
COMMISSION NO. 8:

The Potential of Space 
CLIENT:

Irena Bekić, manager, Windows Gallery

(...) The task I’m setting you is a borrowed one. I have 
taken it from Georges Perec, Species of Spaces, which offers 
it as an exercise to its readers.”  Irena Bekić

“Pursuing Irena’s assignment, according to 
the instructions of Georges Perec and the exercise in 
observation he sets the reader in his book   Species of 
Spaces, I went out one morning in mid-February 2012 
from the Metro at the Rue du Bac station.(...)
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130January 25, 2012
∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ 
Document: email
From: Irena Bekić
To: Amela Frankl
Attachment: commission
∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ 
Dear Amela
Well, I’m sending you an assignment; then, when we met, it 
seemed there was a lot of time left and then – it’s so familiar – time 
ran out.
Sending you the task I told you about, but supplemented with its 
Zagreb coupling. It’s not crucial that the café I send you to is in 
Paris, it could be anywhere, but I used Perec because I like the 
writing and it’s handy.  What I’m interested in then is the energy 
and potential of the places, presented through your response to 
them.
If there is anything else, we can be in touch by email.
I hope you haven’t already left – before we meet because of the 
photos and CD for Split.

Commission
The task I’m setting you is a borrowed one. I have taken it from 
Georges Perec, Species of Spaces, which offers it as an exercise 
to its readers. 

From time to time, observe the street, perhaps a bit more 
systematically than usual.
Work at it. Don’t hurry.
Mark the place: terrace of the café close to the crossing of 
Rue Du Bac and Boulevard Saint-Germain
time: seven in the evening
date: May 15, 1973
weather: fine and  stable

I assume that   the place Perec chose is collectively and 
historically without much meaning, which is why he selected 
it. But I also premise that it is precisely places in which an 
unremarked quotidian unfolds that are niches full of meaning and 
potential for activity.
I invite you to go to the caff close to the crossing of Rue du Bac 
and Boulevard Saint-Germain to explore the potential of the 
space, and in Zagreb to find a space that in some sense might 
respond to it and   on the basis of your observations to create a 
work.
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Following up Irena’s assignment, according to the instructions of Georges 
Perec and the exercise in looking that in his book Species of Spaces he 
sets the reader, I went out one morning in mid-February 2012 from the 
Metro at the Rue du Bac.  Walking around the crossing, I routinely clicked 
at everything in front of me, did a circle and halted                            according 
to the instructions from the exercise at the terrace of the nearby bistro. 
I drank coffee and occasionally glanced at the bar for opening the door, 
thinking this detail might be significant in finding the potential of the 
place and the fulfilment of my task. I watched with great concentration 
the city bus drivers adroitly avoiding the hardly visible central Place René 
Char in front of the terrace of the bistro. I noted a cyclist. I didn’t count 
the pedestrians and cars.  Almost all of them followed the thickly yet 
exactly distributed traffic signs. There were particularly many of them. 
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I went back home.  On the photographs I had taken, my attention 
was drawn, more than by the traffic signals that I might have raised to the 
level of creative potential of place, by the casual passers-by I came upon 
that morning at the crossing. Looking for a motif, I enlarged the material 
registered under a rather banally chosen magnifying glass, combined 
urban forms, named anonymous faces, put couples together, set up 
dialogues between them, invented their personal stories.

Then I thought of Perec. Looked up a portrait of him.  A sad smile 
from the author.

I knew at once that this smile was going to be my motivation in 
handling the assignment.
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134I went on looking.  Persistent in the search for the reason 
of this sad smile.  I picked out information about Perec’s life 
and works. Turned over pages of the book. In front of my gloomy 
texts full of the feeling of pointlessness and emptiness.

Even the title’s of Perec’s books seem gloomy and a bit 
empty: Things, My Memories, A Man Asleep,  W or Memory of 
Childhood… I found and watched the film based on Man Asleep, I 
was overwhelmed by gloom.  I couldn’t watch it to the end. 

