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Vincenzo Estremo


THE THREE LITTLE PIGS
Re-enacting Goethe, Hitler and Fassbinder


It is all falling indelibly into the past
Don DeLillo, Underworld


During the last twenty years many contemporary artworks 
based upon the history itself. Various contemporary artists are 
interested on past events, putting history at the center of their 
actions. Monuments, archives, old pictures, found-footage, out-
dated items, traces of past lives are just several of the objects used 
in contemporary art exhibitions which aim to analyze or display 
pieces of history. These art practices deal with storytelling or bet-
ter with history-telling, as stated by Dieter Roelstraete1, and help 
to ensure a varied framework made up of experiences linked to 
each other by the purpose of questioning the history. Hal Foster 
identifies in the so called ‘“archival impulse” a critical behavior in 
postproduction that gives to the artists the possibility to connect, 
within art installations or film, images and objects coming from the 
past which are “retrieved in a gesture of alternative knowledge or 
counter-memory”2. In other circumstances this tendency to make 
a historical research would be just a way or a strategy, whereas in 
this case the artistic tools seem to be closer to those used by the 
historians. This predisposition to historical research is figured out 
by Mark Godfrey in his essay “The Artist as Historian”, where he 


1 Dieter Roelstraete, The Way of the Shovel: On the Archeological Imaginary 


in Art, http://www.e-flux.com/journal/the-way-of-the-shovel-on-the-
archeological-imaginary-in-art/ last visit 20 March 2014.


2 Hal Foster, “An Archival lmpulse”, in October, no. 110, Fall 2004, p.4.
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stresses how in some art productions the “historical research and 
representation appear central”3. Even though Godfrey’s position 
should not be read in an academic way, the curator does not con-
fuse the historian’s aims with those of the artist. Herein it might be 
supported that the artistic practices have enriched the framework 
of historical research opening it to new and never considered as-
pects. The works of art related to the history must remain pecu-
liar to the language and each artist’s own method of work. These 
works are entirely individual and although inserted into a trend or 
in a “turn”, they could not be structured in a historiographical the-
ory4. In this essay I will try to explain in which way the artist Albert 
Serra5 has chosen to dig the history of Germany for the production 
of his monumental film The Three Little Pigs (2012) and for what 
reason doing that he has re-staged extracts from biographies of 
three very important historical characters as Johann Wolfgang von 
Goethe, Adolf Hitler and Rainer Werner Fassbinder. I deal with 
the film structure and the reasons why we could define the work of 
Serra a historical re-enactment in contemporary art. 


The Three Little Pigs 


In the summer of 2012 during Documenta (13) in Kassel6 Albert 
Serra began shooting his film The Three Little Pigs. The intent of 


3 Mark Godfrey, “The Artist as Historian”, in October, no. 120, Spring 2007, 
pp. 142-143.


4 The trend to which we refer is the one that goes by the name of “Historiografic 
Turn in Art”. The definition was proposed by Dieter Roelstraete, senior 
curator of the MCA of Chicago in an article for the online journal e-flux. 
Dieter Roelstraete, The Way of the Shovel, cit. 2009.


5 Albert Serra was born in 1975 in Banyoles, Spain, and lives in Barcelona. He 
received a Ph.D. in literary theory and comparative literature. Serra wrote, 
produced, and directed Honor of the Knights (2006), as well as wrote and 
directed Birdsong (2008), both premiered at the Cannes Film Festival 
in 2006 and 2008. Recently he won the LUMA Award 2011 of the LUMA 
Foundation and Pardo d’Oro 2013 at Locarno film Festival with Historia de 


la meva mort (2013).
6 Documenta is a modern and contemporary art event that takes place in 


Kassel (Germany) every five years. Each Documenta has the duration of 
one hundred days. dOCUMENTA (13) was held in 2012 and was curated by 
Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev.
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Serra was to shoot and edit two hours of footage for each of the 
hundred days of Documenta, and projecting the results twice a 
day at the Bali Cinema of Central Station Kassel. The original proj-
ect was to make a film of two hundred hours and show the entire 
job, round the clock, in the last days of the event from September 
8 to September 16. Throughout the duration of Documenta, due to 
financial problems the budget of the production was significantly 
reduced, the original plan Serra has undergone to change.At the 
end it was possible to make only one hundred hours of film, while 
keeping the film production active just for sixty days. 


