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MICHELLE MAYER
OPEN HOUSE

Aittiougtl it taittltuiiy reproduces the
iayout and contents of a tiouse, Michelle

Mayer's installation Open House does
not arouse those teeiings we generaiiy

associate with tiomes, such as serenity,
comtort, and security. Or, to be more

precise, Mayer’s installation elicits these
teeiings oniy to gractuaiiy and systemati-
catiy cast them into doubt. Our fantasies
are in(iuigefi and then spoiiect moments
later. We recognize the material attributes
of a conventional tlome, but instead of

inspiring contentment, as we migtlt
expect, some of these details trigger
a far more unsettling sensation, per-
iia.ps best described as the uncanny.

In an essay from 1925, Sigmunci
Freud defined the uncanny as the
return of somettiing familiar made
strange ttlrougtl repression. The
recovery of memories once represseci
t)y the unconscious, he ciaimect,
proctuces paipat)ie teeiings of unease,
anxiety, and disorientation. While
rea(iing Freud’s essay, | was intriguect
to discover that the origina.i German
word for uncanny—“untleimiicti”—
iiteraiiy means“untiomeiy," “heim”
t)eing German for home. (Ttle
title of the present essay is a piay
on the German expression “an
unheimlich tiouse,” which is usual-
iy translated as “a haunted tlouse,"
aitiiougij it can also be translated as
“an uncanny tiouse.") “Heimlich”
(or “tlorneiy”), on the other tlan(i,
connotes one of two ttlings: that
which “i)eiong[s] to the house, not
strange, tamiiiar, tame, trienctiy,
ete.” or that which is “conceaieti,
izept from Sig}lt.” Open House
(iettiy expioits the tension between
the tiomeiy and unilomeiy, between

the familiar and untamiiiar, and this
accounts for much of its psyctloiogicai
impact. Upon stepping into the gaiiery,
viewers are greetect t)y another (ioor, sev-
eral potte& piants, and a welcome mat.
On the other side of the ctoor, viewers
encounter a dining room and a kitchen
an(i, to the iett, a iiving room; a patio,
t)e(iroom, cioset, and bathroom await
them as ttley stroll ttlrougil the house.
Mayer’s attention to detail is meticu-
lous: a set of clothes tlangs in the cioset,
a vase of flowers rests on the coffee
taljie, and ptiotograptls decorate the
retrigerator door. These details create

an atmosptiere of intimacy and
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(View of Patriot. Qil on Canvas. 20" x 20" in background.)

relaxation generaiiy associated with

homes. Or do tiley?

In every case, these same details simul-
taneousiy draw attention to other (ietaiis,
details that trigger the uncanny, some
in ways more subtle than others. For
instance, it takes a few seconds for the
mind to register that Mayer included oniy
the retrigerator cioor, not the entire
appliance. We soon become aware of the
fact that the remaining appiiances too
have been rendered useless—no elec-
tricity travels to the range, no water to the
faucet. Additional micro-simulacrums (or
copies) are scattered ttirougtlout the
tlouse, such as the artificial piants
that Mayer interspersed among the
live piants. Inciee(i, the house as a
whole migtit be considered a macro-
simuiacrum, albeit one that deviates
from the originai just enougti so
as to maintain viewers in a perpet-
ual state of uncertainty. And
uncertainty, like unease, anxiety,
and disorientation, is symptomatic
of the uncanny. That Mayer’s
simulacrum should excite uncanny
sensations is not aitogetiler sur-
prising, given that Freud has
described the act of (iupiication as
one of several “events” that trigger
the uncanny “in a particuiariy
forcible and definite form.”

“The factor of repetition of the
same ttiing," he wrote, “does
unctout)tectiy arouse an uncanny
teeiing, wtiicil, turttlermore, recalls
the sense of tieipiessness experi-
enced in some dream-states.” Not
all of the oi)jects in Open House
are simulacra: unlike the stove and
the artificial piants, for instance,
the ctining room table is both func-
tional and genuine. Uitimateiy,

