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Abstract

The notion of performance holds a profoundly polysemic nuance within the field of the
humanities and the arts. For the present issue of the Journal of the Society for Armenian
Studies, we challenge the traditional significance of perfoming arts by unveiling how
artistic practices disclose important avenues for (re)thinking the question of mem-
ory and archive as well as Armenianness, cultural and diasporic identity, the female
body, and political engagement. To reflect upon these various issues, we sat down with
Arsinée Khanjian and shared our experiences of viewing artistic performances as well
as our understanding of the significance of performance for Armenian studies.
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178 BARONIAN AND BIOLCHINI

We have decided to initiate a discussion within the professional field of per-
formance as it is practiced by Canadian-Armenian-Lebanese artist Arsinée
Khanjian. While performance is a very wide and polysemic notion in the field
of the humanities and the arts, our aim is to show how artistic practices such
as performances open up some important avenues and thoughts on the ques-
tion of memory and archive as well as on Armenianness, cultural and diasporic
identity, the female body, and political engagement. Therefore, we draw from
the fact that performance is a vivid terrain of ideas and experiments that
stimulates us not solely to act artistically but also to act as situated subjects in
the world we live in. With this perspective in mind, we sat down with Arsinée
Khanjian and shared our experiences of viewing artistic performances as well
as our understanding of the significance of performance for Armenian studies.
After all, to conduct interviews partakes in what performance entails since,
as scholar Richard Candida Smith has argued, “every interview occurs in the
process of physical performance for an interlocutor.

This conversation could thus be conceived as the gestural, vocal and “affec-
tive” location and momentum to discuss at length Khanjian's performance
work Auctions of Souls. Performing Memory (2015) and also the opportunity to
reflect upon her own trajectory and commitment to the field of performing
arts and Armenian studies.

Arsinée Khanjian (1958) is a Canadian-Armenian-Lebanese actress, per-
former, producer and civil rights activist.2 In 2015, Khanjian was commissioned
by the Maxim Gorki Theater in Berlin to write and direct the performance
Auctions of Souls. Performing Memory, as part of the 45 days of the Gorki pro-
gram dedicated to the Armenian genocide centennial (1915-2015). The perfor-
mance is based on and dedicated to the life of Armenian genocide survivor
and American early cinema actress Aurora Mardiganian (1901-1994). With
this multi-media performance, Khanjian gives Aurora back her voice that has
for too long disappeared and remained invisible. Khanjian uses a distinctive
and idiosyncratic artistic approach, which includes images, scenes or passages

1 Richard Candida Smith, Art and the Performance of Memory. Sounds and Gestures of
Recollection (New York, Routledge, 2002), 2.

2 Throughout her career as an artist, Khanjian has exstensively worked with her partner,
Canadian-Armenian filmmaker Atom Egoyan, and she collaborated with numerous inter-
national filmmaker such as, a.o., Michael Haneke, Catherine Breillat, the Taviani brothers,
Olivier Assayas and Fatih Akin. Khanjian is also actively involved in several artistic and com-
munity groups : she has been a member of the Board of Directors of the Zoryan Institute for
International Genocide and Human Rights Studies, of Canada’s leading contemporary art
gallery The Power Plant, and was co-chair of the renowned Canadian contemporary dance
company, Dancemakers.
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PERFORMANCE, MEMORY, AND THE ARCHIVE 179

from Aurora’s 1918 book Ravished Armenia, extracts from the original film
script, stills from the silent Hollywood film Ravished Armenia,® also known as
Auction of Souls (Oscar Apfel, 1919), and parts of a 4-hour long interview that
the Zoryan Institute carried out with Mardiganian in the 1980s.

With this performance, Khanjian insists on its contemporary relevance and
urgent resonance. Because if the performance of Auction of Souls is clearly
framed within the context and the commemoration of the Armenian geno-
cide, it also touches upon wider current social, ethical, and geopolitical issues —
such as other massive and violent displacements, persecutions, civil wars, and
oppressive regimes that are still taking place and that we are witnessing today.
As Khanjian puts it:

What has changed in our abilities to take action and bring change to the
lives of migrants and refugees from cultures and geographies where exis-
tence is only a matter of survival and our benevolence their only hope?

What are their stories? How unique or how similar are each of their
stories? Do their stories speak for themselves? Who tells them and who
listens to them? Is it really a true and sincere statement when we keep
repeating that we learn from past stories, so that we change the present
towards a better future for humanity?

Auctions of Souls, Performing Memory investigates one hundred and
one years after the Armenian genocide the story of one woman, Aurora
Mardiganian, whose survival was fortuitously captured in a Hollywood
production trying to tell the Western world about the eradication of her
family and her people in the hands of the Young Turks.

Auction of Souls, the movie, has long disappeared. Accident? Neglect?
Deliberate endeavor?

Today’s performance, Auction of Souls, Performing Memory, is a cre-
ation, a construct, an effort to give voice to and revive, through the telling

3 For the genealogy of the different versions of the film that were found since 1994, see
Donna-Lee Frieze’s essay “Three Films, One Genocide: Remembering the Armenian
Genocide through Ravished Armenia(s)”, N. Eltringham and P. Maclean (eds.), (New York,
Routledge, 2014), 38—51. For a discussion on how the film was instrumental in activating feel-
ings of empathy and solidarity for the American audience and thereby meeting activist pur-
poses, see Leshu Torchin’s Creating The Witness. Documenting Genocide on Film, Video, and
the Internet (Minneapolis, University of Minnesota Press), 2012.
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180 BARONIAN AND BIOLCHINI

of Aurora’s story, every and all the stories which have been maligned by
the indifference of history.4

What follows is the transcription of a very intensive and long Zoom conversation
Marie-Aude Baronian (MAB) and Erica Biolchini (EB) had with Arsinée Khanjian
(AK) on May 1, 2021.

