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The	  role	  of	  the	  paper	  
Miguel Cereceda 

 
I had the opportunity to attend last November 2011 the workshop Paperophanies 

by the Greek artist Jenny Marketou at the Artium Museum in Vitoria (Spain). The space 

inside the museum was prepared apparently as a sewing workshop. Long tables on 

which to work on the design and manufacture of clothes, base metal racks with wheels, 

with a large number of hangers. In many of these hangers were hung some of the 

dresses created by the participants in the workshop. It was a standard form of dress, 

made of colored cardboard papers on which participants cut out and pasted or write with 

thick markers, some slogans of his invention. The simple and uniform cut of the 

costumes, looking like a tank top, showed clearly that it was not about the design the 

theme on which the participants worked, but rather was the question of the motto or 

slogan to write on the dress, what they busied. As in the sewing workshops, there were 

also rules, patterns and scissors to cut the suits. In that work there was certainly an 

aesthetic component, since the different clothing lines were grouped in fun colors and 

even the slogans were fairly disposed on cardboard. But, as if it were a literary 

workshop or even a space for debate on political and economical situation, it was more 

the problem of an accurate and appropriate sentence, a judgment that diagnosed wisely 

our time, so that each participant considered their true contribution to the workshop. 

Some of the slogans seemed to me downright fun. In general they showed their 

concern for issues of economic crisis, joblessness and unemployment, for generic 

desires of peace on earth (and especially in the Basque Country), or for specific 

problems of coexistence within the Basque community. One of the funniest phrases 

said: "we can’t tighten our belts and get off at once the pants". 

Encouraged by Jenny, I myself sat on a table and began to sketch on paper a 

design for a dress. I wrote some political slogans on a sheet, I outlined some literary 

reflections on another, and even I tried some purely formal constructions, with lines and 

colors. Among the ten or twelve pages I filled up, without much conviction into my 

poetic or artistic capabilities, Jenny asked me about one where I wrote: "Standard and 

Poor’s". I explained her it was the name of a famous international rating agency, which 

was putting into economic dire straits countries like Greece, Spain and Italy, with its 

disqualification of the public debt of these countries. It seemed to me ominous the name 
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these financial advisors to billionaires had come to call themselves, with a real display 

of cynicism. Between the two we decided to write the name of the rating agency on my 

dress, on one side, with his alleged translation into Spanish, on the other. What was 

shocking, as well as comic. 

The idea of Jenny Marketou was that all those attending the workshop they 

borrowed at the end to a demonstration through the streets of Vitoria, taking each set 

their own dress. On Saturday November 26, 2012 some of the workshop attendees 

gathered at the Artium to organize a colorful protest march through the streets of 

Vitoria. Wearing each one their own dress and accompanied by musicians and speakers, 

demonstrators marched through the city peacefully, proclaiming their slogans. 

Unfortunately, I could not attend the rally, yet Jenny made me somehow to be there, by 

wearing the dress we had made between the two.  

Although the idea of Paperophanies etymologically seems to point to the 

demonstration or the appearance of the paper, as if it was a kind of epiphany of the 

paper, in which the paper shows itself in all its glory, I do not think however that the 

Marketou workshop was specifically worried about the properties or qualities of this 

material. The name of the workshop certainly seems to suggest an important role of the 

paper in the entire creative process, as if the pass from paper to action was the key. So 

we could think the paper was the true protagonist of this story, based on the sketch and 

drawing, following with the paper dresses and going on whit the political activity, 

reflected in the slogans written on paper and moved and showed like living banners or 

ad men. 

I do not think however that this so important role is appropriate to this humble 

material in this case. Nor do I believe that, despite that works have specifically the 

shape and appearance of a sewing workshop, we can seriously consider the concerns of 

the artist around the relationship between art and fashion. By contrast, in the artistic 

experience to which I could attend, seemed to me more relevant the reflection on how 

social production of art comes not through the market, and specifically through the 

museum or gallery, but well throughout the workshop. 

The workshop is a strange concept. In Spanish “taller” derives its name from the 

French "tailleur", which refers specifically to the tailor and the space in which his work 

is performed. "Tailleur" is essentially someone who cuts and trims. Spanish 

“Workshop” is then above all a "sewing" or, as is still said too, "dressmaking" shop. A 

workshop is generally a working space, a dirty and noisy space, to produce goods and 
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artifacts, but also a theoretical and practical, an experimental space where reflection 

takes practice. So there are also literary workshops or "writing workshops". We can find 

this ambiguity between theory and practice also in the name the artists give to their 

workplaces. Some call this "study", thus pointing rather to the speculative nature of its 

creation, while others prefer the name "workshop". In French however is called 

"atelier". 

