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Delightful and Permanent Conditions of Impossibility, 2013-2014 TWO TRULY PARALLEL LINES 
WILL NEVER ITNERSECT NOT EVEN IN ETERNITY, (English and Cantonese), vinyl on pavement. 
Installed as part of the Biennale at a 2-acre site, Universaide Center, Longgang district, 
Shenzen. 
 
The two-person art collective who 
show as Blue Republic are partners 
in life as well as making. Married 
couple Anna Passakas and 
Radoslaw Kudlinski have been 
creating a wide range of 
provocative, beautiful and genre-
breaking work for years. Indeed, it 

is not easy to characterize their 
practice in any simple fashion, for it 
embraces drawing in a variety of 
mediums both material and 
otherwise, fluid installations that 
morph and ramify over time, and 
gorgeous interventions on and with 
material objects in the world. I 
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want to say that Blue Republic—is 
it a place, a notion, a 
community?—offers the ideal 
package of visual and tactile 
commentary on the contradictory 
and imperative presentism of the 
early 21st century. 
 
Since I have collaborated with 
them on an installation, it is as well 
to being there, as both a sort of 
disclaimer and as an example of 
what I mean. On the former issue, 
I admit my judgment here is 
biased, though not uncritical for all 
that; and on the latter, it strikes 
me that aMAZEd, 2012, the work of 
theirs which used a text I wrote, 
really is emblematic of their 
aesthetic thinking. The piece was 
commission for Toronto’s Luminato 
festival, a successful and accessible 
(if sometimes over determined) 
mixture of public art and 
programming that, each year since 
2007, enlivens the downtown of 
Canada’s largest city for 10 days. 
Because the festival is a city-based 
exercise, and because so much of 
their work interrogates the idea of 
the city, BR (as I shall henceforth 
refer to them) imagined a city-
driven theme, combined with their 
usual alchemy of serious but 
playful visuals. They asked me to 
write a paragraph about the idea of 
the city—it was the shared interest 
in urban philosophy that first drew 
us together—and then they would 
make it the basis of a large-scale 
installation. 
 
Initially, the proposed site for the 
installation was Nathan Philips 
Square, the windy concrete 
expanse that unfolds in front of 
Viljo Revell’s superb City Hall 
building. I imagined the square as 

a sort of tesseract or wavering grid 
of possibility and wrote a 
deliberately meandering cluster of 
sentences that would meditate 
briefly on the miraculous 
material/spiritual duality of the 
city, the propose a shared walk, 
and would end by asking, with 
apparent innocence, an in fact 
difficult question: Is it possible for 
a city to make you happy? There 
was also a veiled reference to John 
Carpenter’s ghoul-invasion film 
They Live, 1982, in which former 
wrestler Rowdy Roddy Piper plays a 
character called Nada, who walks 
the wide streets of Los Angeles 
wearing the ideology-busting 
sunglasses that allow him to see 
subliminal messages on billboards 
and in advertising. These messages 
are, among other things, the visual 
origin of former street artist 
Shephard Fairey’s now wildly 
successfully OBEY line of branded 
art, ballcaps and t-shirts. 
 
In the end, the piece was moved to 
a site that was more ironically 
appropriate: not the public space of 
the civic square but the commercial 
real estate of Brookfield Place, 
formerly BCE Place, a sort of 
cathedral interior walkway that 
stretches between Yonge and Bay 
Streets in Toronto’s financial 
district, joining the Hockey Hall of 
Fame to a large bank branch 
beneath a lovely modernist 
vaulted-arch structure by Santiago 
Calatrava. On the floor of this 
passageway, routinely crossed by 
hustling people ins suits, BR in 
effect planted a green vinyl lawn, 
with the words of my text overlaid 
in various sizes of pink, purple, 
blue and red type. They likewise 
distorted the words by reversing 
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Land/Slide Possible Futures. 2013, installation, objects, tape murals on walls, dimensions 
variable, Markham Museum, Markham, ON. 
 
letters and introducing glitches in 
the characters, creating the 
meaning-maze of the work’s title. 
(They had done a similar thing with 
the text of the United Nations 
Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights, 1949, substantially the 
work of McGill University law 
professor John Humphrey, to force 
renewed attention to the words of 
the document.) 
 