MAB: How did you discover the existence of Aurora Mardiganian in the first
place? The reason why I am asking this is because the Hollywood film has been
forgotten for so many years, and Aurora hasn’t been an important figure for the
Armenian community for so long. I learned about her myself for the first time
when I went to the Genocide Museum in Yerevan in 2007, and very shortly after
I discovered the video artwork that Atom Egoyan did with Kutlug Ataman.5 For
a few years now, Aurora has been quite central within both the Armenian and
the cinemtographic/artistic community. It almost feels like she has replaced
Armenian-American painter Arshile Gorky as an “iconic figure” of art and sur-
vival. That is why I wanted to know a bit more about the genesis of the perfor-
mance: how did you discover Aurora, the film, and what was your reaction to

FIGURE 1

4 See the booklet/brochure made for the performance at the Maxim Gorki Theater, Berlin, for
its second edition on 22 April, 2016.

5 We refer here to the version entitled Auroras (2007) that Egoyan presented in tandem with
Turkish artist and filmmaker Kutlug Ataman’s video Testimony. In 2015, for the Maxim Gorki
Theater, Egoyan renamed this video installation Chorus and proposed an outdoor version
of it. For a close reading of this work, see Marie-Aude Baronian’s Screening Memory. The
Prosthetic Images of Atom Egoyan (Royal Academy Belgium, 2017), 89-102.
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PERFORMANCE, MEMORY, AND THE ARCHIVE 181

it ? And, we were very impressed about the importance of research prior to the
making of the performance (this research dimension being explictly shared
and presented in the performance itself). So, could you also tell us about the
research process that took place before the performance at the Gorki Theatre
in Berlin?

AK: There were some miraculous moments during the research process. I
became aware of Aurora’s story during the same time that Atom did, probably
when he was doing his own research. I had a vague idea of the name but I
didn’t know anything about what happened to her. Atom came across the book
by Anthony Slide (Ravished Armenia and the Story of Aurora Mardiganian)
that I also read at that time.5 And while reading the book I thought: “What an
incredible testimony!” Also apart from her own testimony, it is important that
we keep in mind that this is the first woman who was an activist, who liter-
ally survived and came to America. The purpose of her survival was indeed
so strong that she went through all of that, including the making of the film
and what it implies. She was actually very aware of the notion of representa-
tion. When I read the book, I was quite amazed, and my first reaction was:
someone has to make a film about this testimony and Aurora’s story! Then I
remember that Atom and I were in Europe, and we had a long conversation,
and it occurred to me that a way to approach it as a visual art piece would be
to take the script and the film, and to re-create all the scenes that have disap-
peared on the basis of the script. But then it was just a general conversation,
also because we didn't know how technically, but most importantly financially,
it could have happened, and also because we would have to recreate many
(missing) images. I was thinking to make maybe a combination of recreating
images and of people reading passages. Many ideas came to my mind at that
time: ideas that were intersecting with one another in a very fluid way, but
I didn’'t have a very clear form. And this was probably in 2009; then up until
2015... Back and forth there was this idea that something needed to be done
about Aurora Mardiganian, but I wasn't giving myself that permission and I
didn’'t move further, and I didn’t do any more research. At that time I didn't
really know what was available; I only knew that the Zoryan Institute had one
tape of her telling her life story. But I hadn’t seen that video, I knew that it
existed, but I haven’t seen it yet.

6 The book has been reprinted in 2014 by The University Press of Mississippi and this version
includes a foreword by Atom Egoyan.
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182 BARONIAN AND BIOLCHINI

MAB: So, until this point, you only knew the memoir, the script, the film, and
her story?

AK: Yes, basically until that point I only read what was available in Anthony
Slide’s book.

In 2015, I was in Berlin where I met Shermin Langhoff, the director of the
Maxim Gorki Theatre. During our first encounter, she told me she wanted to
talk to me about a project she had been working on. Her idea was that the
Gorki Theatre would allocate 45 days to the history of the Armenian genocide,
and the commemoration of it. In Langhoff’s words, there was no hesitation
regarding the actual history: the genocide happened, and she was employing
the Gorki Theatre as a cultural institution to make that point; she was using
theatre both in an artistic and political way, a very politically engaged style
of theatre. She asked me to act as a consultant for her, because they wanted
to get in touch with other artists, preferably Armenian artists but not strictly,
as long as the subject was related to the Armenian genocide, and from dif-
ferent disciplines such as visual art, music, cinema, theatre. I really couldn’t
believe that it was a Turkish person that was suggesting this programming, in
Germany, where the genocide at that time was still far from being fully recog-
nized. She asked me what I was going to do for this project and I said that I
would act as the consultant. But she actually wanted me to perform on stage,
to prepare and propose something particular for it. And my body really went
into a sort of trance, because I felt like I had to say something at that time and I
didn’t want to say that I had to think about it, because knowing myself I would
have found millions of excuses not to do it, out of fear, out of resistance. So I
said: “I will do something on Aurora Mardiganian. I will need two actors, as
three (including myself) is a better number to have on stage, and a dramaturg
from the Gorki Theatre, because for all these years I've been deeply fascinated
with what a dramaturg can do to and with a text, words and script.” But I didn’t
have more than three weeks to prepare it, including the research, the writing
and all the conceptual process. Therefore, I had to be very disciplined with it.

MAB: And, at that time, you still hadn’t seen the audiovisual testimony with
Aurora from the Zoryan Institute?

AK: No, not yet. I knew that it was there. I called Atom and I told him I was
starting to work on a project on Aurora Mardiganian for the Gorki Theatre, and
I asked him to send me Slide’s book and all the documents that he had from the
Zoryan. So, I re-read the book and I finally watched the three hour audiovisual
testimony of Aurora. While watching the video, I realized that she was in this
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PERFORMANCE, MEMORY, AND THE ARCHIVE 183

retired home in California. Even as an old lady (with a collar on her neck, sit-
ting on a patio chair), she remains incredibly active. She speaks in Armenian
and in English, but in English she just says a few words, and her Armenian is
still incredibly clear. Her Armenian is a kind of dialect that is very close to the
one I learned from my grandparents.

MAB: Just one clarification: was the audiovisual testimony not subtitled?

AK: No, it wasn'’t. The subtitles that you see in the performance are the ones I
made myself, because the Zoryan hasn't transcribed them yet. So here I am, at
the Gorki Theatre in Berlin, sitting with my Turkish assistant from the Gorky
Theatre, who doesn’'t know any Armenian, and trying to explain to her the video
and what Aurora is saying. But most of the videotape is not very useful for the
project I was preparing, as she is not talking about the film Ravished Armenia,
nor referring to it, while I really wanted to do something about the film.

