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SASKIA OLDE WOLBERS

Trailer, 2005

“Somewhere in the vast Amazonian forest, among plants whose indig-
enous, Spanish and Latin names compete with one another outside of their
awareness ...” These are the opening words of Trailer, which are accompanied
by a shot of exotic vegetation. As the work unfolds, it shifts between two
distinct spaces, two parallel worlds: the green and humid lushness of a
tropical forest and the muffled red interior of an empty movie theatre. A
man’s voice recounts the story of his “brutal” discovery of the great secret
of his life. < <
Saskia Olde Wolbers, a Dutch-born artist who lives and works in London,
creates narrative videos that draw us into strange episodes, apparently part
imagination, part dream. Her work is notable for the hypnotic pull of its
images, the brilliance of its texts and the subtle interaction between the
tone of the narration and the camera’s movement. Her videos are pure
inventions, driven by the suggestive power of the voice-over narrative.
Using neither action nor dialogue, Saskia Olde Wolbers takes us deep into
the inner life of a protagonist we never actually see. < £
Interestingly, writing is not the starting-point of her creative process:
“There’s no story-board,” says the artist. She begins by constructing the
images — literally, since what might appear at first glance to be computer-
generated images are in fact filmed sequences of meticulously built
models. After hand-crafting all the objects and sets, Saskia Olde Wolbers
submerges the models in liquid. Trailer was filmed in a small paddling pool,
resulting in an image with an enigmatic quality that seizes the viewer’s
gaze with an almost mesmerizing power. SRR
The stories recounted in these videos often have their origin in real events.
Octet (1997), for example, was inspired by the experiences of a British
woman who was pregnant with octuplets. Kilowatt Dynasty (2000) imagines
various dramatic consequences of the construction of the Three Gorges
Dam on China’s Yangtze River. Placebo (2002) and Interloper (2003) are
both based on a squalid news story about a man wha succeeded for eight-
een years in convincing his family that he was a research doctor working



for the World Health Organization in Geneva; when his deception was about
to be discovered, he murdered his whole family before trying, unsuccessfully,
to commit suicide. There are always gaps in the TV and newspaper reports of
such events, information that is missing, and it is in these cracks and chinks
that Saskia Olde Wolbers's imagination operates: “| guess this is what draws
me to stories and makes me write,” she says. “To get to where there is no
access, where reality has no place, where only the imagination can travel, and
you can only ever guess about a situation.” <«
The narrative that drives Trailer is more complex than those of Saskia Olde
Wolbers’s previous pieces. “My work often has a source for the story: this
one has several. First, | came across a documentary about Judy Lewis, whose
mother, Loretta Young, was a film and TV star during the fifties. All her life,
her mother had told her she’d been adopted when she was nineteen
months old. It wasn't until she was in her thirties that she learned she was
the illegitimate daughter of Clark Gable, and that Loretta Young was in fact
her real mother. What intrigues me about this story is the pretence. I'm often
attracted by stories set in a time when facts were hidden.” < <
In a cinema in a small Ohio town, the narrator, Alfgar Dalio, learns by chance
during the screening of a trailer that he is related to the two actors onscreen
and that he bears the same name as an extinct Amazonian moth. We also
hear about a carnivorous plant — a species of flytrap named after Elmore Vella,
a little-known actress from the twenties who survived a plane crash in the
Peruvian jungle. Another element of Trailer is its evocation of a short-lived
technique that is part of the history of cinema: kinemacolor, an additive colour
process in which a black-and-white film was projected through alternating red
and green filters. In Trailer, the jungle and the movie theatre represent the
green of an innocent childhood and the red of a confusing present. <
In each of Saskia Olde Wolbers's works the protagonist is placed in a microcosm
that holds the keys to their existence, a space that both reflects and transcends
them. “These spaces also become a metaphor for a space in the character’s
head.” The narrator of Trailer sees his life as an overlapping of illusion and reality.
“Watching the films,” he murmurs, “I realized a memory had slowly started to
form ... And with it came an emotion forgotten since childhood ... Was | building
fiction in the void of reality, or was this an actual memory?” <

LOUISE SIMARD
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