The history of 20th Century art cannot be understood without the history of the 

ateliers. A history of which the Ruche or Bateau-Lavoir in Montmartre are an essential 

part, as creative spaces of confluence of artists and exchange of ideas. Apparently 

“atelier” also derives its name from an activity that has to do with the cut, but referred 

rather to cut wood, woodcutter's own style. The old French "astellier" designated so 

much the woodcutter, as the accumulating pile of wood. A significant atelier of this 

tradition would be the Brancusi’s own, the sculptor bequeathed to the French State, with 

the only condition that it was maintained as found on the day of his death, so like it is 

preserved today for tourists and for the history of art in the Georges Pompidou Museum 

in Paris. 

In English apparently "workshop" generally designates a place of work, which 

has the same ambiguity between theory and practice than their counterparts in Spanish 

and French. And so means a place for manual or industrial work, and also serves to 

designate "a group of people study or work in Engaged on a creative project or subject" 

(Collins Dictionary). 

For Jenny Marketou, then the workshop is this theoretical and practical space for 

reflection, study, work and social activities, that not only serve to cut and make 

costumes, but also to discuss social, political and cultural questions, and just as a 

product of the workshop, takes place the public display of her work, as a kind of 

happening. 

The transformation of the avant-garde art into happening or performance is a 

characteristic process of the last century sixties and is now part of our artistic tradition. 

There are certainly many crucial and influential references in the history of 

contemporary art (for instance, the Fluxus Festivals in Düsseldorf and New York, with 

Joseph Beuys and George Maciunas), so it makes no sense to ask for precursors when 

we try to think about the collaborative workshops of Jenny Marketou. In the same way 

could we talk about the agitation theater of the sixties, as the Living Theater or the 

group Bread and Puppet, or about the Brazilian Hélio Oiticica Parangolé as precedents. 
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They all sought not only the public participation, but also to spread a certain 

consciousness and a social critique. 

In a conversation with Jenny Marketou, Christopher Marinos asked her about the 

possible influence on her work of Sister Corita Kent and her silkscreen collective 

workshops, or about the possible relationship with the so called Atelier Populaire in 

France's May '68. While acknowledging some connection with those two traditions, 

given the nature of collective participation in the creation and dissemination of critical 

and political slogans, the artist clearly distances herself from those two presumable 

influences, pointing out on one hand the religious aspect of the actions of Sister Corita, 

with which her work has no relationship, and taking distance too from the political 

character of the Atelier Populaire. This allows us then define the specific guidance that 

the artist wants to give her work. 

I love Sister Corita Kent’s Mary’s Day procession (1964) for her positive spirit 
and attitude, but to think that her handheld colorful posters and hand-painted 
signs saying ‘Let us break bread together’ and ‘God likes you’ in a 
bacchanalian-like procession has any strong allusions to Paperophanies is hard 
for me to see.  
Regarding the Atelier Populaire (1968), it is an event which definitely has a 
history and memory in my intellectual life and for a moment I thought of 
reproducing the same installation as seen in photographs of PRAXIS gallery, at 
Artium Museum, where Paperophanies is taking place. But after research, I 
realized that the two are totally unrelated. I would define Atelier Populaire as 
Action Propaganda with a very specific political agenda and mission.  
In fact, the idea that I like to evoke in Paperophanies is one of our current 
culture, which is a product of the post-Fordist economy and which investigates 
“the precariat” as a specific condition of “the society of risk”, as the 
contemporary German Philosopher, Gerald Raunig notes, who by the way is one 
of my philosophical references and mentors along with Chantal Mouffe. The 
allusions to his theories of the practice of the “precarious as real form” are very 
apparent in the situational process of presence-production-distribution of the 
creative gesture, the action, the word and labor as they realize themselves in 
Paperophanies1. 
 
I do not think the case, in the work of Jenny Marketou, to establish differences 

with other similar artists, to justify a specific production that would ensure the 

originality of her creation. On the contrary, for her, the problem of the specificity of her 

speech has more to do with the point of view of social and political relationship to it 

faces. 