In The Three Little Pigs the three historical figures Johann Wolf-
gang von Goethe, Adolf Hitler and Rainer Werner Fassbinder are 
portrayed in a specific time of their lives. The film has been shoot-
ed in four different locations around Kassel. The Three Little Pigs 
has a clear narrative structure, as it faces the history of modern 
and contemporary Germany through the biographical events of 
the three protagonists, gathering speeches, statements, interviews 
and fragments of conversation. The title of the film, The Three 


Little Pigs, derives from the namesake fairy tale which proposes 
the so-called “rule of three” or rather a story with three charac-
ters, which takes place in three different times. For the realization 
of the film Serra made use of three books: Gespräche mit Goethe 
of Johann Peter Eckermann; some private Hitler’s conversation, 
Tischgespräche im Führerhauptquartier, that the British historian 
Hugh Trevor-Roper has collected in the book Hitler’s Table Talk 
1941-1944; interviews and statements by Rainer Werner Fassbinder 
contained in volume Fassbinder über Fassbinder: Die ungekürzten 


Interviews edit by Robert Fischer7. Albert Serra has chosen not to 
make any adaptation of the texts in order to preserve their diary-
like form and their chronological structure, staging the dialogues 
meticulously. Each character is developed independently and it is 
possible to find a separate script for each of them. The reported 
facts proceed without an evident narrative connection, becoming 


7 Johann Peter Eckermann, Gespräche mit Goethe in den letzten Jahren 


seines Lebens, Brockhaus, Leipzig 1836, (eng. ed. Conversations with 


Goethe, Hilliard Grey, Boston 1839); Hugh Trevor-Roper, Hitler’s Table Talk 


1941–1944, Enigma Books, New York 2000; Robert Fischer, Fassbinder über 


Fassbinder: Die ungekürzten Interviews, Verlag der Autoren, Frankfurt am 
Main 2004.
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a long and loyal film transposition of the literary hypotext. The pe-
riods taken under consideration have a specific timeline for each 
character: Goethe, Hitler and Fassbinder are portrayed in a short 
period of time of their lives and each chapter of the film is marked 
by the date on which the conversation took place. The Goethe’s 
episode covers the length of time between 1823 and 1832, while 
he is in Weimar, old and sick; Hitler is shown in a century later, 
around1941 and 1944 during World War II; the chapter with Fass-
binder focuses on the last period of his life from 1969 to 1982. 


Gespräche mit Goethe is the compilation of the notes from the 
encounter of Johann Peter Eckermann and Goethe in 1823, when 
a young Eckermann, moves to the city of Weimar, becomes the 
personal assistant of the “Olympic” poet. In the short conversa-
tions between master and the young assistant it is possible to find 
Goethe’s reflections and interests of his last years of life, as well 
as his opinions, taste, artistic and literary preferences. In the film 
the old poet expresses his opinion about George Gordon Byron, 
Friedrich Schiller, Walter Scott, and German politics by speaking 
openly about Napoleon. Serra uses many descriptions present in 
the Eckermann’s text to build the entire environment in which 
Goethe lived. The artist modifies the original text, by transform-
ing the narrative form from third to first person.


Tischgespräche im Führerhauptquartier is the brainchild of 
Martin Bormann, personal secretary of the Führer, who convinced 
Hitler of the importance of putting his own memories and per-
sonal memories in his writing. Along with Bormann also Heinrich 
Henry Heim and Picker worked for the transcriptions8. Between 
1941 and 1944, in the Berliner headquarters of the Third Reich, the 
speeches of Hitler concerning his private life of those years and the 
war evolvements are collected. Starting from the Bormann’s Tisch-


gespräche im Führerhauptquartier, Hugh Trevor-Roper edited his 
Hitler’s Table Talk 1941-1944 which is then used by Serra for his 
film. In the work of Hugh Trevor-Roper, the latest ideological and 
political positions of the Führer are clarified as well as his views 
on religion, culture and philosophy. In the case of Hitler, Serra re-
vealed in several interviews, his difficulties to represent the dicta-


8 Picker Henry, Gerhard Ritter (eds.), Tischgespräche im Führerhauptquartier 


1941–1942, Athenäum, Bonn 1951.
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tor. In one of the daily reports from Kassel that Serra published for 
the Spanish newspaper Avanguardia he said:


Since I started producing this movie, the most difficult problem 
which I had to face was the representation of Hitler. I am dissatisfied 
whenever I watch the actor acting and I couldn’t find the way to fix 
it. [...] If he becomes more aggressive (Hitler unbalanced with vio-
lent outbursts) is a cliché. If he becomes more human (Hitler who 
loves children and dogs, Hitler talking intimately with Eva Braun) is 
another cliché. If he becomes sarcastic (anticlerical, misogynistic...) 
the cliché is not broken. And if he becomes more introverted it is a 
rejection to him and the film based on a text which contains its own 
manic verbosity. He cannot even be smarter than the proposed text 
(even more stupid, it would still be a cliché: the fact that he was an 
evil criminal and crazy does not prevent him from being visually in-
teresting). [...] I would have never dared to make a film about Hitler 
if I did not have a start text, a truthful and historical document. And 
if I cannot represent Hitler as he was I can always dream. My Hitler 
is deliberately fantastic, but created exclusively from real facts (my 
translation)9. 


As a matter of fact Serra, in the staging of Hitler’s conversations, 
holds the dialogues as they are in the transcripts of Bormann, 


9 La representación de una figura como Adolf Hitler. Siento una cierta insa-
tisfacción cada vez que miro al actor interpretando, y no encuentro la ma-
nera de corregirla. Cualquier cosa que le digo, y como es habitual no le digo 
casi nada, él hace lo que quiere y de la manera que quiere, no sirve para 
mucho. Si se vuelve más agresivo (el Hitler desequilibrado con arranques 
violentos), es un cliché. Si se vuelve más humano (el Hitler al que le gustan 
los niños y los perros, el Hitler íntimo que habla distendidamente con Eva 
Braun), también aparece otro cliché. Si se vuelve más sarcástico (anticle-
rical, misógino, etcétera), también aparece el lugar común. Y si se vuelve 
más introvertido, simplemente se desmiente a él mismo y, a la vez, el filme, 
que se basa en un texto que precisamente recoge su verborrea irreprimible. 
Tampoco puede ser más inteligente de lo que el texto propone (aunque 
tampoco más estúpido, otro cliché: que fuera un criminal maligno y estu-
viera loco no impide que fuera interesante. Nunca me hubiera atrevido a 
hacer una película sobre Hitler, si no tuviera un punto de partida textual, 
verídico, además, un documento histórico. Y si no puedo representar a 
Hitler tal como era, sí que puedo soñarlo. Mi Hitler es deliberadamente 
fantástico, pero creado exclusivamente a partir de datos. 


 Albert Serra, “Representar a Hitler”, in La Vanguardia, 27 June 2012.
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Heim and Picker. The artist preserves both the structure and syn-
tax and he anchors his work to the text as much as it is possible. 


Concerning the thirty Fassbinder interviews, that chronicles 
the career of the German filmmaker and playwright, intertwines 
with many autobiographical references. Fassbinder talks freely 
about his life as well as his subversive activity for the antitheater to 
end up with the analysis of his first five films. Serra’s Fassbinder ex-
presses his views on cinema and film industry, speaking of Doug-
las Sirk, Jerry Lewis and Jean Luc Godard. In the general frame-
work of the film, Fassbinder becomes a figure of counterpoint to 
the conceptual and ideological positions of Goethe and Hitler. The 
dialogues of Fassbinder are longer and more articulated than the 
others. His perspective is expressed colloquially and is explained 
by the frequent use of the phrase “I like”. Serra places these views 
on German society, history, cinema and art randomly within the 
film, they are fragmentary and unsystematic. 