It was precisely not, I thought, 
when I saw it installed, the sort of 
easily digested message the 
bankers were likely receiving every 
few seconds on their phones or 
computers. It verged on defying 
any comfortable parsing, in fact, 
and initially I found this 
uncomfortable myself; as a 
generator of text, I wanted people 
to decipher the sense of what I had 

written. But the more I considered 
the resistance of the presentation 
to reading, the more I like it. the 
entire interior plaza had been 
transformed into a puzzle, a maze 
of meaning and colour. It was not 
there to be read imply, or simply to 
be read. The result was beautiful, 
witty and unsettling, mixing effort 
with a wry and subtle lightness. 
And these qualities, it seems to 
me, characterize all of the work BR 
has lately created. 
 
I hope you will bear with me if I 
relate another personal connection 
in regard to BR’s work. In October 
2013 they were part of “Land/Slide 
Possible Futures,” a multi-artist 
project at the open-air Markham 
Museum northeast of Toronto, a 
kind of frozen-in-aspic fake town 
that preserves 30-odd buildings  
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Land/Slide Possible Futures. 2013, 
installation, objects, tape murals on walls, 
dimensions variable, Markham Museum, 
Markham, ON. 
 
and the layout of an Ontario town 
form a century ago. The artists, 
who included Christine Davis, 
IANBAXTER&, Marman + Borins, 
Jeff Thomas, and Allyson Mitchell, 
were each assigned a site within 
the small street plan of the town: 
sheds, a smith, a dry-goods store 
and so on. BR was given the 
church, a plain Gothic Revival 
structure that dates from 1848 and 
was, until moved here in 1954 after 
Hurricane Hazel, the First Baptists 
Church of Markham, on a site along 
the Ninth Line. The church 
structure, made of several 
thousand red-clay bricks, was 
disassembled and then 
reconstructed piece by piece on the 
museum grounds. Inside, there is a 
foot-pump organ and a circular 
mirror bearing the superb idling-
believer’s legend “Come sit ye, and 
rest awhile.” 
 
At first, according to conversations 
I had with them later, BR was 
unsure how they could turn this 
building, a sort of found installation 
site, to their aesthetic purposes. 
The final result was an impressive 
series of innovations that featured, 
among other things, drawings of 

imagined landscapes on the white 
walls of the interior, rendered 
entirely—and rather amazingly—in 
black tape. The studies for these 
tape drawings, meanwhile, feature 
mythical cities constructed on what 
appear to be barges, like floating 
islands, moving through vast lakes 
or oceans. These interventions 
entirely transfigured the still 
interior of the church, creating a 
kind of visual fizz of possibility that 
juxtaposed neatly with the 
sabbatical peace of the wooden 
pews. And the personal note is 
this: when I stepped into the 
church, it was the first time I had 
done so since I got married here in 
1988. That marriage ended a 
decade later, but of course the 
memories of the sweltering July 
day when I had stood on the very 
same wooden floor were 
everywhere, suffusing the 
experience of the now-transformed 
House of God, the almost cinematic 
reworking of the walls as screens 
for alluring cities of the mind. 
 
BR has long been preoccupied with 
the temporal infoldings of past and 
future, alongside their engagement 
with the idea of the city. The city, 
like the notion of a person, is a 
constant negotiation between what 
has come before and what we 
imagine as possible in the future. 
There are imperatives of order and 
control sketched on the grid of 
streets and circulation systems of 
various kinds—for bodies and 
vehicles, but also for money, 
desire, goods and services, food 
and waste. At the same time, these 
attempts at regulated movement 
and consumption, the norms of 
mundane commerce, are forever 
being disrupted and inverted, made 
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unpredictable. BR finds 
opportunities for minor-key joy in 
the unplanned enclaves of the city, 
forgotten squares and architectural 
spandrels where possibility lurks, 
unmastered and unexpected. Like 
the reiterated installations of 
miniature cities and murals they 
call “Beautiful Infections,” these 
chance encounters with the 
unplanned city are, in effect, 
constructed of found objects. What 
was once discarded or waiting for 
some other sue—wooden dowels, 
LEGO blocks, toy soldiers, paint 
cans, partially deflated balloons—
are rescued and repurposed as the 
towers and figures of a suggestive 
new urban field. “Spectres of 
meaning,” to use a phrase habitual 
with BR, are the payoff here: not 
fixed or determined meanings, still 
less measurable outcomes like the 
ones that now dominate 
conversations about education. 
Rather, meaning in the BR universe 
is always elusive, fugitive, on the 
move—like the spirit of the city 
itself. 
 
