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Space and Absence in Sophie Calle’s
Suite vénitienne and Disparitions

Nigel Saint

SOPHIE CALLE’S PROJECTS have involved many different sorts of
space, among them the streets of Paris and Venice (tailing strangers or
near-strangers), the former East Berlin (asking residents to recall Com-

munist statues, symbols, and plaques removed or stolen after reunification),
the Trans-Siberian railway (on her way to Japan), a car journey across the US
(filming with husband-briefly-to-be Greg Shephard), a boat trip along the
coast of Greenland towards the North Pole (to bury memorabilia for her
deceased mother), street corners (talking to strangers when they withdraw
cash or eavesdropping on a New York telephone booth that she has appropri-
ated), hotel bedrooms (working as a hotel chambermaid and studying the
guests’ possessions and beds), her bed (in her apartment or sent over to Cali-
fornia to help a stranger recover from a break-up), and the top of the Eiffel
Tower (again in a bed, for one night, to hear stories during the “Nuit blanche”
festival in 2002).1 Calle has always been interested in subverting stereotypes
associated with places, making detours, and observing everyday life from
unusual perspectives. In her projects the situation is partly prepared, partly
open to the unexpected, starting with a foreseen space but then moving on to
the unpredictable spaces of her wanderings and the spaces of her interlocu-
tors’ or collaborators’ stories, always with accompanying photographs.

Calle’s work explores a number of dividing lines, between public and pri-
vate, friends and strangers, love and indifference, installation and book, per-
formance and interpretation. Each project is a mise en scène, with Calle
exposing herself to other’s gazes and reflections while observing and listen-
ing to them. Her projects therefore contain other perspectives than her own,
and during installations the audience can join in with the storytelling and the
performance. It was Calle’s invitation to strangers to share their painful mem-
ories that led Shirley Jordan to reflect on the role of these participants and of
exhibition spectators in the configuration of a “soft monument” to particular
traumas and shared types of suffering in Douleur exquise (2003).2 The poten-
tial for intersection between her contributions and those of her collaborators
also allows us to consider her role in both halves of her projects, and to think
therefore in terms of her absence or presence, or of combinations of both.

This article looks principally at the spaces of two projects, Suite véniti-
enne (1980), her account of pursuing a man she followed and subsequently
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met in Paris all the way to Venice, searching for him and tailing him there, and
Disparitions (1991/2000), about stolen or damaged artworks from four insti-
tutions, notably the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum in Boston.3 The spaces
are initially the result of chance and allow us to plot, visualize, and speculate
on Calle’s and her target’s or collaborators’ experience while the projects are
being performed. Johnnie Gratton and Michael Sheringham have underlined
the lack of a definitive version of the modern project, with the latter arguing
too that Calle’s installations and phototexts can be seen as traces of the poten-
tial situations her projects provoke.4 Although Daniel Buren has stated that
prior to Prenez soin de vous (2007) some of the exhibitions felt like books on
walls, it is also the case that the series of books published by Actes Sud offer
particular ways of thinking about Calle’s spaces, with her novel approach to
Venice in Suite vénitienne and her reanimation of empty spaces in certain
museums in Disparitions.5

Chance in a Calle project provides the unexpected, but is also part of a
system of rules, choices, and combinations (sometimes including the use of a
die), in the manner of Duchamp and Cage.6 Its role in Calle’s engagement
with difference and fantasy in her projects, with their echoes of Surrealist
chance encounters and Situationist “dérive,” can be considered in spatial
terms.7 As a result of the unpredictable permutations in her work, there is also,
as Quentin Stevens puts it, “the risk of loss as well as the possibility of gain.”8

Calle has indeed exposed herself to danger, for example accompanying
strangers (visitors to an experimental art space) to locations of their choice in
the South Bronx in 1980, or being knocked unconscious by a stiletto heel
when working as a stripper.9

