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A MIDGE IN THE EYES: BEING DEAD IN OTHER PEOPLE’S EYES









By Rosanna Albertini

She intrigued me. It was June 2003. In her eyes, her voice, she seemed sincerely surprised I was interested in her art.  Wrapped in the penumbra of the UCLA Culver studios, after observing paintings, videos, and sculptures that looked prepared to become daily life’s friendly companions, I had stumbled in a human being out of that kind of order, a stricken animal and the sweetest young woman, a young woman obsessed by evil stories and horrifying scenes of murder. Her physical energy, more eloquent than words, had given her the nerve to incorporate images worth of fear in the artwork, forcing the public to ponder over the unnatural lack of feelings that has become the normal, familiar attitude towards human disasters. And this is that which has to be, if one is forced to receive every 24 hours images of all the deaths happening all over the world. Anesthesia will be for the real, but, how “real” art can be?

I pictured in my mind, since the first time I met Kasper, a hidden tangle of pride fear desire and hope and desperation struggling against a hidden monster, something threatening to petrify her, as a medusa head might do. Not an unfamiliar feeling at her age -Dawn Kasper was born in 1977- although it rarely brings on serious physical challenges and seldom generates art. Gina Pane, Orlan, Marina Abramovic are exceptions. How did they really start, and why? Who they really are vanishes in mythologies we have built on the Seventies. Killing her own displacement was going to be for Kasper a journey through fake characters, fake accidents, staged dramas in which she made of herself a still image, or used her skin as a paper sheet.

A word is branded on Kasper’s left arm: LOVE. It is the mark of a very early performance at UCLA art school. She gave to a piece of metal the form of letters, five because the E needed two parts; and after worming the metal reddish orange, five times she burned her skin wishing the audience could love her, so that she was forced to love herself. Then she carefully applied a bandage. Of course she did not flinch, nor complain. She also bears a heart carved in her chests: the conventional image of a heart immediately above her breasts, between them.  One should never step into physical pain. As well as darkness, it instantly shuts the brain down, all the frail certainties disappear.  Once inside though, the physical shock turns into a sense of strength, as if a dragon had been swallowed and digested.  Fearless Kasper, like Fearless Little John in one of Italo Calvino’s fairy tales, perfectly candid and unaware of real dangers?

Her story tells that taken by curiosity, and charmed by horror films, Kasper started to make herself the tragic clone of crime scenes drenched with realistically bloody carrot juice.  At times she lied still for two, three hours, even five. 

Islands of words expand in her drawings, as the brain works out the process of creating a crime scene. Doubts are exposed: “I can make it up, I can make it all up.”   “ Is it better to display facts? What are the facts?” 

February 5, 2006. “You told me you don’t want to die anymore…”

“But then I kept dying, it’s becoming a business. I have a history with that. As I said in the kitchen earlier I feel as I am consumed by curiosity in finding the meaning of life; and I can’t tell if this is an obsession because I am not able to see it in retrospect. I am dwelling so much on death and so much on horrific imagery, questioning why I am so attracted to this aspect of my existence. Perhaps I am already dead, I don’t know when or how.” 

Samuel Beckett would not be surprised. He always had the impression he died old. Dawn Kasper is twenty-nine since January 17, 2007 but still is not sure about facts.

“Am I dead already, so I have to live. What happens if my soul just goes, or my creative being disappears? My work means everything to me, I’ve no one else to take care of, except myself and my dog.” 

“Where is the dog?” 

“He bit me twice.”

Kasper’s apartment is on the top of a hill. A flock of parrots flies around the building. An ice-cream track spreads quite loud, tinkling sounds. And surprise! The white tower of the Supreme Court grows like a magic mushroom in front of one of the windows. The beginning of Kasper’s story as the Evil Series artist runs on the computer screen placed on the table. She wanted to be a still image of herself dead, therefore set up the camera and laid on the grass, wearing an outfit covered with blood. 

“It feels a long time ago. Oh no, there I am making evil sounds, I can’t watch it.” 

Always on February 5, 2006. It is Sunday. 

“In Zurich? A TV show about discarding the bodies after useful parts had been taken off gave me an idea. I became a woman thrown out with the garbage. The MIGRO museum had an empty room behind the scene. For suspension of disbelief I poured too much blood. I had to ship it there, in Switzerland they don’t have carrot syrup.”

