The Underestimated Presence of Absence

A conversation about the series Blank Spots (Bucharest), on the occasion of the exhibition Phantom
Image at Anca Poterasu Gallery and the Goethe-Institut Bucharest.

Cristina Stoenescu: I believe there is something highly performative about this series. You walk
through the city carrying oversized canvases under your arm, then unfold them in public space and
begin rubbing them against the ground, creating impressions of the pavement and visually recording
the surfaces of the sidewalks at the addresses where victims of the Bucharest Pogrom of January
1941 were murdered. How does this ritual, or performative dimension, relate to the wider context of
the Blank Spots series?

Nadia Lichtig: The series deals with the public manifestation of an experience of fear that remains
largely internalized, something untranslatable yet viscerally recognizable as trauma. I travel to
places where war crimes have occurred —sites whose histories are remembered to varying degrees,
places saturated with fear that seem to transcend time.

The rubbings are made by cleaning a small section of the ground and absorbing the dust that has
settled there. This act of rubbing and cleaning becomes a way of confronting the memory of these
crimes, the people who attempted to escape them, and humanity’s recurring inability to prevent
them.

C.S.: The rubbings have a highly abstract quality. Looking at them, the mind begins to construct
stories and connect them to familiar forms. The visible marks and lines sometimes evoke mountain
landscapes or hillsides, while elsewhere they suggest more geometric, architectural structures. Some
of the rubbings, with their blue-green tones, resemble galaxies or star maps. Once the viewer begins
to understand the historical research underlying the work, all of these imagined images seem to
collapse under the weight of war, violence, and fear. How do these heterotopic spaces come
together within the series?

N.L.: These impressions resonate with symbolic, metaphorical, and scientific dimensions of the
places they inhabit, as well as with the trauma embedded within them. At their best, these
dimensions reflect and disrupt one another, giving rise to what I call phantom images—new visions
that no longer depend on their original point of departure.

Through the process of making the rubbings, I question, through the body, how knowledge is
acquired and how memory is constructed. I am also confronted with one of humanity’s most
frustrating limitations: the inability to transmit emotional and collective experience across
generations.

Although the work begins from a historical and narrative point of departure, grounded in
transmission through language, I seek to move away from language. By confronting absence and
trauma, and by creating another kind of void, I hope to open a new space.

C.S.: In Bucharest, the addresses were taken from The Black Book (Cartea Neagrd) by Matatias
Carp, which alternates between statistical accounts of atrocities and more personal narratives of
Jewish families living in Bucharest. How did you decide to approach this source material through
the medium of rubbings?

N.L.: I first learned about the book while attending a joint lecture on the Romanian poet Paul Celan,
given by Horatiu Decuble of the University of Bucharest and Alexis Nuselovici of Aix-Marseille
University. Carp’s research on the Bucharest Pogrom of 1941, and more broadly on antisemitism in



Romania, combines historical investigation with personal testimonies that create an emotional
connection and fulfil an important cathartic function.

This resonates with my own questions: How can such an experience be materialized, and therefore
transmitted? How can knowledge and memory be preserved without becoming emotionally
diminished or sterile? How do we commemorate?
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