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Threshold artspace launched in September 2005 in Perth, UK. 
It is home to Scotland’s only permanent collection of contemporary 
media art with 60 works acquired over 2 years. The artspace covers 
a number of project spaces available for artists’ interventions including 
an entrance box for interactive soundscapes; a ‘canvas’ of 22 flat 
screens dominating the artspace for multi-channel video art installations; 
an interactive playground for art games and live internet art; 
a trail of sound boxes and sensors embedded in the floor and ceiling;
an audio visual treat in the public toilets; copper-clad roof for light 
artists. All Threshold artspace locations are linked together by 
‘intelligent’ software which allows artworks to be displayed through 
curated exhibitions and experienced 24 hours a day throughout the year.

Horsecross is an independent arts 
agency delivering cultural, conference 
and community activity in Perth 
Concert Hall and Perth Theatre.  
Located within the foyer of Perth 
Concert Hall Threshold artspace sits 
on the site of the original Horsecross, 
Perth’s 17th century horse market. 
The name is synonymous with 
bustling activity in the heart of the 
city. The development of the £19.5m 
Perth Concert Hall and Threshold 
artspace was a Millennium project 
and is part of the area’s economic 
development strategy to position 
Perth as one of Europe’s most 
vibrant small cities by 2010. 

Horsecross aims to put this part 
of central Scotland firmly on the 
cultural map both nationally and 
internationally. 
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The essay The Global Art World and Critical Melancholy: Mare Tralla’s WeeViews by Angela Dimitrakaki was commissioned 
and published on the occasion of the commissioning, production and acquisition of Mare Tralla’s work WeeViews (2008) 
for the Horsecross permanent collection of contemporary art and its world public premiere in April 2008 as part 
of the Bon Voyage group exhibition at the Threshold artspace.  

WeeViews (2008) by Mare Tralla was produced by the artist and Horsecross for Threshold artspace in partnership with 
ARC Projects. Supported by the Scottish Arts Council New Work Fund.
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So, you go to see a contemporary art show hoping it will 
enlighten you further as to where human culture is heading. 
You go around looking or even ‘participating’, registering, 
assimilating, questioning, and there follows the inevitable 
moment when you need to discover the venue’s key public 
facilities, that is, the toilets. You do just that. Eventually you 
assume position in front of the mirror, wash your hands 
while noting the signs of cultural-tourism fatigue on your 
face and are about to exit. But right before you exit your eye 
meets a modest-size video screen, placed -let’s imagine - 
by the noisy hand-dryer. You stare at the monitor because, 
as advertisers know too well, it is utterly unthinkable that 
you wouldn’t. 
The monitor presents to you a series of still images accompanied by a few lines of text at the bottom. At first sight there 
doesn’t seem to be a great connection between the still images and the text, but this is not a problem for you - the 
discerning art viewer-cum-globe-trotter, the You Tube navigator, the ultimate mediator of a universal visual culture circling 
you in fragments. On the contrary, the disjunction between the series of images showing close ups of doors and the text 
making public what can only be the private meditations of someone who appears to be a frequent art traveler (well, just like 
you) is precisely what attracts you to the monitor. You furtively wonder why the video maker just focused on the handles of 
these doors but the next moment your attention is distracted by a typed utterance such as ‘they try to convince me that 
future is wonderful’ or ‘it is not hopeless. I can still get excited about art, architecture and space’. Under such utterances you 
see typed ‘Ars Electronica 2001, Linz, Austria, 5 September 2001’ or ‘Tate Modern, London, England, 19 October 2002’. 
Sometimes the private utterances turn to social commentary: ‘Hard hats and building site, cracking elevator, blue drinks, 
superb views over Moscow. Geopolitics of new economy, curators dealing with wishful amnesia – Game over!’ (Federation 
Tower, 2nd Moscow Biennale, Moscow, Russia, 28 February 2007). That gets you thinking. It’s like someone has read your 
mind, almost. You carry on looking. You want someone to type the intimate words again, you want some meaningful grand 
conclusion that will unite your traveling-as-action-on-the-world and the video maker’s utterances into a meaningful whole, 
you want closure. But the end does not come. You wait a little longer, you look, you read, and read. Until you imagine that 
you have already read ‘some times the most unexpected things happen, like me being here at this time’ a few times. People 
entering and exiting the toilets cast you those glances, squeezing next to you for hand-dryer space - some of them already 
coveting your niche in front of the unexpected, entertaining monitor. And clearly you are not going to find out anything more 
about the video maker, the mysterious photographer of doors, the uninhibited journal author who shares your weariness, 
your exultation, your being-in-the-world, as a philosopher might put it. You open your own door – the public toilet 
door- and exit.