MAB: But do you know why she is not talking about the Hollywood film? Didn’t
the interviewer in that tape ask her any questions regarding the film?

AK: I will get to it, because this is precisely the miracle! On the tape there is,
however, information on her experience running away, escaping from Armenia.
And I was wondering what to do with all this information. So, I am watch-
ing this, carefully taking notes; I am feeling very emotional about this video,
and sitting next to this Turkish woman it makes the experience even weirder
because I am also trying to explain to her the story of Aurora and her testimony
on the videotape. Three and a half hours later, Roupen, the interviewer on the
tape, says that the interview was over, and Aurora comes up and says: “You're
not going to ask me about my film?” But, unfortunately, they did not have any
tape left since he and his crew had to do many other interviews before. And
this is indirectly an indication of how for all her life (especially shortly after the
success of the Hollywood film) little attention was paid to what this woman
had done, and to the most unbelievable experience she went through in mak-
ing this film. But the Armenian community somehow did not really listen to
her, and one of the reasons why is that they didn’t want to show the film for
what it was. In France, for example, they didn’t want to show it because they
thought it was too damning; they were too ashamed. It is not even the victim-
ization, it is just that they didn’t want to show those images of themselves. At
that time, for the Zoryan institute, Aurora was just another female survivor;
they didn’t know who they were interviewing.
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184 BARONIAN AND BIOLCHINI

MAB: For instance, they didn’t have any idea of Aurora’s role in the history of
early American cinema?

AK: No, they absolutely didn’t have any. This is unbelievable. The interviewer
wanted just a recollection of the events, chronologically, for academic purposes.
There was no affect in it. When they said that they didn’t have any more tape,
I started to get so angry at the screen! How could you run out of tape before
asking her such a fundamental question? Then, off-screen, I heard another
voice in the video saying that they might have another tape that they didn't
finish for another interview. And after that, the video stops. Then it says: “End
of part 1.” So, there must be another part! I called the Zoryan in Toronto and I
spoke to the director, saying that I am in Berlin and need urgently the second
part of Aurora’s interview. He said that part 2 has been lost since the interview
in the 1980’s but that another historian at the Zoryan’s office in Massachusetts
recently found a video but was not sure what exactly is in it, or if the woman
in the video is Aurora Mardiganian. The director said that this specific video
was supposed to arrive at their office in Toronto. So, while I was in Toronto, I
visited the Zoryan Institute where the assistant checked the tape that had just
arrived from the U.S. and, after confirming that it was in fact the missing part
of Aurora’s interview, the assistant transferred the video on to a bvb. When I
got the DVD, I was holding it like a treasure; it was the best thing I found in my
life! When I went back to Berlin, I put it on and there are only 45 minutes where
she is talking about the film.

MAB: Is it in that tape where she talks about Charlie Chaplin, which is the frag-
ment you also used in your performance?

AK: Yes, it is in that one.

MAB: Thus there are two tapes, two moments, made at the same time on the
same day.

AK: Yes, exactly.
MAB: And is she wearing the same dress and sitting in the same position ...?
AK: Yes. I think she just takes the neck collar off by the end of the interview.

And yes, it was all made on the same day. And we need to highlight the fact that
this short tape wouldn't even exist if she hadn’t explicitly asked the interviewer
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PERFORMANCE, MEMORY, AND THE ARCHIVE 185

to ask her questions about her film. To be honest, I think that I wouldn't even
have had a project or made the performance if I hadn’t found that tape.

MAB: What you are talking about exactly exemplifies her whole life: the fact that
she never had the “right” opportunity to narrate her own story, while she was con-
stantly dragged into interviews. It is as though she was constantly caught up in
the most unfortunate time and context; she has been put on mute even though she
always wanted to talk, and this despite the publication of her memoirs and the
success of the Hollywood film.

AK: She never gave up hope, or her strong determination to be heard. From
that Zoryan videotape, it is quite clear that she never gave up that energy, her
mission in life. She died almost like her compatriots during the Genocide,
without a proper commemoration of herself and her body (her ashes were
thrown away anonymously). It is really incomprehensible the level of neglect,
of erasure that this woman and her life went through. It has been erased all the
time. When I saw Aurora as a young girl at the time of the Hollywood movie
and Aurora as an old woman in those videotapes, I realized how there is a con-
tinuity in her life, how she carries herself until the retired home in California.

MAB: Have you seen the book Aurora’s Road: Odyssey of an Armenian Genocide
Survivor by Hayk Demoyan and Lousine Abrahamyan?” I was astonished by the
amount of publicity and promotional tools around Aurora and the kind of celeb-
rity she was back then. There were not only many periodicals who pictured her
but there were also posters, musicals, songs, she was practically merchandised
and commodified.

AK: Even if she died in oblivion, her life was very well documented, especially
the early part of her life, when she did the film in Hollywood and she was a star.
And all the money that she received for the film, she gave to the orphanages ...

7 The book is published by The Armenian Genocide Museum-Institute in Yerevan, 2015.

8 Asamatter of fact, the making of the film Ravished Armenia was a collaboration with a char-
ity and missionary organization, known as the NER (the American Committee for Near East/
Armenian and Syrian Relief), that commissioned the film. This aspect has been addressed
by Peter Balakian (The Burning Tigris. A History of the Armenian Genocide, London, Pimlico,
2005) and in more details by Leshu Torchin, op. cit. See also Valentina Calzolari-Bouvier
“LAmerican Commitee for Armenian and Syrian Relief et linstrumentalisation du
témoignage d’Aurora Mardiganian (1918-1919)” in Relations Internationales 3, N°171, (2017):
17-30.

JOURNAL OF THE SOCIETY FOR ARMENIAN STUDIES 28 fgg\/?n%o]alielt?f%?@*.com07/06/2022 09:18:35AM

via UVA Universiteitsbibliotheek



186 BARONIAN AND BIOLCHINI

After finishing watching the second part of the tape (in which sometimes
there were also Turkish words and Turkish names of places, and my assistant
helped me with that), I had to figure out what to do with all that material. As
mentioned earlier, I decided that I wasn’t going to do a play where characters
interact, and I didn’t want to perform in it. I also did not want to pretend to be
her. I just wanted to tell her story, what she actually wanted to tell. I certainly
wanted to avoid any appropriation, I just tried do what she wanted to do, that
is — tell her story.