There arises, too, a pervasive 
sense of melancholy along with the 
joy, because time’s one-ay arrow is 
a deadly shafted dart as well as an 
irreversible vector. In common with 
the best contemporary art, BR’s 
works everywhere arouse and 
complicate desire, revealing not 
just the ad hoc and deranged 
qualities it can so often exhibit, but 
also the eternal conundrum of 
satisfaction that the object of 
desire, retroactively posited by the 
ranging (and raging) human libido, 
can never give us what we want, 
namely the cessation of desire’s 
restlessness. For that, my friends, 
arrives only with death, when 

everything is at rest. Meanwhile, 
we must struggle to find identity 
and connection in the shifting 
terrain of the city’s material pieces. 
“Only in being loved,” John Updike 
wrote in an autobiographical essay 
about his preoccupation with the 
multiform variations on the project 
of human coupling, “do we find 
external corroboration of the 
supremely high valuation each ego 
secretly assigns itself.” 
 
Which sounds rather cruel as wall 
as undeniable. But I want to add, 
in the spirit of BR’s reflections of 
self and city, that each ego ahs no 
other option than to assign such 
high valuation—and not always so 
secretly either. It is a matter of 
survival, as surely as securing food 
and shelter is so for maintaining 
the fragile vessel of the body. Each 
of us must batter our tentative and 
feeble selves constantly against the 
wrack of days. 
 
And if that rings too dire a note, 
consider, to, the playful curiosity of 
BR’s work. As an example, take the 
lucid nimbleness of TWO TRULY 
STRAIGHT AND PARALLEL LINES 
WILL NEVER INTEREST NOT EVEN 
IN ETERNITY, 2012, installed at 
Toronto’s Lester B Pearson 
International Airport Terminal 1, 
post-security, and then again in 
Shenzhen/Hong Kong; and the 
poetry-based DELIGHTFUL AND 
PERMANENT CONDITIONS OF 
IMPOSSIBILITY, 2012, base don 
heavily ironic verses by Wistawa 
Szymborska. In the former work, 
the longstanding BR preoccupation 
with measurement and geometric 
pattern—the command and control 
project that the ancient Greeks 
called mathesis—is rendered into a 
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“Water Drawings,” 2013, Bird, land art/action/performance documented as a digital still, water, 
sun, rock, 30 x 45 inches 
 
sort of visual riff on the familiar 
Euclidean axiom. Lines, like points, 
are exercises in pure spatial 
abstraction: the point, with position 
but no dimension, rushes off into a 
distance where visual perspective 
does make parallels meet. The 
rational mind knows that this 
convergence is an illusion, but 
though is insufficient to overcome 
what we see with our own eyes. 
 
Or take the recent series of water 
drawings, where draughts from the 
nearby lake stain and darken the 
granite outcropping of the 
Canadian Shield near Georgian 
Bay. Houses appear, also numbers 
and clothing, wheelchairs, ladders, 
pots and pans, and the NASDAQ 
stock index, all captured in 
beautiful large-scale photographs. 
But again the mind and the eye are 

engaged in a tug of war. Because 
we know that here the medium is, 
in part, the message. These 
drawings last only for the time it 
takes the heat of the sun to reclaim 
that drawn water, most ephemeral 
of pigments (drawn in two 
senses!). The tape drawings, 
though they are based on 
meticulous ink-on-paper studies 
that are significant works in their 
won right, are likewise destined to 
vanish, pulled from the walls they 
once transfigured. Murals no more, 
just walls. 
 
