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Some notes on Katarina Zdjelar  

 

The spoken word is an object exploding into space at the speed of sound. 

The ideal of communication is this: “I say something and you should understand it.” 
By this I mean that our notion of language holds the ideal of perfect communication 
within it. This ideal message, if it existed, would be conveyed in the least ambiguous 
way, with the minimum of ‘feedback’ or ‘noise’. We are told that language is a code, 
and therefore, if we follow its binary logic this clear message will be received and there 

will be no misunderstanding because the perfect machine does not stutter, stumble or 
search in desperation for the best word. “You will say something and I will understand 
it.” Actually, language, particularly an unfamiliar language, doesn’t work like a well-
oiled coding machine. When we struggle with a new language we struggle with our 
lungs, our tongues, our teeth and our lips. Our hands make shapes in space, we rock 

backwards and forwards and we become aware that the words we say are part of our 
body. When we learn a foreign language words become unfamiliar objects in our 
mouths; sometimes they appear to be as dry as feathers, as heavy as clay, or as sticky 
as honey. Sometimes our lips feel as if they are encrusted with ice, frozen on the edge 
of a word –what is the word I’m looking for? Our mouths and faces contort in an 

effort to spit out these unfamiliar objects and we sometimes feel strangely 
disembodied, and sometimes it even feels as if the language is speaking us. On the 
other hand our own language, the language we are familiar with, seems to hold its 
own territory, we are at home with our own language, and as we carry our language 
around with us we carry its territory, it provides us with our own comfort-zone. When 

we hear our language in translation, however, with all its searching and pauses, the 
‘place’ of our own language seems to lose its ground. For several years Katarina 
Zdjelar has been engaged on a series of projects that investigate how we deal with 
language, and how language, as well as being a series of codes that can be decoded 
and encoded, also represent a series of negotiations between the code of language and 

the physicality of speech. She is also concerned with the material nature of language; 
how it shapes our speaking bodies, how it draws us together into communities, how it 
makes space and clears space away. Zdjelar’s work also investigates the degree to 
which vocalization of a foreign language makes the first language unfixed and 
unstable. The accented voice makes apparent a series of differences that are within 

language itself. So meaning does not only rest in the signs but is expressed in the 
negotiation of the differences between the two languages. These differences, the 
‘noise’ of language: the uncontrolled, doubtful, accidental, inhibited, spontaneous, 
unintentional utterances that occur during speech, are part of its substance. The video 
piece, “There is no is”, brings out another aspects of language that concerns Zdjelar. 

Within this piece, the artist focuses on the physicality of language made manifests 
through the vocalization of two words – the artist’s name. Here we can see and hear 
the numerous negotiations an Asian women goes through in her attempts to 
pronounce name “Katarina Zdjelar.” She writes the name down on her hand but can 
not pronounce it, she listens to the artist as she indicates what she is supposed to say, 

the woman repeats it but does not succeed, she tries to twist her tongue into the right 
position but to no avail, she lets out abstract sounds that might help her find the sound 
that corresponds to the name Katarina Zdjelar, but gets stuck with the sounds that try 
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to prompt its correct pronunciation. It seems that what she hears does not match what 
she says. Language is a negotiation on a number of levels. In the video piece “Polder, 
French fries and “t’kofschip” we see a group of language students in Holland give the 

term “t’koschip/“softketchup”” their own application. The pieceexamines the 
conditions under which a language community comes into existance. For a language 
to emerge within a certain community that community has to be settled for a while, 
sharing the same time and space. Perhaps this is why a pseudo-language, like 
Esperanto for instance, finds it difficult to make its way in the world. Although 

Esperanto is a very simple and logical language it does not depend on shared 
experience of things in a shared time and space that can be translated into meaningful 
new words. Perhaps it is more fruitful to look at ‘minor’ or ‘hybrid’ languages, such as 
Yiddish or Romany, to understand how languages evolve through necessity – 
language is always swapping words and reshaping new words to fit into new mouths. 

A new language can only arise from the material conditions that shape it. Language is 
social on a number of levels.In the video piece “Deal” Zdjelar explores the unstable 
nature of translation, the specific relation between what one says, what one means and 
what one understands has been said. In the video a man simultaneously translates a 
piece of text (a sentence which gives the definition of the word “deal”) from his native 

language (French) to his second language (English). He does this repeatedly and we 
witness a series of negotiations around the possible permutations of the sentence. 
Some elements remain constant while others change. We understand that translation 
is not a point for point transcription of a code (like a roll of paper passing through a 
player-piano) but is actually a struggle with any number of possibilities. This piece, in 

common with all of Zdjelar’s recent work, shows us the economy of language, that the 
‘deal’ of the spoken word involves our minds, bodies and the active negotiation with 
language itself and with other speaking subjects. These negotiations might take place 
between the speaker and a machine in a language school, between the members in 
that school, between two friends with different native tongues, between a text and the 

reader… but all these examples attest to the life of language, that rather it being a 
point for point, figure for figure, transcription of a code these various negotiations 
produce a surplus, and in the end that is the true nature of the deal we have with 
language. 
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