MAB: Was it also for you a way to break with the idea that Aurora is replaceable
and, in doing so, to stress her very singularity? I am also referring here to the dis-
turbing and incredible anecdote of the seven look-alikes.®

AK:Yes, because that was also part of her traumatic experience. Because there
were people who pretended to be her. And I'm always asking myself, these
women who pretended to be her, what language were they speaking? Aurora
couldn't really speak English at that time, and she had to be translated. When
these look-alike women were going to different cities to present the film, there
might have been Armenians in the audience, and maybe Aurora would go to
them and explain further what the film was about ...

MAB: I am also wondering if the look-alikes were dressed up in traditional
Armenian costumes during the film promotional tours, and I suppose they were
mute ... And Aurora was just meant to be an exotic animal in the zoo, because she
didn’t have any agency — she was like a prop even if she was meant to embody
“proof”... And we can doubt that she was given the floor to share her own experi-
ence the way she wanted. Also, maybe because she was a woman.

AK: Your interpretation about the look-alikes could be right. Aurora was sitting
with these society ladies and explaining in more detail the kind of violence
she went through. And when she stopped going to these film tours, the other
women who pretended to be her probably didn't attend similar meetings.

9 In the foreword to Anthony Slide’s book, Egoyan refers to this episode (which Slide men-
tions) when Aurora experienced a nervous breakdown, making her unable to attend any
more public appearances, consequently leading to her publicity manager’s decision to hire
look-alikes who would be able to tour with the movie. Ravished Armenia and the Story of
Aurora Mardiganian, (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2014), X11. This is what
inspired Egoyan to make the video installation Auroras/Chorus (2007 and 2015).

JOURNAL OF THE SOCIETY FOR ARMENIAN STUDIES, 28 (2921)7%758%0 15 350

via UVA Universiteitsbibliotheek



PERFORMANCE, MEMORY, AND THE ARCHIVE 187

MAB: This says a lot about exoticism at that time. Having look-alikes performing
Aurorawasn't just to fulfill the need of eye-witnessing but to showcase the “Other”:
“Look, we brought the ‘Other’ from Armenia and we saved her.” I am also wonder-
ing if women back then were talking so easily about their traumatic experiences.
Because we also have to keep in mind that the whole question of trauma, of talk-
ing, of sharing personal, violent experiences was an unknown terrain. In other
words, I think that this look-alike thing is very weird to us to imagine today, but it
might as well have just been part of the cinematic spectacle, of the performance
itself, about touring, as part of the attraction and the entertainment industry.1o
Because also cinema in the early years was like a circus, you would travel from city
to city and show the film, because at that time cinema was very much a mobile
medium. For the audience, in this sense, even just to think that they were seeing
the “real” Aurora was enough for them. So, maybe for these society women and
spectators it probably didn’t really make any difference, also because they were
there to raise money for a humanitarian organization and to support a Christian
cause.

EB: I would like to return to your work by asking you a simple question whose
answer will unveil many insightful aspects of the performance itself.: Why did you
choose the title Auctions of Souls. Performing Memory?

AK: The first part — Auction of Souls — is a direct reference to the original tile
of the film in 1919, which had another version, Ravished Armenia, but I do pre-
fer Auction of Souls because there was more imaginary there — the notion of
auctioning souls, of trading, of taking away life through the materialization
of it. But the more important part of the title is the second part, the subtitle
Performing Memory. In English it has a more powerful meaning than it would
have in French for example. Because in English you perform a medical incision
on a body, an operation on a body. On the one hand, I wanted to do that: to per-
form on my memory as an art historian exactly this kind of cutting, opening,
dividing, looking inside; I was performing on the memory in the same way that
a surgeon would perform on a body. And this is also how I structured my piece.

Then there is a second meaning for the term performing. That is the
notion of performance in theatre. I am performing the memory of Aurora
Mardiganian. Performing memory is also linked to the idea of “auctioning the
souls”; Twanted to perform the memory not through direct representation. But
in this notion of re-creating the memory in my head and then it becomes like

10  Thisbeingsaid, the commodification of image and appearance remains a clear character-
istic of our contemporary global media and entertainment industry.
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188 BARONIAN AND BIOLCHINI

a metaphor for violence, or a metaphor for killing. In the performance, there
is no knife, no blood, no donkey; she becomes the donkey herself. And that
scene with the donkey was by the way the most difficult scene, for the actress
to perform.!!

EB: During the performance we hearyou say that Aurora is “the first performer of
memory, of genocide memory, in the history of cinema.” It seems that you wanted
to invest the body of Aurora, a body that endured tremendous violence, with a
sort of meaning and aura of embodied archive and memory — the memory of her
own traumatic experience but also the collective memory of an entire people and
Event. In other words, the body of Aurora is like an archive of memory, personal
and collective.12 To what extent did you want to achieve this significance and con-
notation within the performance and the way it is staged?

AK: Yes, she was definitely the embodiment of many other victims who had
similar experiences and she became the vector of that embodiment. She was
definitely an archive, and the images that I constructed on the basis of her
testimony wanted to do what she wanted to do: to speak about herself but also
to speak about other people. In the book Ravished Armenia, for instance, she
was also telling the story of many other people. For me, it was thus very impor-
tant that the images become metaphoric of the violence through the vector of
Aurora herself.

MAB: I really like this idea of the vector — the body as vector. Moreover, all the
media that you are using and evoking in your performance are by definition vec-
tors; images, words and sounds. So, there is a kind of analogy between Aurora’s
body and the screen, as if everything works as a medium. I was also thinking
about another way to conceive the performance which is something that I have
often written about, that is especially connected to the ways in which we address
the Armenian genocide and its representation. Since it is still so heavily denied,

11 During this scene, Khanjian reads from Mardiganian’s memoir: “When captain Schappen
and his companions decided to go back to Aleppo, they sized up the country for miles
around to look for ‘donkeys’. For these, the officer traded girls and children. A pretty child
was given for one donkey. While the other children were playing, the officer gave two,
sometimes three, for a single donkey. Thus, they collected a large number of donkeys
which they were problably needed by the army” While Khanjian reads this powerful
extract from the memoir, the actress (behind the screen and projected onto the same
screen) makes sounds — for over three minutes — which mimic the braying of a donkey.