Curiosity, discovery, a kind of 
peripatetic engagement with the 
world of everyday things: Br seek, 
as they have said, “the state 
between” controlled of fixed 
environments, “the soft tissue of 
the world’s body.” They have also  



 
 

 

G	  E	  O	  R	  G	  I	  A	  	  S	  C	  H	  E	  R	  M	  A	  N	  	  P	  R	  O	  J	  E	  C	  T	  S	  ,	  	  I	  N	  C	  .	  	  	  1	  3	  3	  	  T	  E	  C	  U	  M	  S	  E	  T	  H	  	  STREET	  	  	  T	  O	  R	  O	  N	  T	  O	  	  	  ONT	  	  M	  6	  J	  	  2	  H	  2	  	  	  T	  .	  4	  1	  6	  	  5	  5	  4	  	  4	  1	  1	  2	  	  	  	  
W	  W	  W	  .	  G	  E	  O	  R	  G	  I	  A	  	  S	  C	  H	  E	  R	  M	  A	  N	  .	  C	  O	  M 
 

 
Water Drawings: Ciclosporin 
(Combat Trousers, Wheelchair, 
Pipes, Torso), 2011,  
 
said that they view all of their 
work, no matter what the medium 
or style, as a kind of temporary 
installation, an intervention that 
will, that must, last only a 
relatively short time. their practice 
evolves within this basic imperative 
to be, one might say, undercover 
agents in the field of daily 
experience. There are hints at 
political commentary in some of the 
world, especially with respect to 
issues of freedom and security, the 
attempts at social lockdown so 
characteristic of the post-9/11 
world. But I prefer, in the end, to 
view them in more primal, even 
chthonic terms. They are, let us 
say, shamans of the ordinary, 
masters of the vanishing act that is 
no mere sleight-of-hand.  
 
The Romanian-American 
philosopher of religion Mircea 
Eliade provides the appropriate 
terms here—even as we can set 
aside, with a pained grimace, his 
own right-wing politics concerning 
freedom and security. Eliade notes 
the radical difference between 
sacred and profane spaces, the 
way the temple’s threshold marks a 
transition of all those who enter, 
purified by the passage itself. He 

likewise notes the radical breaks in 
time that are effected by 
invocations of the sacred. On the 
figure of the shaman he says this: 
“While preparing for this ecstasy 
and during it, the shaman abolishes 
the present human condition and, 
for the time being, recovers the 
situation as it was in the beginning. 
Friendship with animals, knowledge 
of their language, transformation 
into an animal are so many signs 
that the shaman has re-established 
the ‘paradisal’ situation lost at the 
dawn of time.” 
 The shaman is a human 
projectile, a temporal adventurer. 
Nut on need not restrict his or her 
journeys to a destination of the 
traditional sort, where in our 
innocence we could still talk to the 
animals. Instead, note the key 
moving parts of the shamanic 
intervention: abolishing the present 
human condition and, for the time 
being, voyaging to another 
situation. BR’s work, in all its 
deftness and charm, carries this 
heavy freight of liminal possibility: 
What is past or future? What is 
public or private? Immersing 
oneself in these temporary 
installations of all kinds is to set 
sail on a brief journey of 
otherness—and so to lose the self 
on though one knew. At the same 
time, if that is the right phrase 
here, who is to say what “brief” 
means? In German, it is a letter, a 
missive; in English, précis 
concerning a matter of law, and 
that which is carried in the case 
bearing its name. To hold a brief 
for someone or something is, by 
the same legal token, to be an 
advocate. To brief is, transitively, 
to instruct or prepare, as with a 
client or aircraft crew. But the 
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word, in all its senses, comes from 
the selfsame Latin root, via Old 
French and Middle English; brevis, 
short. 
 And we all know what that 
word must suggest when it appears 
in a context like this one: ars 
longa, vita brevis. BR’s work has 
many bottom lines, almost too 
many, but here is the one to make 
the bottom of this essay: Even in 
it’s most transitory forms, art is the 
act of reflection on the fleetingness 
of life. If the artwork should, 
contrary to Keats’s Grecian urn, 
last even less than we poor 
mortals, perhaps so much the 
better. 
 
Mark Kingwell is a Professor of 
Philosophy at the University of 
Toronto and the author, most 
recenty, of the essay collection 
Unruly Voices (2012). 