In the book W or Memory of Childhood Perec writes:

Je n’ai pas de souvenir d’enfance. Jusqu’à ma 
douzième année à peu près, mon histoire tient en 
quelques lignes : j’ai perdu mon père à quatre ans, ma 
mère à six ; j’ai passé la guerre dans diverses pensions 
de Villard-de-Lans. En 1945, la sœur de mon père 
et son mari m’adoptèrent. Cette absence d’histoire 
m’a longtemps rassuré : sa sécheresse objective, son 
évidence apparente, son innocence, me protégeaient, 
mais de quoi me protégeaient-elles, sinon précisément 
de mon histoire vécue, de mon histoire réelle, de 
mon histoire à moi qui, on peut le supposer, n’était 
ni sèche, ni objective, ni apparemment évidente, ni 
évidemment innocente. “Je n’ai pas de souvenirs 
d’enfance” : je posais cette affirmation avec assurance, 
avec presque une sorte de défi. L’on n’avait pas à 
m’interroger sur cette question. Elle n’était pas 
inscrite à mon programme. J’en étais dispensé : une 
autre histoire, la Grande, l’Histoire avec sa grande 
hache, avait déjà répondu à ma place : la guerre, les 
camps. 

I have no memory of childhood. Until I was 
twelve, my history will fit in a few lines. I lost my 
father when I was four, my mother when I was 
six. I spent the war in various boarding houses in   
Villard-de-Lansa.  In 1945 my father’s sister and 
her husband adopted me. This lack of history for 
a long time gave me peace; its dry objectivity, its 
apparent patency and innocence protected me. 
But what they protected me from if not precisely 
the history I had experienced, my real history, 
my personal history that, it can be assumed, was 
neither dry nor objective, nor apparently patent 
and it was obviously not innocent. “I have no 
memories of childhood”: I would confidently 
put this statement forward, almost as a kind of 
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I discover that Perec was an orphan, a Holocaust orphan. I understand his 
profound grief.
Perec worked as a documentalist. I imagined to myself him every day 
passionately shuffling and classifying, making inventories in which only 
speciously was there no literary flesh, story and feeling, just dry and bare 
details, figures and letters. But not for Perec.  He used classification 
and inventory to be able to find his own line and letters capable of 
recording his existence, similar to careful arrangement of genealogical 
data. Memories composed of truncated elements were Perec’s main 
preoccupation, and the exercises and tasks like echo of a much more 
intimate research, search for place, identity as consequence of personal 
tragedy. Perec’s sadness.

challenge. I wouldn’t be examined about this theme, such a 
question was not part of my programme. I had freed myself 
of it; a different history, the big one, the history that fells 
everything in front of me, had already responded instead of 
me: with war, with camps. 



136Now I understood the given exercise of looking at the space of the 
crossroads and defining its qualities completely differently. I understand 
it as motif of search for one’s own definition, a transparent attempt 
to assuage the consequences of a personal tragedy, loss of parents: 
father killed in the war, mother deported to the concentration camp of 
Auschwitz.

In the book Ellis Island I found a clear confirmation of my 
understanding of the relation between space and identity in Perec:

Ce que moi, Georges Perec, je suis venu questionner ici c’est 
l’errance, la dispersion, la diaspora. Ellis Island est pour moi le 
lieu même de l’exil. C’est-à-dire le lieu de l’absence de lieu, le non 
lieu, le nulle part. C’est en ce sens que ces images me concernent, 
me fascinent, m’impliquent. Comme si la recherche de mon 
identité passait par l’appropriation de ce lieu dépotoir où les 
fonctionnaires harassés baptisaient des Américains à la pelle. 
Ce qui pour moi se trouve ici, ce ne sont en rien des repères, des 
racines, des traces mais le contraire quelque chose d’informe, à 
la limite du dicible, quelque chose que je peux nommer clôture ou 
scission ou coupure et qui est pour moi très intimement et très 
confusément lié au fait même d’être juif.

What I, Georges Perec, came here to question is wandering, 
dispersal, diaspora. Ellis Island is for me the very place of 
exile. A place of absence of place, a non-place, a nowhere-
land. In this sense these pictures touch me, ravish me, 
involve me.  As if search for my own identity takes for 
granted the appropriation of this dumping ground in 
which wearied clerks baptised Americans by the boatload. 
Here, in my opinion, there are no landmarks, roots, traces, 
rather, on the contrary, something formless, at the borders 
of the utterable, which I might call closure or scission or 
cutting, which is for me very intimately and very unclearly 
linked with the actual fact that I am a Jew. 

I wanted my work to finish Perec’s search on a Parisian crossroads in 
Zagreb.

I go back. I beg my mother to adopt Georges Perec.  We talk long 
and vehemently, In the end my mother makes a decision.  She agrees. 
Georges Perec finally finds his place in our family.  The artefact of this 
decision is the placing of the photographic installation in the Museum of 
Contemporary Art. A portrait of Perec, of my mother, my father. A portrait 
of my family. 
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