12 Thereference here is to Rebecca Schneider’s idea that in performance the body “becomes
a kind of archive and host to a collective memory”; see Performing Remains: Art and War
in Times of Theatrical Reenactment (New York, Routledge, 2011), 101.
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PERFORMANCE, MEMORY, AND THE ARCHIVE 189

or forgotten and left aside, Armenians always feel like they have to perform. So
literally “to play the genocide’; there is a constant need for Armenians to be “out-
side” of themselves in order to convince other people that “it” happened. Iwas also
thinking about Aurora at her time, and I don’t think she was playing herself, yet
she was playing a version of herself that they wanted her to play.

AK: There was certainly something that has been projected on Aurora. The
film itself is based on her and she plays herself in it; but she is playing a lot of
things that are indeed projected onto her. In the performance Auction of Souls,
the use of the “resurrected” film constantly runs in a loop as a unique frame to
all the re-enacted scenes. It is important to underline here that I did not want
to use the film by projecting it because I believe that this existing “evidence”
about Aurora, this 20-minute compilation, does not represent well enough her
work and contribution to the history of cinema. So the film that you see in
the performance, is used almost as a broken memento that keeps forcing itself
onto the narrative of the performance but eventually it can’t because it is com-
promised and is not as important as what Aurora has to say.

MAB: It seems that fiction was needed in order to make the audience understand
that this was all true; there is thus a kind of paradox.

AK: This is the very inherent intent of fiction as well: filmmakers or writers
that write fiction, novels, all they want to do is make you engage and believe in
something that you are experiencing at that point through their fiction. I never
understood the claim that some people state “oh it’s just fiction,” because it

When rou killed my parents or others,
thebloodawas running,cedlike that

FIGURE 2
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is exactly that same fiction that is having an impact on my soul, in my mind
and imagination; it doesn’t really matter if it happened in my mind, for me
it happened.

MAB: The notion of performing memory is also a way to address and stress that
tension between reality and fiction.

AK: Well, yes, because the concept of performing (in the pure artistic sense of
the word), that is performing on a stage, is always a transition; it is always a fic-
tion, even when it is a documentary. Performing is by definition fiction.

MAB: At the very beginning of the piece, you are talking about the (historical)
reconstruction based on the memoir, the original script, the fragments of the
Hollywood film, and the audiovisual testimony stored at the Zoryan Institute.
In your performance it seems that there is an analogy between the fragmented
History — or the Story of Aurora — and the fragments that you had to work with:
and the fact that the whole performance, at least how the stage is constructed, con-
sists of a superimposition of different sorts of screens, different kinds of technolo-
gles, and performance practices (cinema, theater, dance, music). [ was wondering
about that link between the archive you work with — or the lack of archive — and
the fact that you use different devices. It is like theatre-within-theatre, film-within-
film, technology-within-technology; those are like archival boxes. At the same
time, it is all a performance about reconstruction: how can you reconstruct a story
that has been destroyed? Could you comment more on the artistic choices that
you made, in terms of the devices you used, and the link you see with the archival
materials that you worked with?

AK: I had to work with what was available to me, and I realized firstly that
I couldn’t make a coherent and chronological performance out of the story;
secondly, I wasn't really interested in that. This gave me more room to be more
inventive vis-a-vis the missing elements and to take a sort of distance in analyz-
ing what was missing and how you can most honestly convey the story without
imposing on something that does not exist. That is why I decided that I wanted
to rely on her stories, but I wanted to turn them into symbolic and imaginary
renditions. That had to be in the context of a particular technical structure.
So for instance the overhead projector: in 2015, no one was using it anymore,
because nowadays we do PowerPoints so we don't even use the transparent
sheets to write on anymore. I wanted to use that because it gave me a way to fill
up the gap of time and history. Also because I wanted to explore all the mean-
ing of the words that I am marking down, and how the euphemisms were used
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FIGURE 3

in the script per se. Even when Aurora tells her story, she cannot say ‘I was
raped” — she says that she was kissed. She never used the word “rape.” While I
was reading the passages in her book over and over again, I kept on thinking
about the word “rape,” but I couldn’t read it anywhere: why am I thinking
about the word rape but I cannot find it anywhere? Then I realized that it was
because it was all euphemisms. Then I decided that I wanted to fill up all these
gaps with this technological metaphoric device as well as other devices that
enabled me to write words and to project them.

MAB: [ interpret your archival and artistic gesture as an act of translation. You
were trying to translate the language of her body, and what her body might have
felt. The performance is thus an act of translation that is conducted and trans-
ferred either through the body — the body of the actor, the body of Aurora, your
own body on stage — and also through the technologies and devices that you are
using.

AK: This also fits my role on stage as an art historian who is taking notes while
reading the memoir and the script from the armchair. And I wanted to use the
older technology because I thought it was closer to what I needed in order
to project the words while I was writing them. Thus the overhead projector
becomes a player, an actor, in the performance as well.

MAB: Yes that is exactly what we were thinking: the technologies you use become
other significant “actors” on stage.
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FIGURE 4

AK: The shredder, for instance, has been employed at the very end of the per-
formance in order to destroy the whole “archive” of the performance itself. First
of all, the performance is direct; it is not recorded. The nature of performance
theatre is time-based, live. And, in this case, it is not only the performance that
is not recorded but also the history of it is not recorded. And Aurora’s story is
not recorded. Therefore I chose not to record it. And it has also been consid-
ered a very violent act.

EB: The ending of Auction of Souls is indeed very overwhelming as you are lit-
erally destroying the future archival material of the performance. Why did you
decide to have such an unexpected finale?

AK: It was a tough choice. But I wanted to stay true to what happened in the
life of Aurora which was all the time erasure, erasure, erasure. And this is also
synonymous with denial. The shredding of history after you experienced it in
a theatre means putting the audience in the position of understanding what
erasure and denial mean.

