REMAINS interview with Liam Gast

Liam Gast is an artist based in New York who mounts installations
and performances - what he calls "hauntings" - during stays in
Airbnb rentals. He spoke to us over Skype from his apartment in
Sunset Park, his voice occasionally fading out over the digital
airwaves like a ghostly apparition.

Typically, when we think of an artist’s medium, we think of
something conventional, like oil paint or film. How did you get
started using the Airbnb rental as your medium?

Honestly, | think the medium chose me. 1 had been sort of blocked
with my work one summer and | went to stay at this Airbnb up in
the Adirondacks. And once | got there | was immediately
uncomfortable: there was this stark contrast between the first
floor, which was this open plan with a big giant living room, and

the upstairs, where there was this dark narrow corridor with the
master bedroom at the end and what would be the kids’ bedrooms
off the sides. And in the ceiling of the master bedroom was a door
which contained the attic ladder stair. It all felt very sinister
and in a flash I’d imagined this entire narrative for the house: this
seemingly very social family headed by an overbearing, insecure
patriarch, and one day his black sheep son embarrasses himin
front of guests. And later, in a fit of anger, he kills the child, but
the family saves face, remains silent about the whole debacle,
and hides the evidence. As soon as | saw that attic ladder, | just
envisioned the whole thing.

But it felt really wrong to just write the story down and take it
with me - it belonged to the house more than to me - so instead
limagined what physical remnants of this story the house would
hold and 1 produced those: a toy with a tiny smattering of blood
buried in the yard, a journal narrating the events half-burned
and jammed between the floorboards of the attic, and so on.

In theory, if the owners of the Airbnb explored the house and
discovered these objects then this story | wrote would seem real
to them, they wouldn’t necessarily be able to tellit was a fiction.
| effectively rewrote the history of the house.

Thent just started doing this on repeat: I’d rent an Airbnb, listen
to the building for a story - not all houses had one, sometimes

a stay would be a bust - and then produce the remnants of the
story and inscribe them into the bones of the house.

But then later you moved away from the mystery story approach.

Right, yeah. Writing these tight narratives, then producing the
objects, leaving the journal pages, essentially planting clues, it
was a really fun way to work. But | started to feel that it was too
caught up in narrative conventions. The well-written mystery
story has to be so carefully structured: each clue gives a bit
more information leading up to the final unveiling according to
this almost set formula for suspense. Actual life is not like that.
Usually nothing much happens; there’s not a lot of forward
progression, and there’s certainly no big reveal at the end. We
just kind of live. Sometimes houses tell the stories of their previ-
ous inhabitants in more banal ways, through just being
repositories for the everyday detritus of living.

So I swung in almost the polar opposite direction: no plot,
just scenery.

Like you’d build a stage set?

More like redecorate. I’d get to the Airbnb and first thing Pd dois

I’d put up new paintings on the wall, different magnets on the
fridge, even different old soup cans in the back of the kitchen
cabinets. I’d put a new rug in the living room, imagine what stains it
would’ve acquired over time, purposefully create those. I’d stage
some photographs in the house - get some friends to come up for
a night, throw a fake birthday, take a few pictures, frame one

of them, put it on the table in the study. I’d essentially invent a
character who lived in the house and try to imagine, as
completely as possible, the stage set of his life.

I’d try to build up about five years of imagined habitation in the
week | was there, really a whole other parallel life for the house.
At the end I’d take it all down and painstakingly restore the home

toits original state.

You refer to your works as "hauntings." Why do you use this term?

Alot of haunted house movies hinge on a tension between seeing
ahouse as property - this abstract attitude towards space, of
title deeds and prices ~ and then the lived aspects of space - all
the memories, dreams, bad events that a house holds. And usually
the narrative is one of comeuppance: the people who see the
house just as real estate (the upwardly mobile family who move
into the gothic mansion despite the bad rumors swirling about it) is
bound to be punished by the house’s lived history; they’re bound
to be terrorized by the ghosts of the house.

And Airbnb, to me, just seems to be so keyed into these tropes.|
mean, it’s the ultimate in the viewing of space as an abstract real
estate entity: the Airbnb logic essentially turns the house into
money, into a ratio between amount-of-space-to-time-avail-
able-to-price. But then there’s the other side of the coin, the
reality of strangers going into your house and living in it, with
their bodies and their emotions and their baggage. So all the
conditions for haunting are there, the abstract versus the lived.

At a certain point, | realized that this was what my works were
about, this conflict. | find the abstract investment side of Airbnb
to be quite troubling and | very much want to leave some trace of
my inhabitation, either literally, through the objects of the

murder narratives, or more indirectly, by the imagined-then-de-
leted pasts of the redecorations.

The emphasis on ownership makes me think of legal documents,

title deeds, the paper trails of inhabitation. Do you think you’ll
ever go back to the more textual interventions of your earlier
work?