tiowever, this combination of



tiomeiy and uniiomeiy o]ojects serves oniy
to exacerbate our uncanny experience.
We breathe (ieepiy the tragrance ema-
nating from the roses on the coffee tat)ie,
oniy to turn around and discover a paint-
ing of Mayer hoi(iing a semi-automatic
ri)qe, its barrel ominousiy trained in our
direction. We examine, somewhat
Voyeuristicaiiy, the clothes hanging in
the cioset, but are shocked to discover
just behind them a television monitor
i)roadcasting images from surveillance
cameras piace(i surreptitiously ttirougti-
out the gaiiery. The viewer would find
herself on firmer groun(i if Open House
were just a straightforward house (or
even just a straigilttorwarctiy strange
i'iouse), but Mayer instead upsets our
expectations at every opportunity, never
granting us the priviiege of cognitive
certainty. Mayer’s installation also acti-
vates what we migtit think of as the
poiiticai uncanny. Here my own under-
stan(iing of the uncanny as it is mobilized
in Open House ]oegins to part ways with
Freud’s. First, Freud posits a pureiy
etymoiogicai reiationstiip between “home”
and “uncanny” (or “heim” and “uniieim]ictf'),
while Mayer impiies that the relation-
siiip between these two terms is material
as well as symt)oiic. For her, the home
constitutes an actual site of uncanny
activity. Second, the uncanny activity

Pussy Control. 2004, Video Installation.

that occurs in the home operates on a
poiiticai register, Mayer suggests, and
not mereiy ona psychoiogicai register,
as Preud would have it. Finaiiy, the
poiiticai uncanny would seem to be
activated when a collective experience or
condition once camouﬂagect t)y icieoiogy
is iarougtit to the sui)jectis immediate
attention. This experience or condition
is not necessariiy sometiiing with which
the sut)ject was previousiy familiar, but
rnigiit also be sometiiing heretofore
unienown, sometiiing stranded at the
threshold of her consciousness—at least
up until the moment that it is disclosed
and i)rougi'it to iigilt, a process that elic-
its many of the same sensations (sucil
as unease) as Freud’s uncanny.

The poiiticai uncanny manifests itself
most torcetuiiy in the video projection
Anthem located just to the rigtit of the
(iining room table. Here Mayer empioys
a trompe I'oeil device. Pieces of crown
moi(iing demarcate the e(iges of a rec-
tangie; the space inside the rectangie
serves as a screen for Mayer’s video,
which (iepicts “outdoor activities,” but
not the kind we would expect to see from
our dining room window. On the rigtit
half of the screen is a fireworks ctispiay
recorded during a Fourth of Juiy cele-
bration, while on the left is tootage
(iocumenting the “Shock
and Awe” t>omi)ing cam-
paign of March 2003.

In pairing these two sets
of images, Mayer once
again forces a collision
between what is tiomeiy
and uniiomeiy, here under-
stood as a psyctioiogicai

as well asa geograpilicai
condition. Moreover, the
visual anaiogy she estab-
lishes between fireworks

and bombs 1ays bare the
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(uncanny) i(ieoiogical reiationstiip

between patriotism in the United States
p

and cteactiy miiitary campaigns abroad.

Mayer’s is a house made strange ttirougii
artistic intervention. As such, it tiarcliy
quaiities as a “house” at aii, in so far as
the house is supposect to function as that
space from which the unfamiliar has
been banished. This is wiiy homes are
so often characterized as sanctuaries—
from worie, from crime, from the street.
Mayer’s house belies this assumption,
however. In(ieeci, the very titie, Open
House, impiies that the boundaries gen-
eraily understood to separate inside and
outsifie, private and pui)iic , have been all
but effaced.Yet this migtit not be the
territying proposition that it seems at
first. It, thanks to the encroachment of
poiitics into the domestic sptiere, homes



now function as sites of icleological war-
fare, they also function as po’cen’cial

sites of communicative exchange.

This alternate interpretation of Open
House is signaled most powerfuﬂy Ly
the video installation 5 Minutes.
Projec’ced into an open suitcase is video
footage of different pairs of hands
deposi’cing a variety of ol}jec’cs, from
stuffed animals to books to garclen
tools, into the same suitcase. (The
hands belong to Mayer’s friends, who
were asked to fill the suitcase as if
they had been forced to leave their
homes indefinitely, an unthinkable
proposition for those of us who have
never faced eviction, deporta’cion, or
exile. 5 Minutes is the “document” of
this collaborative performance.) The
perfect synchronicity of image and
screen creates a convincing illusion
that is further enhanced l)y the fusion
of three different points of view — that
of the camera, the subject, and the
viewer. These formal elements allow the
viewer to “merge” pl’lysicaﬂy as well as
psychologicaﬂy with the person shown
paclzing the suitcase. When she steps
towards the suitcase, the viewer immedi-
ately “occupies” the same position as
Mayer’s friencls, and this experience
of us’can(ling in someone else’s shoes”
facilitates a considerable degree of
empathetic identification. Open
House, then, is indeed a house open
to productive dialogue and debate.

Keﬂy Baum
Associate Curator, Blanton Museum
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