MAB: Erica and I were speculating about the different meanings of this shredder
device. I also interpreted it as a way of not immobilizing Aurora, of not compress-
ing her. The story that you are telling during the performance is time-based but we
don’t have any rights to encapsulate her or her story. Every time we tell Aurora’s
story it is a unique story and a unique moment. So destroying the archival mate-
rial of the performance could be interpreted as a way of not freezing her, of not
putting her into a box that merely belongs to the past. The other thing, which is
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something that as Armenians we are aware of, is related to how is this thing going
to be misused for revisionist purposes? How easily can you turn Aurora’s story
into material for the denialists of the Genocide? Especially if we think about all
the testimonies that have been turned the other way around. So this violent act of
shredding at the end of the performance could be seen, as paradoxical as it may
seem, as a way of saving Aurora exactly by destroying those material traces.

AK: Itis an interpretation that can be taken that far. I didn’t have that in mind,
partly because in this case all  wanted to do was to rely on what had happened
to her and to her story in that particular life. But I definitely agree with you
that my final act could be interpreted in that way too: you destroy it so that
it doesn't go into enemy hands and it gets distorted all over again, and it will
become part of denial again.

MAB: Are you familiar with that famous statement by filmmaker Claude
Lanzmann (renowned for his documentary film Shoah, 1985) that if he would
have found archival materials of the gas chambers, he would have destroyed
them? This seems rather radical of course and I guess he wouldn’t have done it
literally, but it’s kind of a similar fear. Aurora has been fetishized as a victim and
a survivor while being so easily discharged after the success of the film, so the
shredder might be away of going against it. You wanted to pay homage to her but
without fetishizing her.

AK: Ah. T have never heard it. And definitely that was my intention, also
because I didn’t know how to do it, to fetishize it, especially because I did
not want to play her. And in the moment you play someone, you are already
fetishizing them. In this case, I just wanted to be as close to her soul as possible,
before it was auctioned.

EB: Performance is by definition an artistic practice that relies on ephemeral-
ity and disappearance.i3 So, we were wondering if the destruction of your own
archive is a way to remind us — the spectators — that what we see (even if the per-
formance has been video recorded) is still something that is deemed to disappear.

AK: That was definitely on my mind. It was for sure a prominent aspect of
the performance, especially in terms of the choices that I made: for example,
having live video, but not a recorded one of the actors behind the screen. Even
though I am using a device that is used normally to record and therefore to

13 On this topic, see Rebecca Schneider, Performing Remains, 94.
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create archival material, I am not allowing that device to produce archival
material. Doing so, the theatre experience becomes ephemeral, something
that stays in our mind but cannot be repeated, but also because the movie
that she was performing in became itself an ephemeral material. We also don’t
know if the initial part of the film, when you see the soldiers for example, was
actually already part of the original film or if someone added it later. At the
end, it is really impossible to recreate this film in any way.

MAB: We see so many parallels between what you have done in this performance
and what you have done in other works. Of course, the first character that came
to our mind is the art historian Ani you play in Ararat (Atom Egoyan, 2002). It
is impossible not to think about this: the painter and genocide survivor Arshile
Gorky (who is thus central in the storyline of Ararat) is, as it were, replaced by
actress and genocide survivor Aurora in your performance. Yet there is a sig-
nificant difference: Ani is totally haunted and obsessed by Gorky, while personi-
fication and identification is not taking place in Auction of Souls. Performing
Memory. In compiling your filmography, we realized that we actually don’t know
any other Armenian actresses or actors outside Armenia who have played as
many Armenian roles as you have. In Calendar (Atom Egoyan, 1993) and Hokees
(Gariné Torossian, 2000) or in two other feature films which address the Armenian
genocide: The Lark Farm (Paolo and Vittorio Taviani, 2007) and The Cut (Fatih
Akin, 2014).14 What does it mean for your own experience of performances and
foryour self-fashioning? How do you see that in your own trajectory? Do you think
that somehow you feel you have to? Do you see a connection or a common thread
in the way in which you have played similar roles in many different films?

AK: Iwas laughing before because if there is an Armenian genocide film in the
recent past, then I am in it for sure. The only film on the Armenian genocide
that I wasn't in is the most recent one, The Promise (Terry Georges, 2017). That
broke the rule, the circle ... Yes that is true, I have played in many films about
the Armenian genocide, and many Armenian characters. I have also done very
interesting work for television (Foolish Heart, Ken Finkelman, 1999), playing
an Armenian woman who speaks only Armenian. I also won a Gemini Award
for that role. When I was doing Auction of Souls, I took Ani from Ararat as a
reference. Interestingly, Ani has a whole history and character development
during Ararat that is quite similar to the art historian in Auction of Souls, but

14  Arsinée Khanjian has also played an Armenian character in other films of Atom Egoyan,
like in Next of Kin (1984), Family Viewing (1987), The Adjuster (1991), playing herself in the
short film A Portrait of Arshile (1995), or in the diary film Citadel (2004).
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she doesn’t have a name in the performance. Sometimes academics and histo-
rians can be very overwhelming in terms of their interpretations and analyses
of what the work of art is. And I didn’t want to be one of those academics in
the performance, by staying as far as possible from interpretation, and in doing
so bringing forward as many questions as possible. That is why in the perfor-
mance you have the list of the words for instance; and ultimately all that I am
doing is just laying down basic factual information that exists about her. There
isnothing interpretative on my part. Everything that I am reading in the perfor-
mance is based on what Aurora has said in the testimony and on the memoir.

MAB: Because you wanted to show the process of reconstructing history?

AK: Yes, the process of reconstructive history and putting forward the story of
the topic that you are going to hear during the performance. That is why it was
very important for me to highlight the notion of questioning: you do question,
you do say “what does it mean?”; “what does it say?” But you don’'t add and
force your own interpretation to this questioning.

MAB: Here we are going back to the idea of the vector. What you do is thus the
opposite of “owning” Aurora: you (the art historian in the performance) are just a
vector that transmits Aurora’s story.

AK:1did not want to own Aurora one bit, just because I have so often seen that
sometimes scholars become more famous than their own subjects of research.