Honesty, if anything, | think I’ve moved even further into the
realm of the ephemeral, even further away from the strategy
of planting objects or texts in the rental. My most recent works
have just been performances, nothing concrete added to the
house at all.

Almost like plays? With an audience?

No, no audience. Just the actors. And not really a whole play with
a beginning and a middle and a moment of catharsis and the whole
shebang. Really the attempt is to condense all of the drama of
living into one single moment that hopefully has a lot of staying
power. For example, we staged one performance that was just a
single violent marital fight, maybe five minutes long. And then the
actors performed just that scene, basically on repeat, for the
duration of the stay. | think of it almost like scoring a piece of
wood, just taking a knife and digging into the same spot over and
over, until there’s this irreparable scar. Or like how mediums talk
about ghosts getting stuck in loops and repeating the same
unfinished action over and over. That’s what | hope these

performances create, this timeless psychic stain, this residue
that forever affects the house.

Do you think you’ve ever successfully left these traces? That
youw've ever really haunted an Airbnb?

That’s a good question, the one | ask myself all the time. ’'m not
sure. Can you believe so fully in a performance that a house takes
it for real and writes it into the DNA of its walls?

The actors are very committed - they’ve moved to this new
location, they’re entirely cut of f from their regular lives. And
repeating the same short performance over and over is almost

our staged events because in the end we don’t either.

Of course, the best way to ensure that a location will become
haunted is through death: you know the tropes, someone was
murdered in the house, or it was built on a graveyard, something
like that. And if you think about it, death is the ultimate limit point
for a performance. If you died in character - that would be the

complete unification of performer and role. Death of character,
death of person, there’d be no difference. | think a house would.
definitely take up that psychic trace. We’d need to find a very
dedicated actor to take on that role though. It wouldn’t be a
quick jaunt to some Airbnb upstate, pretending at country living
for a weekend. Ghost: that’s a role that lasts all eternity.
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it’s interesting as a historical document, but then there’s also

the aura of the book - its emotional or affective significance.

The Tower of London and More’s execution have no bearing on

this book as a physical object, and yet they surround the book
intellectually as you encounter it. So | have had this question:
why do books that were written in moments of extremis - when the
author is in prison or about to die - seem to be granted this addi-
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AHaunting at the Beinecke Interview with Kathryn James

Michael Myerss House

d: John Carpenter HALLOWEEN (197¢)

Housed within the Beinecke’s hyper-rational gridded walls are all
manner of strange texts—from alchemical recipes to notes writ-

ten shortly before their authors’ deaths. What strange forces
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.‘?A monstrously throUgﬁo ir Sred, pix;e—hooded Faincoat ;’Paritmn f their ancient wisdom? On a crisp morning in mid-October, we de-
ut, from g mud~drenched John c]uig:-ars . ’ scended into the library’s basement to speak with Kathryn James, tional power? How does a book become a carrier of this emotiona)
ing his the curator of the Beinecke’s Early Modern and Osborn Collec- charge?
tions, about the spectral life of texts.
Do you get a lot of seekers here - people whose interest feels

dead d
aughter to the biood—soaked slaughter s¢
ene.
less than purely scholarly, who want to see an object like this to

attain these hidden energies, so to speak?

Why do you think we see so many narratives in which a text is the
holder of a curse or some other evil force?

There is often a pilgrinage aspect to research. It’s intensely
impassioned. i had this terrible experience at Cambridge at the
Fitzwilliam Museum. M.R. James worked there, actually, and it’s this
19th-century space, formal and almost fictional in its English gen-
tlemanliness. The manuscript of Virginia Woolf’s A Room of One’s
Own is housed there, and L visited to see this. When the librarians
brought it out to the reading room - I had no idea this was going to
happen - as soon as | started reading her handwriting | heard her
scholar, antiquarian, or cataloguer who in some way ends up with voice in my head, and just burst into tears. And not ina decorous
amanuscript that has a kind of spectral life. And they’re always way, but this huge, loud, coughing sob. The entire library had this
quality of shocked silence. | had to pretend that lhad a cold to

escape the moment.
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Pve thought a lot about this issue - the ways in which a manuscript
is this unknown strange object that can also be something you’re

Nancy Thompson?s House 4 NIGHTMARE
frightened of, that can have this affective power.
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I The stories of M.R. James are great for thinking about the rela-
i tionship between the text-object and the kinds of power that it
/ might have. He was the provost of Eton College in the early 20th
century, a very tweedy man who wrote ghost stories about a
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Night Scream
Steven Rodriguez

