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(Fig.03)  Maja Li Härdelin, Skilda Världar (Worlds Apart), 2024  4:3 HD Digital, 25:53 min. / Courtesy of the Artist
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(Fig.02)  Wassili Franko, Untitled Conversations in VR, 2024  13:00 min. / Courtesy of the Artist
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(Fig.04)  Mark Leckey, Dream English Kid, 1964 - 1999 AD, 2015  4:3 HD Digital, 25:53 min. / Courtesy of the Artist and Cabinet London

(Fig.05)  Jiajia Zhang, Untitled (After Love), 2021  HD Video, 16:9, Farbe, Ton, 16:26 min / Courtesy of the Artist
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Books, by being built with words, collect phrases in a 
linear way. Autobiographical books, more than biographies 
written by someone about someone else, can employ 
details about emotion and how the person felt as part of 
occurrences, part of the memory of an event. Were you to 
write an autobiography, surely it would not be a distanced 
retelling of your life’s story, but it would retell the facts with 
lots of emotional anecdotes. In fact, following the thread of 
the ideal of facts as basis for a life’s story, you would need 
to question the separation between facts and emotions, 
feelings, affect. Yvonne Rainer did so by naming her 
autobiographical book “Feelings Are Facts”.

B., an abbreviation that refers to Paul B. Preciado’s 
middle name, can also be read as a seizing of fixed 
meaning, fixed names, especially fixed identities. The letter 
and dot are referencing a change of names that has taken 
place. This change could take place again – anywhere and 
for anyone. Preciado’s Orlando, ma biographie politique 
(2023), his debut as a filmmaker (non-fixed descriptor), 
is a multitude in its identity as a film. It is an adaption of 
Virginia Woolf’s 1928 novel Orlando: A Biography. It is an 
autobiography by Preciado. It is a biographical documentary 
of over 20 act/resses/tors, that portray Woolf’s fictional 
Orlando. It is also none of these. It is an examination of what 
‘is’ even is. Interviews with ‘Orlando’ in all their forms switch 
between talking about experiences of trans-childhood in 
this millennium to the retelling of memories of blue-blooded 
Orlando suddenly waking up a woman. So, Orlando is not 
fictional here. Different Orlandos talk about the personal 
experiences of another Orlando because it is their lived 
experience, since all of them are Orlando, and it’s Orlando’s 
lived experience, Orlando’s life that is being told. Orlando 
is becoming a different Orlando during Woolf’s narrative, 
Orlando is becoming. All the protagonists in Preciado’s film, 
by being Orlando, are becoming as well; they are not fixed. 
Their act of writing/speaking their own lives as Orlando 
enables their written life to not be fixed. A change of names 
is not what has occurred, it is occurring every time you are 
named, every time you name yourself.

Biographies make me feel like I am accessing the lives 
of people I never met, never knew. Reading biographies, 
autobiographies, watching biographical documentaries 
and the like is an entertaining activity; it feels like engaging 
with other people, even though the engagement is indirect 
at best. Lately, however, I have been thinking about the 
implications, assumptions, processes behind the project 
of biography. Biography, literally a written life, always faces 
this: How to condense something as infinitely complex as a 
human life into something comprehensive? In a traditional 
sense, biography tries to interpret an endless number of 
events and contexts. A person is constructed as a subject 
of inquiry. The ‘important’ is chosen, the ‘irrelevant’ left 
out. Thereby focus shifts away from ambivalences or 
contradictions that make up life from moment to moment. So, 
what exactly is it that is deemed irrelevant? Which life, which 
lives are considered as the basis of biography, which are 
never thought of in that regard? And who condenses whose 
life into a book, audiovisual or other narrative object? These 
questions generally refer to a hegemonic understanding of 
biography or biographies, generally those of public figures. 
Let us use this understanding, which shall be left alluded 
to but not fully defined, as a point of departure – and look 
for a few possible directions you could take from this point 
of departure.