    

The Global Art World and 
Critical Melancholy: Mare 
Tralla’s WeeViews Angela Dimitrakaki

 



This is not an unlikely response to Mare Tralla’s video ‘WeeViews’ (2008) (initiated as an image and text archive in 
1997), to be found in the Horsecross collection of contemporary art at Threshold artspace in Perth, Scotland. One 
of Estonia’s best-known artists, Tralla belongs to those whose early career in the national and international art world 
coincided with the much-discussed and yet eminently contemporary state of play applying to half of Europe and 
known as the ‘post-Soviet condition’. ‘WeeViews’, a seven-minute long, looped video is apparently based on an 
anecdote – a bitter anecdote about the ‘90s generation of Estonian artists losing their art-world innocence and about 
the welcoming of the Estonian art scene into the European cultural fraternity and, inevitably, the global – and not just 
international – art scene. The difference between a global and international art scene is that the first term points to 
processes whereby the local gets inscribed into an increasingly totalising rather than merely relational framework (as 
the prefix ‘inter’ implies). This totalising framework tends to engender a uniformity of experience when it comes to the 
apprehension of certain spaces, such as art exhibitions, without –miraculously!- disturbing entrenched geopolitical 
divisions that extent their grip over those very same spaces.

This is how the story goes. Once upon a time, in the mid ‘90s, the Estonian Art Museum in Tallinn was told that its 
toilets were not up to European standards and that it should get funding to upgrade them. That or it couldn’t find its 
place in the brotherhood of European art tourism venues. The museum complied. However in one of her travels to 
the West (specifically, to Britain), always for the purposes of work or preparation of work, Tralla came across some 
toilet facilities that were not up to European standards either. Upon closing the door of that toilet, she took a picture 
of it, wondering at the same time whether a Western art space would be told off about its facilities the same way that 
an art space in Eastern Europe would be. That first picture and that not-quite-first inkling that art spaces are rated 
according to pervasive cultural stereotypes was the birth moment of ‘WeeViews’. 

Following the first identification of cultural discrimination inscribed in a toilet door, Tralla developed the habit of 
photographing toilet doors in art museums, galleries, biennials and other, more improbable art sites – first with an 
analogue camera, later on with a mobile phone camera. These are the pictures that provide the visual aspect of 
‘WeeViews’. Comprising a visual diary of used public space, the close ups of toilet doors take Duchamp’s ironic and 
yet complex engagement with the famous (now lost) urinal, ‘Fountain’ (1917), on a different level. The near-hundred 
years separating Duchamp’s urinal from Tralla’s pictures of toilet doors denote technology’s increasing impact on 
artists’ negotiation of public and private space: Duchamp dislocates the urinal from its original ‘use’ context, puts 
it on display in an unambiguously public space, the art show, but remains fixated on the immediate, material 
experience of the object, even if that object is a ‘ready-made’ one. Tralla’s relationship to the space where we would 
normally encounter a urinal comes through mobile technologies of documentation and display – technologies that 
record the artist’s passage from that space, making it available to an audience for which the experience of art and life 
is no longer tied to the tangibility of objects. Technically, Tralla’s record of that passage can be displayed anywhere 
– even if the radical curatorial policy of Threshold artspace dictates that ‘WeeViews’ is shown in the visitors’ toilets, 
offering thus opportunities for a more humorous reflection on both how art encounters life these days and what the 
experience of art tourism entails.

Yet the text that accompanies the images in ‘WeeViews’ leaves little doubt that Tralla’s chronicle is less directed 
towards art’s histories and more towards the immersion of the individual in global space. In Tralla’s work, this is a 
situated experience in many respects.

Mare Tralla’s WeeViews 
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First of all, it is an experience that belongs to the artist as the allegedly privileged figure of a society where mobility 
and cultural interaction are valued above all. A number of critics, including Nicolas Bourriaud, Hal Foster and Miwon 
Kwon, have made this point.  Bourriaud has identified ‘travelling in order to make work’ as a key feature of the artist’s 
identity in globalisation, Kwon has critiqued site-specific art for producing an itinerant artist who, in making variations of 
the same work, is invested with a pseudo-power to forge communities and Foster, in his famous essay ‘The Artist as 
Ethnographer’, investigates the hierarchies and economic interests that sustain the artist as observer of a perpetual 
cultural other (1). Tralla’s other is the dizzying proliferation of more or less standardised art sites around the globe. 
The turn of the camera on the very spaces where forced cultural uniformity acquires the aura of art – the big 
museum, the Biennial and so on – is an intelligent as much as honest move. The focus of the camera on the most 
trivial marker of that space (the handle of the toilet door) and on the least commented on, yet necessary, moment 
of space use (the visit to the loo) delivers a strange democratisation of art sites, introducing the latter into the great 
parade of the liminal spaces generated by global capital: airports, malls, hotel lobbies etc. Were it not for the journal 
excerpts, we would not have a clue about where these art sites are located and what therefore they signify in the 
global art world. In fact, we wouldn’t even know that these are art sites.

But the journal excerpts providing the text of ‘WeeViews’ involve a second, and more acute, moment of situatedness. 
They position both an author, bringing indeed ‘WeeViews’ closer to the increasingly visible genre of the video essay, 
and disclose this author as emerging out of what is euphemistically called ‘the former East’. This is why the imaginary 
viewer of the first paragraph would have the impression that the video maker almost, but not quite, reads her mind.    