{ pulled out my phone to take a picture of what Marek was sl*fowing
me on his phone. Hesitated to ask for permission. Took the picture
in agreement that his photo wasn’t going to be shown to anyone.
The image shocked me; or it was like something you’d show some—'
one when you want to know if you should see a doctor. Marek said
it was his tenth or eleventh paranormal investigation as part of
Rose Porto’s team. He said he’s known her since he was six, which
was about as long as Rose had told me she’s been doing these
things. This was our first real conversation and we were talk-
ative with anxiety. We were at a stranger’s cramped beachfront
house, five hours deep into the night. We had spent the last .h(.)ur
in the pitch black, on]y-visible—through—infrared—camera.s living
room, while Rose and the others tried to lure useful details from
amale and female ghost. The ghosts’ signal was being decipbered
through equipment noise (a rainbow LED device called a Spirit Box
and some sort of iPhone feedback loop app) and the noise of what
lwas told was ten other ghosts. We were being watched from the
dining room basecamp. Two of Rose’s team members kept watch on
seven infrared closed-circuit cameras that they had trained on
the house’s hallways, bedrooms and basement. The night had be-
gun at a restaurant, but really began when Rose sprayed holy wa-
ter in our faces and said a prayer that washed us in the blood of
Christ. We met the family. Listened to their personal accounts of
full-bodied apparitions. An empty stairway creaked as somet.hing
no one saw climbed up into an attic full of Christmas decorations
and a standing pile of shotguns. The strangers seemed totally
adjusted to living with these ghosts in a way that led me to mostly

avoid them.

Afew weeks before this, | was asking Rose leading questions
about the prevalence of New England’s paranormal investigator
subculture, thinking it was connected to Connecticut’s Ed and
Lorraine Warren. Rose was certain that the area’s saturation of
limestone and granite - known to absorb spectral energies - was

what made it such a paranormal hotbed.

At some point in the night, one of the strangers begantocryin
the pitch black living room. Rose and half her team were down-
stairs beyond earshot asking the ghosts questions. The stranger
whimpered out answers from the pitch black living room. Babies.
Anlrish or black servant. Peas in a basket. Or peas and a basket.
Margaret. Mary. Marsha. She called for Rose. Got louder. Demand-
ed that the camera’s flashes be turned off. Cussed a bunch. The
stranger refused to shut the spirit out of her head. Refused to
ask the spirit if it needed help. | thought Rose and her team would
provoke the spirit further, but instead they flew upstai‘rs to con-
trol the rising chaos. The strangers soon left the rcomin state
of utter calm. We were left in their house to finish investigating.

* If you are experiencing paranormal activity in New England,

Rose Porto canbe contacted at www.ctspiritinvestigators.com.
Her two books Tormented Souls: When Spirits of the Dead Refuse
toRestin Peace and Mingling with Spirits: A Paranormal Awakening
canbe purchased on the internet and in Connecticut bookstores.
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Can an ancient text still retain its aura when it’s in sucha

setin these particularly charged spaces: the library, or the
church, or the gentry household.
Often there’s a kind of spatial narrative - much like you see

in these horror stories - surrounding certain texts. They’re
unleashed from innocuous circumstances, like the chest in the

corner, and then acquire their own life.

Is the cursed object narrative of an M.R. James story an al

other side of the threshold of the physical object?
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=YI5a at the Harvard Design School and in fiction. For example, take the Shakespeare scholar Delia
) Bacon. She was obsessed with the idea that Francis Baconwas
the author of Shakespeare’s works, to the point that she went
to Stratford to try to open Shakespeare’s grave and prove that

he wasn’t buried there at all. She actually spent the night in the
church, but couldn’t bring herself to excavate the grave. She
was haunted by Shakespeare and his absence. She’s also buried in
Grove Street Cemetery, so there’s a way in which she’s

If you’re looking for the voices of the past and the object that
canincarnate them, the search will often lead to a book. Horace
Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto, which was the first gothic novel

»

centers around a lost manuscript that shows up in a tower. Jane

Austen’s Northanger Abbey is similar: the heroine looks to find

what she’s read in a gothic novel.

Why this constant searching? Does a collection have a different

enerqgy when it’s encountered in its place of origin?

pristine, modern space like the Beinecke?

The architecture does contradict the working life of the library.

You have this statement from 1963, but the library itself is a
laboratory. The tremendous energy thatis at work here is in many
ways at odds with the building’s appearance of tranquility. The
manuscripts are living objects; they’re still used as text, as
evidence and we now also increasingly see them as material
structures that connect to a remote textual past.

author once was.

Ii

One of the objects in the collection that reminds me of this is
Thomas More’s annotated prayer book from when he was held
in the Tower of London before his execution. On the one hand
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What is gained from seeing an archive in situ? Why do 1 go to the
places that people write about, the places where things hap-
pened, or the places where authors sat and wrote their books?
Ido think that there is a subjective power to those places of
origin. A text’s origin changes the way in which it is understood;
somehow these places convey back to the text object. There
is a fetishistic quality to it al}, the aura of the place where the

So dol think that there s a sort of occult power - in the broadest
sense of the term - to encountering a collection in its original
space? Logically, no. And yet in practice of course thereis.
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