Calle has also faced legal challenges to certain projects. Pierre D., whose
address book Calle found in the street, photocopied, returned to him, but then
used to contact all the people listed, serialising an alternative portrait of him in
Libération one summer (while he was filming wildlife in Norway), retaliated
by publishing a nude photograph of Calle and warned her against reproducing
the Libération pieces in book form.10 In the case of Suite vénitienne, she had to
return to Venice to retake all the photos involving the man and his female com-
panion and had to change the year from 1979 to 1980.11 The men and woman
involved didn’t see the projects as postmodern experiments in performative
identity, but rather as invasions of privacy, perhaps experiencing the “increased
self-consciousness” noted in victims of stalking.12 In Suite vénitienne, Calle
stresses her intention to avoid personal details and human contact, except that
her motivation becomes confused at times, while her target, who is remarkably
calm when he discovers Calle, takes a less sympathetic view later. 
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Appointment in Venice
Calle’s wanderings and stakeouts in Venice are described using various

terms of mobility and immobility, including the following: “promenade” (46,
83), “attendre” (46, 55, 57, 73), “se glisser” (47), “suivre” (51), “va-et-vient
continuel” (52), “filature” (72), “errer” (98), “déambuler” (103). This combi-
nation of motion and stasis, and of pursuit and dispersal, invests the spaces of
Venice in a complex way. Michel de Certeau discussed the ruses of the urban
walker in terms of appropriation, realisation, and relations, with a view to
edging towards the utopian topic of “l’espace lui-même, l’impensé d’une
technologie scientifique et politique.”13 We see how Certeau’s three ways of
plotting the ruses of urban walkers become interrelated in Suite vénitienne.
Henri B., who is taking photos for a book on Venice and looking out for loca-
tions for a film, doesn’t follow a predictable circuit when Calle follows him
(the first and second time with his companion, the third time without). Flo-
rian’s Café in St Mark’s Square, Marco Polo’s house (though, as we are told,
Henri B. could have been photographing the adjacent canal), and the Civic
Hospital are involved, but Henri B. and his companion also stop at photogra-
phers’ shops, a bookshop, and a bank, and Henri B. goes alone (followed by
Calle) to the post office. In both types of pursuit, they go from street to street,
square to square, meandering through the city so that the rich nomenclature of
Italian words for thoroughfares can be used in a Perecian list of the tail’s
progress. They pass along routes and via spaces called calle (a happy coinci-
dence), campo, fondamenta, ponte, rio, salizzada, ruga, piscina, campiello,
sottoportego, corte and piazza (64-90); Calle also observes them in a café (72)
and a restaurant (80); she waits outside the pensione (53-57, 59, 64, 81, 98,
103) and an antique dealer’s (73-76). If, as Certeau also argues, there will
always be a gap between a route traced on a map and its realisation, then the
list of streets, retrospectively marked maps, and photos help to plug this gap
(though the project never sets out to fill it completely), while at the same time
compounding the voyeuristic aspect of the situation.14 Calle’s project there-
fore proposes diverse aspects of flânerie such as amateur detective work,
ambivalent impressions of mastery and fragility, the risk of “lapsing into psy-
chopathology or crime,” and parody by a postmodern flâneuse of the male
gaze of the flâneur.15

Even during the brief period whilst following Henri B. on his own (1 hour
and 40 minutes), Calle has an experience that can be likened to that of the
labyrinth she anticipated at the beginning: “Je me vois aux portes d’un
labyrinthe, prête à me perdre dans la ville et dans cette histoire. Soumise” (44,
Calle’s italics). This submissive posture can be read as a “protocol of obedi-
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ence,” as Gratton has argued.16 Calle is already at the centre of Venice, in St
Mark’s Square, when she mentions the figure of the labyrinth; the traditional
centre of the Venetian labyrinth will be displaced to the pensione where Henri
B. is staying. In fact, Calle doesn’t literally get lost in the town and never
looks at a map—once she’s on his tail, Henri does that for her. St Mark’s
Square is her centre of operations, on a bench or in Florian’s café or sur-
rounded by pigeons; there is no mention of St Mark’s Basilica or the Doges’s
Palace since she is not a tourist. The opportunities for spotting Henri B. are
increased since all tourists go to this Square, usually several times, but they
are also greatly reduced by the crowds, while Calle herself is at her most vis-
ible, even wanting to be spotted, as Baudrillard noted.17