                                                
1 “On Paperophanies. Jenny Marketou interviewed by Christofer Marinos” en Jenny Marketou, 
Paperophanies. Praxis, catálogo de la exposición en el ARTIUM, Museo Vasco de Arte Contemporáneo, 
Vitoria, España, octubre-diciembre de 2011, p. 75. 
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Exactly three days after this event, organized by Jenny Marketou in Vitoria, 

showed Dionisio Cañas in Murcia —a Spanish artist, born in Tomelloso (Toledo) in 

1949 and a resident for many years in New York— a poetry workshop entitled "The 

Great Poem of No Man", which invited participants to collect the street words (words 

from posters, cartons or rubbish) with them to compose a great poem that was to be 

written on a huge banner should be hung finally on the facade of CENDEAC in Murcia. 

Certainly, here we could talk about mutual influences, but it makes more sense 

to point to the idea of a coincidence. Coincidence, however, is the best proof that 

different artists, working independently on the same set of problems, can achieve the 

same results. 

The reference to Gerald Raunig is relevant when trying to understand how the 

artist thinks and articulates her own work in the workshop. On his book A Thousand 

Machines. A Concise Philosophy of the Machine as Social Movement2, Raunig provides 

a brilliant analysis of the machine, as an instrument of subjugation and exploitation of 

emerging capitalism on the one hand, but also as a place of scientific and technological 

exchange, which is as a theoretical place that is as practical, where you can set the 

conditions for social transformation. A similar position want to develop the workshops 

of Jenny Marketou: is not in them the problem to produce ideology or politics, as the 

requirement for the writer (or the artist) to "reflect on their position within the 

production process", as Benjamin pointed out in his 1934 lecture, "The Author as 

Producer"3. 

So when I myself raised to Jenny the question about the political relationship of 

her work, especially with some other artists of participation such as Hélio Oiticica and 

Francis Alÿs, her answer was: 

I agree my work has politics but has no specific political “agenda”, because I 
believe in our culture everything is up for grabs and ideologies are in a 
continuous precarious state. If you remember each participant in 
"Paperophanies" was free to use words and to write any message they had in 
mind and wanted to make it public. But none of the messages was serving any 
specific political agenda. They were funny, personal, serious, political, etc4. 

 
That is why for her work is still relevant the analysis and discussion of the 

subject not only of the creation, but especially also the subject of praxis, understood as 
                                                

2 Gerald Raunig, A Thousand Machines: A Concise Philosophy of the Machine as a Social Movement, 
trans. Aileen Derieg, Semiotext(e), 2010. 
3 Walter Benjamin, “The author as producer”, translated by John Heckman, New Left Review I/62, July-
August 1970. 
4 Jenny Marketou, carta personal de 27/01/2012. 
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"the subject of social transformation".  

Although the word praxis is of Greek origin and means "done, action, matter, 

business, task, undertaking" and more, however with the Marxist philosophy this word 

became a part of the universal vocabulary, and it was understood in connection with the 

philosophy of praxis, as a kind of theoretical and practical philosophy; that is, a 

philosophy that did not speculate in a vacuum, but it was involved with the situation and 

committed to social transformation. 

In fact, the workshop Paperophanies by Jenny Marketou is also subtitled 

“praxis”, thereby meaning specifically to the theoretical and practical component of her 

work, faced with the problem of analysis and social transformation. That is why the 

artist is not interested in establishing the slogans of the participants in the workshops, as 

much as in giving voice to issues and problems that the attendants want to propose. This 

is the problem of the articulation of a critical discourse, or, even better, the problem of 

the articulation of a subjective consciousness —the subject of a practice— after the 

decline of old industrial proletariat as a force for social transformation. So the artist 

speaks of “precariat” as a new social productive force, unstructured and fragmented by 

the growing offensive of financial capitalism, after the bursting of its latest crisis. 

The work of the workshop, understood as a social machine of interaction 

between theory and practice, it would then make possible a minimal social awareness of 

this subject disjointed, allowing individuals to express freely their own voice, to make 

their own protest and recognize and produce convergence lines with others, 

convergence to lay the foundations for a non-authoritarian transformation of society. 

Thus, research so developed by Jenny Marketou would be similar to the proposed by 

Rancière ignorant schoolmaster5, refusing to impose a knowledge that he does not know 

and acknowledging that his own knowledge is formulated only in relation with the 

knowledge of the others. 

 

                                                
5 Jacques Rancière, The ignorant schoolmaster: five lessons in intellectual emancipation, trans. by Kristin 
Ross, Stanford University Press, 1991. 

 


