. The 
speech of the priest is almost edited, but actually taken from an article from an 
Orthodox website. It is a mixture of sources, but we take full responsibility as it 
is us who are speaking through this film.  

DV

I was wondering if the propaganda speeches in the film, are 
actually real quotes? 

AN



The attitude you described is very close to what we observe 
in Pussy Riot1. Their attitude while presenting themselves 
reminds me of some lines from the First Dada Manifesto 
by Hugo Ball: “How does one achieve eternal bliss? By saying 
dada. How does one become famous? By saying dada. With 
noble gesture and delicate propriety. Till one goes crazy. Till 
one loses consciousness...”2  For me, it was quite astonishing 
that Pussy Riot had a certain posture, manner, and attitude. 
In this sense Pussy Riot is almost like a Dandy3. 

In this sense, Chto Delat? is on a much more aesthetic level, 
where it is about perception which in a way goes beyond 
politics and starts at a level where there much is more 
concern about the consciousness of people.  

AN
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I agree, it is really about the consciousness. We can see that art has its own 
politics and there is urgency to get into the politics. 

DV

NOTES

1  Founded in August 2011, Pussy Riot is a Moscow based Russian feminist punk-rock collective, 
with a variable membership of approximately 11 women. They stage unauthorized provocative 
guerrilla performances in unusual public locations, which are edited into music videos and posted 
on the Internet. Their lyrical themes include; feminism, LGBT rights, opposition to the Russian 
President Vladimir Putin, whom they regard as a dictator, and links between the leadership of the 
Russian Orthodox Church and the Putin regime. On February 21, 2012, five members of the group 
staged a performance on the soleas of the Cathedral of Christ the Savior in Moscow. Their actions 
were stopped by church security officials. On March 3, two of the group, Nadezhda Tolokonnikova 
and Maria Alyokhina, were arrested and charged with hooliganism. A third member, Yekaterina 
Samutsevich, was arrested on March 16. Denied bail, they were held in custody until their trial 
began in late July. On August 17, 2012, the three women were convicted of hooliganism motivated 
by religious hatred and sentenced to two years imprisonment. Two other members of the group, 
who escaped arrest after February’s protest, reportedly left Russia fearing prosecution. On October 
10, following an appeal, Samutsevich was freed on probation and her sentence was suspended. The 
sentences of the other two women were upheld. In late October 2012, Alyokhina and Tolokonnikova 
were sent to different prison camps. from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pussy_Riot

2 Ball, Hugo. ‘Dada Manifesto’. Flight Out of Time: A Dada Diary. Berkeley, California: University of 
California Press. 1996. p. 220

3 “Dandy” is a term,  taken from a photomontage by Hannah Hoch, “Da-Dandy,” (1919), which shows 
a cluster of female bodies in stylish attire. Lavin, Maud. Cut with the Kitchen Knife: The Weimar 
Photomontages of Hannah Höch. New Haven: Yale UP, 1993 p. 13-29.
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The word cabaret originates from the Middle French and the Middle Dutch 
dialects as alteration of cambret, cameret, or camberete meaning a small 
room, and also from the Late Latin as a synonym of the word camera used 
to mean chamber1. The association between the origin of the word and the 
architectural qualities of the cellar of Cabaret Voltaire –the gallery space of 
the building- suggested a tangible connection for the starting point of the 
spatial design process. Zurich Dada’s historical activities mainly had visual 
and performance-based output2. By following the nature of those outputs, 
the spatial design could be incorporated with the tidal positioning of spatial 
awareness with temporality. Furthermore, the design had to support the 
theatrical and poetic aspects of the Cabaret Crusades: The Horror Show File 
and The Tower: A Songspiel. 