In their study of Venice and tourism, Robert Davis and Garry Marvin
make the distinction between outsiders who understandably see Venice as a
labyrinth and residents or workers who know the city’s layout.18 When Calle
enlists the help of strangers and contacts in her search for Henri B., we
encounter a different sense of Venice’s spaces. Pino, who accosts Calle in St
Mark’s Square on the first day, claims to be a close friend of the Chief of
Police’s daughter and acknowledges all the policemen he passes when walk-
ing with Calle; Calle uses a friend’s apartment to phone all the hotels in
Venice from the grandest to the most basic; one contact knows of a doctor
who lives in the same street as Henri B.’s pensione, another knows the doctor
very well, leading to her use of a window for spying on the door of the pen-
sione (after Henri B. has found her out); a stranger makes enquiries for her at
the antique dealer’s; her hotel’s manager makes calls on her behalf; one of her
friends (Luciana C.) spots Henri B. in Florian’s and hastens to tip her off; the
same friend accompanies her back to Paris for the finale. In short, they are all
spies in Venice, they know the spaces of the city intimately, they constantly
cross over the line between private and public, they are Calle’s ideal accom-
plices. However, is Calle being helped or is she under surveillance? When
Luciana C. accompanies Calle back to Paris, does she resemble an agent from
the Cold War era shadowing a Westerner back to the airport or station, even
as far as their home country? Could this mean that the suggestive photo of a
woman on the train back to Paris, whom we take to be Luciana C. looking into
the compartment from the corridor, is in fact an image of surveillance?

Calle’s finding a city of spies is in part another layer of deception, a
stereotype with which the project engages. In fact, Calle’s network of con-
nections cannot always help her, but they allow her to avoid turning the proj-
ect uniquely on herself. Nevertheless, she sometimes wanders off alone: she
says that Henri B. mentioned an interest in cemeteries, and so after the first
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session of tailing ends she decides to try one. It happens to be the old Jewish
cemetery on the Lido, which reminds us of the religion of her mother’s family
and a topic that has caused Calle some unease, in view of her pro-Palestinian
stance since the 1970s and her wish not to alarm her maternal grandparents
while they were alive.19

Venice, Jerusalem, and New York
Fifteen years or so after Suite vénitienne, Sophie Calle was uncertain

about agreeing to a retrospective in Israel, which took place in 1996. She also
explored religion and space in L’EROUV de Jérusalem (1996) and referred to
the conflict with the Palestinians in the “Lettre adressée au peuple d’Israël.”20

L’EROUV was later shown at the Contemporary Jewish Museum in San Fran-
cisco in an exhibition entitled “Sophie Calle: Public Places—Private
Space.”21 The project concerns the weekly transformation of public areas
around Jewish communities into private space by the use of four-metre poles
(eruvim) connected by wire, enabling Orthodox Jews to take objects out of
their homes on the Sabbath. In L’EROUV, photos of eruvim around parts of
Jerusalem are placed before and after fourteen “Stations,” brief accounts of
places Israelis and Palestinians in Jerusalem consider important to them-
selves, featuring romantic encounters, political concerns, and children’s tru-
ancy and play, all pointing to a combination of everyday private memories
and the spaces of public ritual, with reference to the fourteen Stations of the
Cross in the story of Jesus’s progression from trial to execution. “Je
descendais la Via Dolorosa, station après station, et je traversais le souk,”
recalls one interviewee (45); everyday journeys, romance, and play are just as
prevalent as prayer and suffering at the Stations in L’EROUV. The “Letter,”
meanwhile, interweaves personal recollections about her Jewish grandparents
and doubts about Israeli’s policy towards the Palestinians. In Suite vénitienne,
Calle’s visit to the old Jewish cemetery on the Lido, after the first session of
tailing, may reflect a state of emotional emptiness and lack of will that takes
over and draws her to a place with personal associations, but in so doing she
connects with an important element in her identity (Figure 1).

