
NORMALITY IS OBSCENE NOWADAYS

We met in the same city, in the same exhibition at the end of Manifesta 1 in 
Rotterdam (1996).  Gradually we discovered similar states of discontent with how our 
work was developing within the structure of the art world. Shared doubts, queries, 
dissatisfactions. We knew from the start that together we could find another way of 
doing things. Making art could again be pleasant and exciting. 
Only weeks later Tracy left for Japan for 5 weeks. From the first we faxed back and 
forth daily, growing closer through writing and drawing. Ed Vent and Ellis MacMeisje 
emerged, two imaginary characters. Parallel with them our ideal living and working 
conditions developed on paper, our perfect home for the future where life and art 
would intertwine seamlessly.
Not long after Japan we participated collaboratively in a Finnish show. The 
complementary focuses on writing and image in our separate working practices 
resulted in the combination of the two in our collaborative work. The result of that 
combination has led directly to this exhibition in Diepenheim.

Initially our joint projects, involved direct engagement with the public. Notably a series
of ‘public studios’ in Tokyo, London, Birmingham, Glasgow and Orkney. Working in 
situ in order to make text blankets, each one arose out of a prolonged process of 
discussion with the public. The gallery visitors’ contributions have been essential to 
the outcome of the blankets, each one a portrait of a specific place.
A series of video installations has led to a re-focus on personal elements of our life 
together. As a way of examining Scottish identity Differences under the skin (2000) 
looked at Tracy’s Italian family’s integration into Scotland. This work has caused us to
re-examine our daily life, to look in detail at the things close to our hearts. 
Recently we moved to an estate in The Kingdom of Fife on the east coast of 
Scotland. The first body of work we have produced there is a series of drawings, 
some of which have evolved into wall drawings for this exhibition. This is the first 
public showing of the effect of a radical change of environment on the way we 
produce our work.

The War as Ever! image on this brochure is a development from the work we made 
for the exhibition Peace in Migros Museum für Gegenwartskunst, Zürich, Switzerland 
(1999). Our contribution was a remake of one of John and Yoko’s War is Over! 
posters from their early ‘70’s peace campaign, a photographic reconstruction of their 
‘Bed-in’ happening and a text blanket on the theme of peace, made in the museum. 
War as Ever! was made this year at the point where war with Iraq looks imminent and
was inspired by a quote from Voltaire’s Micromégas1.  Two giants from Saturn and 
Sirius are having a conversation with a couple of philosophers from earth. One of the 
philosophers remarks: 
‘For instance do you realize that as I speak a hundred thousand lunatics of our 
species, wearing helmets, are busy killing or being killed by a hundred thousand other
animals in turbans, and that everywhere on Earth this is how we have carried on 
since time immemorial?’

Tracy Mackenna and Edwin Janssen

1 Micromégas, Voltaire, translated by Theo Cuffe, Syrens, Penguin 1994.