The late ‘90s, when Tralla heard of the anecdote that would eventually prompt her to make ‘WeeViews’, was a formative 
period for Estonian art in many ways. A series of exhibitions on gender, feminist politics and post-feminist ‘bad girl’ 
bravado resulted in the emergence of a generation of women artists - with young Tralla as a leading figure – in search 
of identity. Betrayed by the dream of Soviet gender equality, that ushered women into the spaces of production 
without upsetting too much patriarchal conventions of reproduction, and feeling alienated by the staples of Western 
feminism, Estonian women who came of age in the ‘90s became fluent in a language of ironic dis-identification: Kai 
Kaljo’s video ‘Loser’ (1997), where she tells her audience about her economic and cultural worth as an artist, Ene-Liis 
Semper’s video ‘Natural Law’ (1998) where the artist becomes the content mother to several puppies, Tralla’s 
appearance in YesNo, an ETV TV series from 1995, where she is photographed in front of a towering Stalin statue 
mimicking the dictator’s posture, are all examples of this. It is this language that surfaces in ‘WeeViews’, as Tralla’s 
journal excerpts speak of an experience of amused displacement and residual distance from her ‘global’ art-world 
surroundings, including sporadic references to instances of ‘local’ gender politics.

This however was a complex language. If the dialogue with Western feminism was enabling a reflective outlook 
towards histories of gender difference even within broader discourses of social equality (such as socialism), the
language of post-Soviet feminist artists had nevertheless to communicate an unsettling, ‘particular’ experience
of women’s marginalisation that few were willing to identify with. Individual authorship, a strong narrative ‘I’ of the 
kind that animates ‘WeeViews’, became therefore an equally complex emancipatory tool - one registering not a 
positively autobiographical feminine in the making but one always engaging the question: ‘do I belong here?’  

    

Mare Tralla’s WeeViews



As this radical probing of gender norms was taking place, the Estonian art scene was also coming to terms with the 
realisation that the newly found freedom to travel was to be more of an obligation for those involved in the arts, and 
especially for artists. Joining the West, which dictated (and still does) the terms of belonging to a global art world, meant 
that a local art scene had to pursue every networking opportunity, abiding to the general rules of capitalist development. 
Investing heavily on video and media art, in a near-symbolic gesture about the role of technology in effecting dubious 
communication among peoples East and West at unprecedented speed, the Estonian art world developed as predicted: 
its artists began producing the surplus cultural value of the transition period and ensured its circulation in the spaces that 
really mattered. In short, Estonian artists began traveling just as much as artists from anywhere are expected to travel 
today: to install work, to see work, to give talks, and so on. And despite the absence of the human figure in ‘WeeViews’, 
the video is an exemplary enquiry into the passage of the body from the material and yet abstract sites, organised by 
familiar ideologies of exclusion and inclusion, where cultural exchanges are actualised. 

Despite then its light, humorous overtones and accessibility, ‘Weeviews’ enacts a gaze of critical melancholy vis-à-vis 
global space. This critical melancholy is the aftermath of the realisation that, contrary to the dominant ideological 
doxa, the hyped postmodernist project of cultural translation is an impossibility. Quite simply, there is nothing left 
to be translated in the architecturally and ideologically homogenised sites, imbued with cultural-monetary value, where 
contemporary art circulates. When the artist’s ethnographic gaze turns to art spaces, there takes hold the ennui of 
documentation. This is a documentation of the same that nevertheless manages to sustain a bitter-sweet notion of 
self, an individuality that is compelled to perform its non-belonging, now transferred from the urban (modernity) to the 
global (be it dubbed ‘altermodernity’ per Bourriaud, or ‘supermodernity’, per Mark Augé) (2).  Tralla’s attention to the 
private and the banal, attenuated because of her symbolic use of merely handy, mobile technology, produces an 
idiosyncratic archive of images and thoughts that are typically edited out of formal negotiations of artistic identity in its 
global outfit. One imagines that ‘WeeViews’ need not have an ending and that its repository of images and thoughts 
will keep growing in the coming years, tracing the movements of the traveling artist, like the double of the art tourist, 
in the spaces dictated by cultural capital and where what used to be the joy of a new-found life now unfailingly fades 
into the tediousness or exultations of the journey as work.     

Notes (1) Nicolas Bourriaud, Altermodern, 4th Tate Triennial, Tate Britain, London, 3 February – 26 April 2009, 
xhibition introductory panel; Miwon Kwon, One Place after Another: Site Specificity and Contemporary Art, 
The MIT Press 2004; Hal Foster, ‘The Artist as Ethnographer’ in The Return of the Real, The MIT Press 1996. 

(2) Bourriaud’s notion of altermodernity refers, among other things, to an artist as traveller and as ‘steeped in the 
journey-form’. See Altermodern exhibition pamphlet. Augé retains the relevance of the urban but considers its 
transformation in light of the visual codes imposed by the globalisation of capital. See Mark Augé, Non-places: 
An Introduction to Supermodernity, 2nd Edition, Verso 2008 [1992]. 
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