In Baudrillard’s view, in Suite vénitienne Calle needed to be discovered
and to go through the subsequent reaction of Henri B., rather than endure the
possibility of never being seen.22 And she couldn’t really risk discovery when
he was with his companion: “Elle me fait peur, plus que de lui” (77, Calle’s
italics). Therefore it has to be the first time she is following him alone. Calle
indeed starts to take risks, gets very close, and finally provokes the ending by
marching into the hospital building that Henri B. has just entered. After a few
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moments, they agree to walk together, Henri B. quickly adjusting to his role,
apparently unperturbed and in control. They set off in silence along the “Dead
Lagoon,” past the Isle of the Dead (San Michele), and catch a vaporetto back
to the centre. Finally, they part outside Florian’s, their story ending in the most
public of Venetian spaces. 

In addition to L’EROUV, in other projects the spaces seem more explic-
itly politicized than in Suite vénitienne: in the personal stories and choices of
locations in Le Bronx, which includes the graffiti applied to Calle’s installa-
tion the night before the opening, with the many tags (notably “SPACE”)
reclaiming the spaces of the photographs and the gallery;23 and in Gotham
Handbook, with a combination of political and personal perspectives provided
by phone conversations, reactions to the decorated phone booth, and
responses to Calle’s offer of sandwiches.24 In the former, Calle tested the
stereotype of the lack of white people in the Bronx and took some risks by
going where it wasn’t considered safe to go. In the latter, Calle invests a street
corner with her project, breaking into a space often identified as a male pre-

Figure 1. Sophie Calle, Suite Vénitienne (detail), 1980. © Adagp, Paris 2010.
Courtesy Galerie Perrotin, Paris. 81 elements: 55 b/w prints, 23 texts, 3 maps.
17.1 � 23.6 cm (55 prints), 30.2 � 21.7cm (23 texts).
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serve25—on arrival she is immediately encircled and intimidated by a group
of five white men in late middle-age, referred to throughout as “les porcs,”
one of whom (“le porc n° 2”) she talks to briefly, but without curing his
misogyny.26 The spaces of Suite vénitienne, nevertheless, have a political
dimension, since Calle parodically assumes the prerogative of the male
flâneur. As well as sexual politics, there is an atmosphere of surveillance in
the city, diversified by the process of appropriation and displacement needed
for the project. Displacement, in particular, proves a distinctive act on Calle’s
part: shifting the centre of the labyrinth; switching her attention to the Lido (at
the beach, thinking of Proust’s character Swann and his conflicted love for
Odette, and then at the cemetery); and skirting the next world (San Michele)
after her discovery.

The disappearance of art and the art of disappearing
An image of the back of a man’s head resurfaces in Sheena Wagstaff’s

article on Calle in the winter of 1989-1990.27 Wagstaff recounts how Calle
greeted her at the entrance to the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum in Boston
and marched her straight up to Vermeer’s Concert in the Dutch room.  This
painting represents, in the middle, a man playing a musical instrument, with
his back towards the viewer. As it turned out they were among the last people
to see this man ‘in public’ since the painting was stolen on March 18, 1990,
between the meeting and the publication of the article. The works stolen that
night—the Vermeer, three works by Rembrandt, a Flinck landscape, a small
painting by Manet, a Chinese beaker, five sketches by Degas, and the finial of
a Napoleonic flag—have not been recovered.