“As if the marketplace had squeezed the blood out of you. I wonder why you struggle about the meaning of life.”

“ It is sort of hard try to live in the day, at the moment, also concentrating on what you want to attract that you cannot really buy, love for instance.”

“That’s one notion of reality, I guess.” 

“I don’t want to think about it too much, it is consuming. Better to go out, and see people. I thought my life was an accident. A couple of years ago, instead, I discovered I was a product of love, made out of love, how romantic is that, what more do you want. Answers, once you receive them, are interesting and you almost feel bound to them. Things are not what they seem to be. What would they say if one day you wake up, and discover that your whole life since you were a baby in a crib was all a dream? What would you do?”

“I don’t know, I would write a story.”


“And I wore Kaspar Hauser’s character, relating his life’s mystery from his era to my current experience of traveling in a new country and being a stranger in a different culture.  He was a psychological enigma to which I could relate. But we get lost in the historical references. Things are personal. You weren’t there.”

At this point of the conversation Kasper, Kaspar and myself, despite our different historical age, weak up at the same time, when life brings answers and the dream blows up. Life, after that, is a mouth with teeth, long and fairly sharp. Life has chewed the dream. Sometimes Kasper still keeps it by her lips, it is vomit and it is war.  

Her performances, before they are truly shot and killed by the camera, have the odd quality of paintings that have refused the canvas; and more, they are pictures in which the artist, for the time being, cannot be separated from her art. She is incrusted into the character she has killed. Her mind almost hibernating. 

“How am I not me?”

Her fictional bodies an unknown carcass emptied by an act of violence, or by an accident. The artist fills the shell transforming her living body into an alien which is human substance with open eyes perfectly still, in the act of stretching the idea of death for a certain time. 


July 18, 2003 at Cirrus gallery, Los Angeles. The smell of perishing leaves or rotten animals fills the air around the corpse. The sense of death physically penetrates our minds; it wraps the artist’s temporary exposure, her purple hair, and the crust of make up on her face, with a flavor of hell. Our civilization has painted death with the colors of evil. Invaded by medical or political powers, the simple acceptance of such a natural fact dug out of our brains. It is this immense fakeness and bad faith that is regurgitated by Kasper like a figure of speech:  no words survive, no epitaph on death. People remember the dead person alive; of course Kasper does not hurt anybody, herself in primis. Life is on the top of her thoughts. 


October 31, 2003 in the small theater of Beyond Baroque, Venice. It’s raining cats and dogs; no more than twelve people sit in the room, not enough to warm up the place. Kasper occupies the sit in front of mine. The bag of chips in her hands crackles like flames, soon followed by the chewing noise, while artist Julian Hoeber reads on stage a poem about a dead woman on a bed. Simone Forte asks the reader to restart because … of the noisy person behind her. Taken by fury, the reader walks up to Kasper, and violently slaps her face. Kasper jumps on him like a tiger; they roll on stage in a serious fight, until he strangles her. Then, apparently calm, the man goes back to the book and begins to read again. Staring stupefied at Kasper on the floor, arms and legs open like clock hands, we can barely breath until we are sure it was a performance. It is the first time Kasper plays being killed and fights not to.


But her physical fighting for life like a wild beast has also shaken the flatness of the dead story on death lied on the page. The strangled body emanates power, while the reader’s voice slowly comes to nothing. Letting her body tell the story, or displaying the legal evidence of its end, Kasper can only add some salt to the “salad of life.”( Fernando Pessoa, thank you)  Art is posed on a cloud of silence, waiting for the meaning of life.

Would it be a dream? 

 Los Angeles, September 2007

Text for a separate page

“Everybody has their own America, and then they have pieces of a fantasy America that they think is out there but they can’t see. ... And your own life while it’s happening to you never has any atmosphere until it’s a memory. So the fantasy corners of America seem so atmospheric because you’ve pieced them together from scenes in movies and music and lines from books. And you live in your dream America that you’ve custom made from art and schmaltz and emotions just as much as you live in your real one.”  

Andy Warhol

Andy Warhol quoted by John Yau: In the Realm of Appearances – The Art of Andy Warhol, Hopewell, NJ, and The Ecco Press. 1993, p.80.