Embarking on the idea that the gallery space hosts two different events3. 
the spatial design encompasses same elements with subtle differences. The 
design solutions developed based on imperatives collated by the content of 
the works along with the architectural specifications and limitations of the 
space. Accordingly, as the central element of the design, a velvet theatre 
curtain, which divides the space from the centre and blocks the load bearing 
column, follows the form of the arch and places emphasis on the curved 

29

Setting The Translation at Cabaret Voltaire 



ceiling. The curtain is two-sided: black and claret red. The black side is used for 
the screening of Cabaret Crusades: The Horror Show File, and the claret red 
side, which is identical to the dominant colour used in The Tower: A Songspiel, 
functions as the background of the screen, placed in front of the curtain during 
the exhibition. In order to improve the acoustics of the space by absorbing 
sound over a wide range of frequencies, the floor is covered by dark gray 
carpet. Two antique theatre chairs are placed in a specific location in the space 
for the screening and then, relocated to another place during the exhibition. 
The velvet cushions on the floor complete the design by balancing the colour 
scheme in the gallery space. 

30

NOTES

1  Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary  http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/cabaret

2 Pichon, Brigitte and Karl Riha eds. (1996), Dada Zurich: A Clown’s Game from Nothing. New York; 
London: G.K. Hall; Prentice Hall International, 1996, p.145

3 “Cabaret Voltaire’s gallery space hosts the screening of Cabaret Crusades: The Horror Show File 
two days prior to the opening of the exhibition.
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[1971, Alexandria] 

Wael Shawky is an artist. He holds BFA in Visual Arts from the University of 
Alexandria and MFA from the University of Pennsylvania. 

Shawky’s work largely explores transitional events in society, politics, culture 
and religion in history. He mines traditions of entertainment and performance 
in multi-layered reconstructions and retellings of history that force viewers to 
navigate the territory of truth, myth, stereotype and cliché. 

Shawky’s work has been shown in various group and solo exhibitions, including 
the Venice Biennale (2003), Riwaq Biennale, Palestine (2007), Moscow 
Biennale (2007), Kunsthalle Winterthur (2007), Collective Gallery (2007), 
Galeria Sztuki Wspolczesnej, Bunkier Sztukim, Krakow (2007), Townhouse 
Gallery, Cairo (2008), Darat al Funun, Amman (2009), Art Dubai (2009), 
Theater der Welt (2010), Galerie Sfeir-Semler, Beirut (2010), Cittadellarte—
Fondazione Pistoletto, Biella (2010), Nottingham Contemporary (2011), 
Walker Art Gallery, Liverpool (2011), Medien ¬ Kunst, Mathildenhöhe 
Darmstadt (2011), 12th Istanbul Biennial (2011), Larvae Channel - Delfina 
Foundation, London (2011), Centro Cultural Banco do Brasil, Brazil (2011), 
Kunst-Werke, Berlin (2012), Bucharest Biennial 5 (2012), Marrakech Biennial 
(2012), Serpentine Gallery, London (2012), 9th Gwangju Biennial South Korea 
(2012), and dOCUMENTA (13) (2012). 

He has recently received the Schering Foundation Art Award (2011) and the 
Abraaj Capital Art Prize (2011).  Shawky founded the educational space MASS 
Alexandria in 2010.

Wael Shawky
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[2003, St. Petersburg] 

The platform Chto Delat? (What is to be done?) was founded with the goal of 
merging political theory, art, and activism by a workgroup of artists, critics, 
philosophers, and writers from Petersburg, Moscow, and Nizhny Novgorod. 
The members are Olga Egorova/Tsaplya (artist, Petersburg), Artiom Magun 
(philosopher, Petersburg), Nikolai Oleinikov (artist, Moscow), Natalia Pershina/
Glucklya (artist, Petersburg), Alexei Penzin (philosopher, Moscow), David Riff 
(art critic, Moscow), Alexander Skidan (poet, critic, Petersburg), Kirill Shuvalov 
(artist, Petersburg), Oxana Timofeeva (philosopher, Moscow), and Dmitry 
Vilensky (artist, Petersburg). 

Chto Delat? works through collective initiatives organized by “art soviets,” 
inspired by the councils formed in revolutionary Russia during the early 20th 
century. This collective act results in artistic interventions, exhibitions, or 
artworks, which trigger new issues of the newspaper. 