For Calle a museum is a combination of the works on show and personal
impressions, reflections, and recollections. In Appointment with Sigmund
Freud (1999), she installed a version of her autobiographical Des histoires
vraies project at the Freud Museum in London, investing the chairs, tables,
walls, shelves, and floors of the rooms (and the two landings as well) with
objects and stories about her love affairs, her father’s attempts to get her psy-
chiatric help, her body, her grandmother, her cat, and several other projects.28

In the case of the Gardner Museum, Calle responds to the theft in Last Seen
(1991) with a slightly expanded version appearing in book form as Dispari-
tions (2000), incorporating into both versions a brief opening text about three
friends who died without Calle’s being present to bid them farewell. She
invites curators, warders, and other staff at the Gardner to recollect the stolen
works of art. She adds similar texts relating to three other incidents, an arson-
iszt’s destruction of a painting at Lausanne’s Fine Arts Museum, the theft of a
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Picasso from Richard Gray’s Gallery in Chicago, and the disappearance of a
Titian from Longleat House in Somerset.

We therefore have four different sorts of space for seeing art in Dispari-
tions. Isabella Stewart Gardner had an imitation Venetian palace built in
Boston in 1899-1901 in order to live surrounded by her collection and to open
it to the public for a fee, creating what amounts to inhabiting a “maison-
musée,” according to Olivier Rolin.29 The Lausanne museum is a municipal
art gallery, Richard Gray’s is a private art gallery, and Longleat is a country
house with works of art. The Gardner, to which most of Disparitions is
devoted, is the best known in terms of the art on show and the works stolen,
said to be the most valuable heist ever, estimated at over $500 million today.30

The museum has won over generations of visitors, from Henry James
onwards, since it is crammed with art but retains its domestic feel (albeit on a
robber-baron scale). As such, the museum stands as a memorial to Gardner
and is therefore inevitably in some ways like a mausoleum, not least because
her will stipulates that no works should ever be moved from where she placed
them. Throw in a heist and the stage is set for Calle to enliven the scene.

Gardner’s legacy to the people of Boston features over 2,500 objects from
ancient Egypt to the early twentieth century, with many Italian, Dutch, Span-
ish, French, and American paintings.31 In Disparitions, Calle makes an inter-
esting choice of collaborators: people who have worked with these works of
art, conserving, introducing, and protecting them. Some feel no connection
with the stolen works, but the majority give a professional or personal inflec-
tion to what they recall.32 There is an intriguing cross-over between the public
and the private in their discourses, which is highlighted in the montage of
anonymous statements that Calle produces as a ‘substitute’ for the stolen work,
framing the words and placing them alongside photographs of the spaces
vacated by the stolen works, either empty spaces or empty frames (Figure 2).

Like a polyphonic audioguide, the texts offer details about composition,
colour, light, and subject matter. At times we sense that a recollection must be
from a curator rather than a warder, but more often the differences of expert-
ise or cultural capital are harder to detect.33 Indeed, when the interviewees
start recounting the spaces of the paintings stolen, it’s as if they nearly all
shared the lives and dramas of the figures in the frames. This is particularly
the case with Rembrandt’s seascape Storm on the Sea of Galilee: we hear how
the desperate sailors vomit over the side, hang on for their lives, the sea rages,
the sails rip. At the same time Rembrandt is criticised by some for including
himself, while others focus on the calmness of Jesus. The canvas offers an
impressive range of colours in their memories: green, gold, yellow, blue,
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black, purple, red, and white. The proliferation of admiring recollections
reminds us that in making her interlocutors give voice to their memories,
Calle is allowing them some space to revisit the scenes, to fantasize, and to
remember inaccurately. In the next painting to depict the natural world,
Flinck’s Landscape with an Obelisk, the staff remark on the obelisk’s isola-
tion, as if in the middle of nowhere. There is mystery and strange colour;
despite the recognition that the reputation of the painting hasn’t got over being
a declassified Rembrandt and the lack of action, there is a melancholic fasci-
nation for the scene depicted: “J’ai toujours éprouvé un sentiment d’abandon
en le regardant” (38).34

The spaces of the paintings are mobilised not only by an enthusiasm for
narrative and visions of landscape, but also by the way, in varying degrees, the
staff combine hours of presence in the rooms of the museum with their move-
ments within the building. In the selected recollections they are heard explor-
ing the spaces of their memories, passing from room to room in the museum
and in their minds. As Frances Yates showed in The Art of Memory, dividing
up material into different spaces, imagining it in different rooms in a house,