MAB: This brings us back again to the difference between the character of Ani in
Araratwho is haunted by the history of Gorky and the Armenian genocide (be it its
factual authenticity or its personal resonances) and your role as an art historian
on stage in Auction of Souls who is in the process of ongoing questioning rather
than “formatting’; instrumentalizing or adjusting Aurora to her own needs.

AK:Ididn’t want to express or show any self-identification with Aurora, first of
all because I wanted to respect and value her identity — to allow her own iden-
tity to come forward. Secondly, because I am from an Armenian background,
I didn’'t want the story or the presentation of the story to be perceived as a story
that so many of our people reflect on. I just wanted to talk about a woman,
and an activist, who had a story to tell. This woman and activist had a story,
and this story was about being a victim of genocide. What you see on stage is
an art historian who reads the history book and the story of Aurora, and who
is doing therefore the opposite of identifying herself with Aurora’s personal
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past. In this regard, it is crucial that I — the art historian — also wanted to make
a distinction between the History and Aurora’s story. And here we go back to
the purpose of the play itself: I didn’t want to do something like a biography
in terms of representing her or performing her, because Aurora clearly said
that she really wanted to say the story (she says the “story”) of her people. She
wanted to include everyone’s story in her own way. This is why I didn’t want to
work on a character in the typical sense.

MAB: We would like now to address a topic which deserves attention within the
Armenian context. What does it mean to be an Armenian female artist? There
are a few reasons why we wanted to ask you this question. I am wondering about
the growing visibility — or not? — about Armenian female artists, because I think
there are among the younger generation more and more women gaining a voice.
But especially in Auction of Souls you seem very much focused on womanhood
and on the violence done to women, and it reminds us that genocide is a gender
crime as well. Rape is not anecdotal, but it is obviously a very common practice in
genocides. We were wondering about this question of womanhood, gender, and
sexuality in relation to Aurora and in relation to Armenian women in general. In
other words, what does it mean for you to be an Armenian female artist and how
doyou bring it back in your dealing with and transmitting of the story of Aurora?

AK: It is a very important question, also for the sake of analyzing our society
and the historical development of women’s artistic participation.

I come from a small Armenian environment in Lebanon, where Armenians
lead a very social and artistic kind of life, and this is because they have the tra-
dition of doing theatre in their communities. The survivors of the Armenian
genocide when they came to Lebanon, as soon as they created all the other
necessary infrastructure, also created theatrical infrastructure within their cul-
tural centers. My father and my uncle were singers and performers. They were
amateurs and not professionals because they had other day jobs and used to go
in the night to perform. In that sense, being a form of artist was not an unusual
thing even for women, because women were also performing in those com-
munity theatres. Yet the question became very problematic when we moved
to Canada and I said to my mother that I wanted to study theatre. She was
surprised; she asked me what I was talking about, she couldn’t understand
why I wanted to study theatre; it wasn’t considered a proper job. Also because
playing and performing would have meant interacting with men. Suddenly,
this notion that you can be intimate with another actor that you don’'t know
and who could play your husband, it was an absolute taboo, impossible to
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understand in her mind. Just recently, on Instagram there is a page called
“Armenian Women Artists” which does an amazing job revealing and promot-
ing Armenian female artists from past and present.’® In the Middle East, there
were a lot of Armenian women artists who had changed their names and for
a long time (until their death sometimes) people did not know that they were
Armenian. It is simply because there was discrimination against women — not
Armenians but specifically women — for doing things that were not appropri-
ate for women. Armenian women had the incredible talent to be artists, to be
dancers, to be performers, to be singers. Armenians created their concept of
theatre. The talent and impulse and desire were there, but there was the inap-
propriate taboo of being a performer, and consequently a lack of recognition
from Armenian people.

MAB: In that sense I really feel that Aurora as a woman brings so much to the
story. I don’t want to compare her with Arshile Gorky again, but the fact that she
is a woman brings a different voice to the history of the genocide.

AK: Yes, absolutely. What Aurora illustrates with her experience (versus
Gorky's experience) is that women have paid a very high price. When women
witness torture, or are heavily abused and raped, they don’t die; they have to
take care of their own minds after that, they have to take care of their children
and give them the possibility of hope even when they don't have it anymore.
They experience a tremendous psychological violence and responsibility. After
the genocide, they could not talk, they could not say a word in fear of reenact-
ing for themselves, and of losing control of their daily life, and they didn’t want
to burden their loved ones with these shameful stories.

MAB: It is obviously quite significant that Aurora has been re-discovered and
“celebrated” in a moment in time where women are gaining more and more
vocality and visibility. Reappearing in the current context makes so much sense,
because if she would have been discovered in the mid-twentieth century for exam-
ple, she might not have had the same effect. In your performance, as we men-
tioned before, we were really struck by the fact that there is so much emphasis on
her being a woman facing a genocide, as a victim of the genocide, but also as a
survivor. And when she was approached and appropriated by Hollywood, it was
also as a woman.

15  See Armenian Women Artist (@armenian_women_artists), Instagram account created by
Cassandra Tavukciyan, https://www.instagram.com/armenian_women_artists/.
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AK: Yes, I was emphasizing very clearly the fact that she was a woman. For
me it was no accident that she was a woman, because so many survivors at
that time were women. What was amazing, but not accidental, is that this
particular woman, coming from a village, was educated, informed, and ambi-
tious. She took that interrupted sense of creating identity as a woman to the
next level taking advantage of the context, becoming a spokesperson of that
story, because in her family there was this kind of acknowledgement to give
her space to be a woman, but she really took it further, intuitively and spon-
taneously. And she made everything possible until the end of her life, to be
that kind of person, the activist that she was. In the introduction of the per-
formance I say that she was both a witness and a victim. As a woman, she took
that role of a witness very seriously.

What is more, she was a good strategist too. She was very demanding with
the costumes for example; she was consulted on everything for authenticity,
whatever that meant at that time. But, and this is very fascinating: she herself
falls into the trap of that projection when, for instance, she once came out of
the dressing room and saw the actors, the extras, and got scared because she
thought that they were actual Turkish military members that had come all the
way to America to take her back. This says something about projection and
how fiction triggers imagination in your mind to the extent that you actually
believe in what is happening. Aurora knew it was fiction, but somehow the
image is so evocative that she absorbs it as real and then has a real reaction to
it, which is obviously exemplary of her trauma and the kind of violence she
went through as a woman.