Recently, Chto Delat? exhibited in Staatliche Kunsthalle Baden-Baden 
(2011), Kölnische Kunstverein, Glasmoog (2011), Academy of Media Arts, 
Cologne (2011), Moderna Galerija, Ljubliana (2011), Smart Project Space, 
Amsterdam(2011), Sterische Herbst, Graz (2011), ICA Plovdiv (2011), Bureau 
Publik, Copenhagen, Gwangju Biennalle (2012), Kibla, Maribor, (2011), 
Arsenale Ukrainian Biennale, Kiev (2012), CAM, Houston, (2012), Centre d’art 
contemporain, Pougues-les-Eaux (2012), France, MUAC, Mexico City (2012), 
Off Limits, Madrid Temporary Arts Museum, Houston (2012), and realized 
some performances and a theatre production in Tramway, Glasgow (2012), 
Beursschouwburg, Brussels (2012), and Shelgunov House of Culture, St. 
Petersburg (2012).

Chto Delat? 

74

Adrian Notz
[1977, Zurich]

Adrian Notz is a curator. He studied Arts at the University of Art (HfK) in Bremen 
and Art Theory at the University of Fine Arts (ZHdK) in Zurich. From 2004 to 
2006 he was the curator, then, from 2006 to 2012 he was the co-director and 
since 2012, he has been the director of Cabaret Voltaire in Zurich.

He has authored and edited numerous publications such as Merz World: 
Processing and Complicated Order (ed. with Hans Ulrich Obrist, 2006), Dada 
East? The Romanians of Cabaret Voltaire (2007), Cravan (ed. with Kerim 



Seiler, 2008), Genealogies of Pain. Marilyn Manson and David Lynch (written 
together with David Galloway and Catherine Hug, 2011). His recent curatorial 
projects include Gianni Motti: Preemptive Exhibition (2006), Dada East? 
The Romanians of Cabaret Voltaire (2006/2007), Cravan (2008), Carlos 
Amorales: The Skeleton Image Constellation (2009), IRWIN: Was ist Kunst 
Hugo Ball (2010), Jake & Dinos Chapman: Die Dada Die (2010), Lia Perjovschi: 
Dada Legacy/Art and Anti Art (2010/2011), Tomas Saraceno & Yona 
Friedman: Merz World (2011), Yes Men, Voina, Reverend Billy et al: Dada New 
York II: The Revolution to Smash Global Capitalism (2011/2012) and Claude 
Lévèque: Weisswald (2012). 

Since 2010, Adrian Notz has been the director of the Faculty of Fine Arts at the 
School of Visual arts in St. Gallen.

[1970, Istanbul]

Basak Senova is a curator and designer. She studied Literature and Graphic 
Design and received an MFA in Graphic Design and Ph.D. in Art, Design and 
Architecture from Bilkent University. She attended the 7th Curatorial Training 
Programme of Stichting De Appel, Amsterdam. 

Since 1995 Senova has been writing on art, technology and media, initiating 
and developing projects and curating exhibitions. She is the editor of art-ist 6, 
Kontrol Online Magazine, Lapses book series, UNCOVERED, Aftermath, The 
Move, and Yane Calovski. Obje’ct among other publications.  She is an editorial 
correspondent for ibraaz.org and one of the founding members of NOMAD, as 
well as the organizer of ctrl_alt_del and Upgrade!Istanbul. 

Senova was the curator of the Pavilion of Turkey at the 53rd Venice 
Biennale (2009) and has lectured as assistant professor in the Faculty of 
Communication, Kadir Has University, Istanbul (2006-2010). Some of her 
exhibitions and projects include Conscious in Coma (Goethe-Institut, Istanbul, 
2006), Rejection Episodes (Vooruit Kunstencentrum, Gent, Belgium, 2006), 
Unrecorded (Akbank Sanat, Istanbul, 2008), Soft Borders (São Paulo, 
Brazil, 2010), Aftermath (Akbank Sanat, Istanbul, 2012), UNCOVERED The 
International Nicosia Airport project (2010-2013, Cyprus, co-curates with 
Pavlina Paraskevaidou) and The Move. Adel Abidin. Rosa Barba. Runa Islam 
(Arter, Istanbul, 2012). Currently, she curates Symphony. Adel Abidin (Lawrie 
Shabibi, Dubai) exhibition, 1954 (research-based art project on Yapı Kredi Coin 
Collection) and co-curates (with Branko Franceschi) the 2nd edition of Project 
Biennial D-0 ARK Underground, Bosnia and Herzegovina (2013).
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