Figure 2. Sophie Calle, Last Seen (Vermeer, Le Concert), 1991. Color print,
frame, text, photo 169 � 129 cm / text  86 � 79 cm. © Adagp, Paris 2010. Cour-
tesy Galerie Perrotin, Paris.
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for example, is an ancient mnemonic device.35 Memory is associated with
movement: two of the works stolen from the Gardner Museum are compared
to walking figures, the small self-portrait by Rembrandt, “un homme paisible
qui se promène” (28), and the Journalist by Manet, whose evocation by the
staff constitutes a portrait of a writer pausing in a café. Several people state
that the man looks towards the spectator, or rather beyond the spectator to the
world outside: “Il avait un regard inquisiteur. […] Il appréciait la vie, mais ce
n’était pas seulement un jouisseur. [...] Regarder hors du tableau, mais pas
vers vous” (33). We have a figure like a nineteenth-century flâneur, pausing
to observe and write.

Calle’s method of placing contrasting points of view alongside each other
suggests overlap and difference in recollections, providing a survey of private
and public or official reactions. In the case of the painting she calls her
favourite, the Vermeer, she includes one speaker who could not see the painting
because of the protective glass and its proximity to the window. Another men-
tions an element commonly appreciated by museum staff but less noted by vis-
itors, namely, the frame. Those who do recall the painting by Vermeer within its
frame, however, make a very careful distinction between three separate spaces
in the painting, foreground left, centre, and back right. Desire is evoked, too, on
account of the sexual allusions (the musical instrument held by the man and the
right-hand painting on the wall, an imitation of Van Baburen’s Procuress), but
the memory that Calle’s interlocutors choose to share concerns the ‘pure’
colours, the floor, and the silence that the work seems to represent. One com-
ment has a particular resonance for Calle’s work, since the impression of spying
on a private scene is evoked: “Vous vous sentiez comme un intrus” (45).

Calle is also an intruder, accessing the staff’s recollections of an event that
the museum doesn’t treat as a taboo topic, but to which it certainly doesn’t
draw attention.36 Goldfarb mentions the theft, but understandably his Guide
mentions it only briefly and doesn’t include any photographs of cases where
there are empty frames awaiting the return of the paintings.37 In Disparitions,
the staff don’t often refer to the theft, apparently preferring to focus on what
they can recall, as requested by Calle, but in effect she sets up a temporary
consultancy, offering a talking cure to the sense of loss felt by staff. Her inter-
locutors are sometimes guarded in their statements, sometimes anecdotal or
discursive, but the mosaic of comments suggests that the process of mourning
is over and that recalling the works is no longer traumatic. The final sentence
of the text, although it is from the evocation of the Longleat Titian, neverthe-
less reflects this position: “Le deuil a suffisamment duré” (86). Appropriately,
a few years later that painting was recovered.38
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On the one hand, with Rembrandt staff feel addressed by the paintings
when the artist ‘himself’ (in the Self-Portrait and in Storm) or the man in A
Lady and Gentleman in Black looks out at them; on the other hand, the Ver-
meer suggests intrusion, the Flinck mystery, and the Gleyre (in Lausanne)
awkwardness and even masochism. The cover of Disparitions looks like a
detail from the Lausanne painting, The Execution of Major Davel, except that
we notice the uneven top and left edges. This is all that remains of the paint-
ing after it was burnt by a vandal in August 1980. At first it’s the classic case
of a nineteenth-century history painting, “tableau pompeux” (65), that no one
looks at much, “elle ne cassait pas des briques” (68), placed in a corridor “près
du bassin aux poissons rouges” (67) and too old-fashioned in style to engage
the staff: “Au niveau des émotions, il m’aurait plutôt fait sourire” (68). But
the act of vandalism has brought it unexpected attention: “Sa chance, c’est
d’avoir brûlé. Il faut qu’une chose s’absente pour nous faire courir” (65).
Other members of the staff in fact admired the serenity of the scene and the
“préphotographique” (66) skill of Gleyre. The painting depicts the moments
before the death of the major: “C’est l’effort même vers la disparition” (65).
A coffin-like box is used by one member of staff to scoop up some of the
ashes; Calle includes a photograph of the remains—no coffin, but we can see
ashes, pieces of canvas, what is left of the original label and the new label
attached to the transparent plastic bag that presumably holds the remains. 