EB: I would like to link your performance to your own personal experience of
Armenianness, dislocation, and displacement. How do you perceive this re-giving
voice to Aurora and her neglected story? To what extend can we say that Auction
of Souls has been your way of reflecting upon your own personal experience of
dislocation from your roots? What did the performance do to you on a more per-
sonal level?

AK: The notion of displacement is a very important one for me. Because I
left my natural environment, the root of the Armenian community in West
Beirut, at the age of 17 when I moved to Montreal, where there was also a big
Armenian community. When I arrived there, I realized that it was a very dif-
ferent culture from the French one I learned about in Lebanon. They had a
different way of speaking French, a different accent, different culture and art.
So I was coming from a generational history of displacement to Lebanon, then
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from Lebanon to Canada I had my own experience of displacement. Then
when I moved to Canada it was a moment when Quebec wanted to become
independent from Canada so when I arrived there, I had another kind of dis-
placement, even though they didn’t win the referendum. Thus this notion of
dislocation or changing environment has always been with me, generation-
ally. Then another kind of dislocation occurred: when I started acting. Because
I had an accent both in French and in English. So the Quebec part didn’t want
to hire me because I didn’t have an accent from Quebec; and when I came to
Toronto, I had a very strong French accent when I spoke in English. So I was
refused access to the artistic fields, and this is why for a long time I ended up
working with Atom, because he was the only one who didn’t mind that I had
an accent! I never worked in a Quebecois film until three years ago, but in the
drama film We Are Gold (Eric Morin, 2019), I played an English Canadian. So
this feeling of being “other” was somehow similar to Aurora in the sense that
she wasn't fitting in anywhere but her own story. When you were saying earlier
that I played so many Armenian roles, there is also a reason for that: I played
Armenian roles because those were the roles that naturally fit me. But in terms
of playing a “normal” person who you don't know where they come from, that
never happened. In France, I never played an ethnic part, I never had issues
there. Often in my cinema career, my roles have been either Armenian, Arabic,
or ethnic, thus playing someone “other.” The notion of otherness has marked
not only my own personal life and experiences of displacement, but also my
professional career.

MAB: It is interesting that you use the term “otherness,” and I want to emphasize
it because it is very present also in the performance, the otherness of Aurora for
instance. And it seems that you are trying to preserve her “Otherness,” you don’t
want to fix it so to say. For me, Otherness (ethically speaking) can also be under-
stood as a response or an antidote to appropriation and ownership. There is oth-
ering as a form of exclusion and denial (that is what you are talking about) and
then there is Otherness as what the Self cannot grasp or possess. In the perfor-
mance, you are not just presenting Aurora as forced to be other, but you also leave
her Otherness intact and in doing so you acknowledge her very singularity. If you
think about the Hollywood production of the film, there was a form of appropria-
tion and orientalist fashioning in the way it portrayed Aurora as an overly-exotic
figure, in order also to fit how the West thought about others as “far away” cultures
and the expectations of the Western paradigm. In the performance, you highlight
the othering of Aurora as a woman, who was abused and raped because she was
an Armenian woman, yet you also preserve her through her own story. In other
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words, there is a significant distinction between Otherness (that is, acknowledg-
ing and “welcoming” the difference) and the act of othering (instrumentalizing
and fetishizing the appearance of difference).

AK:Ididn’t want to change Aurora. Because you can't really change that, unless
you work really hard, you do extensive work on assimilation, literally work on
your accent, you start not talking about your past, your family. You cannot not
be other when you are othered in a society.

MAB: There are obviously always forms of homogenization within societies. Even
if you look at the old film from 1919, the way in which Aurora was depicted as
over-exoticized, is simply because she had to fit into the projection that Hollywood
wanted.

AK: This is also the function of Hollywood itself: to make things glamourous,
attractive and exotic. They were doing this film for charity purposes, so it was
commissioned. Artistically, they were trying to make this film appealing for
the audience and for as many people as possible. They managed to do this to
the point of abuse. Some would refuse to think about the early film Auction of
Souls as an Armenian testimony, and this is extremely naive, especially to think
about the film as extreme, as a kind of spectacle. That doesn’t change the fact
that the film is stating, maybe over-stating, the facts.

MAB: We also need to put it in the context of Hollywood early cinema but also as
an early form of media activism. It was meant for popular publicity and for reach-
ing out to the American audience who knew hardly anything about the atrocities,
so of course they couldn’t make it an ambiguous and experimental kind of film.
And this is why such an argument doesn’t really make sense when talking about
Aurora’s film.

AK: This notion of “being other” is also something we have to talk about in
terms of how we understand it today, how we present it as a socio-psychological
reality and how it fits within the notion of racism. Because “othering” the other
is a form of racism, maybe not negatively triggered. We also have to see it in
context. But to go back to your point Erica, this notion of displacement, dis-
located other, I absolutely thought about it, without making a huge parallel
but I felt similar emotions. In my career as an actress I often found myself in
that position, because often they wanted me to play the exotic and the other.
When I realized that I was the other within the artistic field I also realized for
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the first time how difficult it is to be a refugee or an immigrant who wants to
do artistic work in a new society.

MAB: This is actually very paradoxical, especially if you think about how art is
supposed to welcome diversity. This is almost antithetical.

There is one little thing I want to add to Erica’s question about dislocation.
I feel that performance art is a dislocation in itself. Because on stage it seems
that you are constantly in-between yourself and the other. The performance
explores that notion of “in-between”: in-between media, temporalities, spaces,
in-between you and the representation of Aurora. Ultimately, I would suggest
that performance is a form of artistic practice that relies on the productive and
creative understanding of what dislocation can be.

AK: Performance (on stage and live) is not fixed. It is not the same as cinema
in which the character will never change. The performance will never be the
same. Each performance is unique and singular. There will always be some-
thing different from the play that you did the night before for example. They
will always be different plays. The margins of the performance are always mov-
ing, all the time — there is mobility and an in-between within the performance
itself.

With special thanks to Alex Muller.
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