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A man wakes up one morning and finds his nose gone. 

The few scant pages of Gogol’s short story “The Nose” written in 1837 describe the attempts of the official Kovaliov to track down and regain possession of his sensory organ (and his sense of smell) and the parallel solitary adventures of his nose along the streets of St Petersburg. In reality, it was the nose itself that escaped. When Kovaliov finds it, the nose is dressed in uniform; he is wearing a hat with the feathers of a state councillor and rejects his owner. “You are mistaken, my good sir. I am a person in my own right. Furthermore there cannot be any close relations between us, for to judge by the buttons on your uniform you must serve in another department”.  The nose is later arrested by a policeman as he is trying to get to Riga and is brought back to Kovaliov. It finally agrees to return to its original place on the face of the official. Gogol ends his story with the following observation. “But the strangest, most incredible thing of all is that authors should write about such things. That, I confess, is beyond my comprehension. It’s just…no, no, I don’t understand it at all! Firstly, it’s no use to the country whatsoever; secondly, it’s no use…I simply don’t know what one can make of it…However, when all is said and done, one can concede this point or the other and perhaps you can even find…well then you won’t find much that isn’t on the absurd side, will you? And yet, if you stop to think for a moment, there’s a grain of truth in it. Whatever you may say, these things do happen—rarely, I admit, but they do happen”. 

“Tristram Shandy” by Sterne (1759) and “Don Quixote” by Cervantes (1601) are some of the precursors of this tale which uses absurdity as a narrative device. “The Nose” was turned into an opera in 1930 by Dimitri Shostakovich under the Stalinist regime. “The trajectory of the absurd [explodes] into 20th Russian century modernism,” writes Kentridge, who was both set designer and director of the opera performed at the “Metropolitan Opera- Lincoln Centre” in New York  in March 2010. “I am not me, the horse is not mine” (catalogue published by the Goodman Gallery in Johannesburg and Cape Town in 2008, texts by W. Kentridge, P. Miller, S. Grant, photographs by John Hodgkiss), is a work in the form of a talk- performance produced by the South African artist during the preparation for the New York production. The title of the work derives from a Russian peasant saying used to deny all guilt and takes Gogol’s short story, its literary precursors and its future stories “as the basis for looking at the formal inventiveness of the different strains of Russian modernism, and at the calamitous ends of the Russian avante garde”. The video installation of the same name consists of 8 fragments – including “His majesty the nose”, “That ridiculous blank space again (a one-minute love story) and “I am not me, the horse is not mine”  - projected simultaneously; the artist’s animations, which explore the theme of the work, are accompanied and introduced by a march played by a brass section that is sonically stratified with citations from Shostakovich and with Zulu rhythms, instruments and  songs composed by Philip Miller. In the fragment “I am not me, the horse is not mine”, the nose acquires a horse “to make himself into an equestrian hero [and] to rise above his origins”. Besides representing the symbol of St Petersburg (the Bronze Horseman), the horse also symbolises the city of Naples in historical cartography and iconology. This aspect emerged very clearly in the exhibition of 11 large tapestries entitled “Streets of the City”, where the adventures of the nose are set against the background of the city and kingdom of Naples “in search of “a” promised land, rather than “the” promised land”, which Kentridge displayed in an exhibition held at the museum of Capodimonte in November 2009. The horse is an extension of the body of the heroes of socialist realism, but also Don Quixote’s nag and Boxer, the loyal workhorse betrayed by Stalin in George Orwell’s novel “Animal Farm”. It is an “anti-heroic horse” which is also used in the artist’s perceptive research into representation. “How specific do scraps of paper have to be for us to recognise what we see? …….. A head, a curve for a neck, some straight lines for legs, and a flourish for a shape of a tail, are all we need. Not only to convince ourselves we are seeing a horse, but for us to imbue the horse with the attributes both of the live animal and the attributes associated with their images.

So while I was trying to make minimal or residual horses, I was also trying to make anti-heroic horses. Horses that would have the least right to be on monuments.” 

On the stage, William Kentridge interprets quotations from Gogol’s stories; as in all his works, he portrays his own self divided between his body and his shadow produced by the projection on his body of other Williams intent on sleeping or engaged in other activities; lastly, like Groucho Marx, he plays in front of the mirror trying to bring all these images into unison. This performance, which has already been given in various locations since 2008, was repeated in the Lia Rumma Gallery in Milan on 19 March 2011 in connection with the opening of the solo show dedicated to the artist. Simultaneously, other related events were held at the Teatro alla Scala (The Magic Flute, opening  20 March), Palazzo Reale (“WILLIAM KENTRIDGE & MILANO. Arte, musica, teatro”, curated by Francesca Pasini, 16 March-3 April ), the Triennale (“What Will Come, has Already Come” on show from March 21 to 27) and at the Teatro Verdi (“Woyzeck on the Highveld” 20 and 21 April).
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