The framed memories of the stolen artworks reassemble them, bringing a
certain unity to the diverse views expressed. In so doing, does Disparitions
offer another funereal testament, a fitting accompaniment to Gardner’s will,
part of which Calle cites and frames early in the book? Does she produce a
project that approaches the art of the past as a site of death or as a life force,
as discussed by Griselda Pollock in her “Virtual Feminist Museum” project?39

Disparitions begins with a one-page text entitled “Trois morts, trois
absences” (7). Calle records the deaths of three friends, the bullfighter Manolo
Montoliu, the writer Hervé Guibert, and one Jean-Marie, who lived “au vil-
lage” (in the Camargue). On each occasion Calle notes that she missed the
moment when they died and in the first two cases the funeral too; in Jean-
Marie’s case “je n’ai rien vu” is repeated, to record the fact that she was nearby
but had no idea that her friend was suffering so much. At the time, she says,
she was concentrating on the interviews later used in Douleur exquise. Dis-
paritions therefore starts with the death (one sense of “disparition”) of friends
followed by the disappearance (the other sense of “disparition”) through theft
or vandalism of certain artworks. However, instead of just setting up contrasts
between life and death, art and life, and memory and forgetting, Disparitions
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manages to overcome them, demonstrating the vivid conjunction of ideas,
details, tastes, spaces, and emotions provoked by the works and maintained in
memories of them. Absence and presence seep into each other, so that presence
of the artworks is not always the best opportunity for viewing them, while their
absence does not translate into blankness and oblivion, even if we are aware of
their uncertain condition as stolen objects. Their disappearance and liberation
from the spaces of the museum could be compared to a “thrilling yet simulta-
neously chilling brush with the (Lacanian) Real,” discussed by Edward Welch
in relation to Calle’s interest in the case of the missing Bénédicte Varens, since
the artworks are physically untraceable, but in Disparitions memory power-
fully counteracts the sense of loss when arranged for multiple voices.40 As in
Derrida’s The Work of Mourning, the presence of Calle’s friends is not the pre-
requisite for honouring and loving them.41 As it happens, in most cases in Dis-
paritions only the absence of the works seems to enable the project to break
down the absolutes of life and death. In their absence, the works’ spaces are
reconfigured and saved from stasis by the memories of them.

Conclusion
The time spent in Venice, with days of searching, waiting, and short bursts

of pursuit, is not just illustrated by fixed locations, but instead the social
spaces of Venice are reinvested in unexpected ways. In the case of the van-
ished artworks, the different senses of disappearance, and the contrast
between visibility and invisibility, enable Calle to offer a fresh interrogation
of the spaces of the museums and the memories of paintings and other objects.
There is the remarkable case of Rembrandt’s Lady and Gentleman in Black,
which when X-rayed turned out to have a child visible underneath, where the
chair now stands front left (the lady is gazing lovingly at the space above the
chair). The child died during the painting of the family group and was
removed, resulting in a portrait of a couple.42 This unexpected feature res-
onates powerfully in Calle’s work, since space according to her experiments
has visible and hidden qualities, the latter appearing during the project,
according to chance occurrences and the rules of the game. Watch this space:
the empty frames are sites inhabited by memories that revel in the stories and
visions formerly on display, as if collectively the speakers are willing the
works of art to return. By asking the right questions of strangers, intervening
in unexpected places, and welcoming the aleatory results, Calle reanimates
social and institutional space.
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