	 By imploring what she calls critical fabulation, 
Saidiya Hartman activates archival fragments and points to 
empty spaces in the colonial archive. In the essay Venus in 
Two Acts, she asks: “[H]ow does one rewrite the chronicle of 
a death foretold and anticipated, as a collective biography 
of dead subjects, as a counter-history of the human, as 
the practice of freedom?”1 Hartman opens the possibility of 
the narrative biography of Venus, an African girl subjected 
to the trans-Atlantic slave trade as commodity as well as 
a number of other brutal acts. In the archival fragments, 
Venus only appears in written accounts of her death and 
when she is acted upon; her life as such is not written. So, 
based on incomplete accounts, one could narrate a life, 
fabulating what was left unwritten. Just as Hartman opens 
the possibility of a narrative biography, she does not fulfil 
it, pointing instead to the impossibility of accuracy. This 
opens the question of how to deal with the fact of (literally) 
countless unwritten lives of people not treated as people 
but subjected to the inhuman system of colonialism.

Blues music as a genre is defined and its origin is 
reconstructed; but the actual development of the practice 
over a longer period is not documented. It is a Black 
American art form; it features characteristics found in 
certain styles of African music; its name describes not just 
music but a state of mind, that of having the blues; but the 
origins of the blues evade a narrative retelling of events. 
The biographical documentary The Howlin’ Wolf Story: 
The Secret History of Rock and Roll (2003, Don McGlynn) 
on the other hand offers a narrative retelling of the life of 
blues musician Chester Arthur Burnett, known as Howlin’ 
Wolf. Interviews, archival film and sound of Burnett himself 
talking are collaged in a way that compress 66 years into 

88 minutes. In the biographical film, the recording of a 
performance during Newport Folk Festival 1966 for Alan 
Lomax’s camera and tape-recording equipment is used as a 
plot point. Before breaking into an improvised performance, 
Howlin’ Wolf gets into an argument with Son House. Both 
blues-musicians were invited by Lomax to perform for a 
film document he made at the festival. The document was 
later released as Devil got my woman. During their short 
discussion, started by Howlin’ Wolf wanting to explain 
something about the blues, Son House appears drunk. 
While Wolf talks, the handheld camera pans to Son House, 
standing in the shadow, looking straight into the lens, 
rambling. Wolf continues and after a while refers directly to 
House: “See, this man got the blues right there. That’s where 
the blues comes from, because he done drunk up all of his... 
Any word?” The microphone being stationary and pointed 
towards Wolf makes it hard to understand what Son House 
is saying, but he replies and tries to defend himself. Wolf 
responds: “We’re talking about the life of a human being, 
how they live.” When he and his bandmates Hubert Sumlin 
and Eddie Shaw break into their performance of Down in 
the Bottom a minute later, the music works as continuation 
of the discussion right before, the band is making an 
argument. The way the first long held notes on the guitar 
underscore muffled voices, the room and everybody in it are 
as much part of the music and performance as the music 
is part of everything else happening. The blues is what is 
talked about, the music talks, and the talking underscores 
the music. Wolf talks about “the life of a human being” not 
just when addressing Son House, but when he’s playing 
as well. The blues is (among an infinite number of things) 
an expression of life experience, an autobiographical art 
form as well as a folk art that blurs the lines between all its 
performers.

Bolex International S.A. was the manufacturer of a 
legendary 16mm-camera, the Bolex H-16. Jonas Mekas 
owned several of them, lent them to other filmmakers like 
Jack Smith or Barbara Rubin and shot his own films with 
them. As I sat in the cinema for a showing of his film As 
I was moving ahead, occasionally I saw brief glimpses of 
beauty (2000), I started to sense how he employed the 
camera – none of the images feel framed, instead they feel 
like fragmentary experiences ripped directly from someone 
else’s senses. During the five-hour visit to the cinema, while 
not being offered a retelling of Mekas’ life, I was offered a 
piece of it, in the form of moving images. I imagined Mekas 
walking along the places I saw on screen, and instead 
of thinking of the best ways of framing them, the act of 
filming, the act of taking the camera into your hand, looking 
through it onto your surroundings and pressing the button 
to run the celluloid across the lens for a few frames seemed 
instinctive. How would you call a film by Mekas? Are they 
diaries or home movies? Both terms seem a bit belittling. 
Are they not also autobiographical, but instead of a narrative 
focus on a name, an occupation, events, they focus on all 
the contradictions and little, often forgotten encounters that 
are the basis of the rest?

1	 Hartman, Saidiya (2008): Venus in Two Acts.  
In: Small Axe, No. 26, pp. 1-14 [p. 6].
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