Structure, utterance, reference 


The Three Little Pigs is neither a historical period drama nor a 
documentary drama, but it is a performative work in video format, 
a hybrid between cinema and artistic practices. The work of Al-
bert Serra is a non-homogeneous combination in which linguistic 
codes of cinema and art practices seem to trigger each other10. The 
film is shooted to be screened in the movie theater of Bali Cinema 


10 A distinction between The Three Little Pigs and other costume films is 
needed. In these pages it is defined as a performative work in video format 
because it belongs to the framework of contemporary art practices as video 
art and performance. This article uses The Three Little Pigs as a case study 
to explore re-enactment as a performative practice and how history may 
be questioned. Costume feature films works differently, Elise Wortel and 
Anneke Smelik pointed out how films as Elizabeth (1998) or Marie Anto-


niette (2006), allow us to experience the lived past in our present. Wortel 
and Smelik have stressed why our access to the past trough this kind of 
costume films have created a new way of thinking about cultural memory. 
Elise Wortel and Anneke Smelik, Texture of Time: A Becoming-Memory 


of History in Costume Film, in Liedeke Plate and Anneke Smelik (eds.), 
Performing Memory in Art and Popular Culture, Routledge, New York and 
London 2013, pp. 185-200. 
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in Kassel. The three little Pigs goes the way back if we compare it 
with the exhibit, installed or relocated cinema, returning to the 
darkness of the black cube11. In The Three Little Pigs, as well as 
in video art installation, the centrality of the user is stressed and 
forms of individual experience in public settings are supported12. 
As far as the film content is concerned, the repetition of historical 
materials acquired by three literary texts is remarkable. Further-
more, in The Three Little Pigs is possible to find out several icono-
graphic allusions to many paintings and films. 


The Three Little Pigs has a very simple structure, but neverthe-
less it requires the viewer to put an outstanding effort. The one 
hundred and one hours of duration is an obstacle to overcome for 
whomsoever who wants to engage with the film. Albert Serra de-
fined it as an experiment, something in between performance and 
cinema: “It’s a performance, with the idea that the dialogue is born 
when you see the film. It’s never what happened in the mind of 
somebody, and it was never done in reality. So it’s really born when 
you see the film”13. The performance which Serra is talking about is 
neither a theatrical event, nor an athletic activity, a dance or music 
exploit, but it is a discourse in which visual arts, video and film 


11 About the exposition of artist video in the movie theater. Marco Teti, “Dal 
museo alla sala (cinematografica). Esperienza estetica e modelli di fru-
izione nel video contemporaneo”, in Cinergie no. 2, Novembre 2012, pp. 
34-43; Sandra Lischi, “Film da percorrere: l’installazione ‘cinematografa-
ta’”, in Predella n 31, http://arthist.net/archive/3763, last visit 10 August 
2015; Kate Mondloch, Installing Time: Spatialized Time and Exploratory 


Duration, in Screens: Viewing Media Installation Art, NED – New edition. 
Vol. 30. University of Minnesota Press, 2010. pp. 40-59; Raymond Bellour, 
“Varda ou l’art contemporain. Note sur Les Plages d’Agnès”, in Trafic no. 
69, 2009, (Varda o l’arte contemporanea. Nota su Les Plages d’Agnès, in 
Sandra Lischi, Elena Marcheschi (eds.), No Destination/Senza mèta, ca-


talogo di INVIDEO, mostra di video e cinema oltre, Mimesis, Milano 2009, 
pp. 20-22); Nick Kaye, Multimedia: Video – Installation – Performance, 
Routledge, New York 2007; Philippe Dubois, “Esporre il movimento? Sull’ 
“effetto cinema” nell’arte contemporanea”, in Bianco e nero, no. 1-2, 2006, 
p. 35; Simonetta Cargioli, Sensi che vedono. Introduzione all’arte della 


video-installazione, Nistri-Lischi, Pisa 2002, p. 60. 
12 Francesco Casetti, “L’esperienza filmica e la ri-locazione del cinema”, in 


Fata Morgana, no. 4, aprile 2008, pp. 23-40.
13 http://sensesofcinema.com/2013/feature-articles/everything-is-dead-


but-the-motor-still-turns-an-interview-with-albert-serra/ last visit 16 
December 2015.
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are assembled synergistically. In this kind of performative produc-
tion the meaning of the discourse emerges also thanks to users’ 
feedbacks. Seen under this light, the long projection is a decisive 
act for the performance, Serra argues that other forms of displays 
would reduce the film to a mere bourgeois experience14. Indeed 
the artist seems to be convinced of not exhibiting his project dif-
ferently even for future projections: “The film as a piece of art can 
stand alone too. The only condition is to show the whole thing and 
if possible together (in one continuous session). I will never allow 
it to be shown in parts”15. According to Serra The Three Little Pigs 
is an art piece that must be desiderated by viewers: “People have to 
have some desire for it. I don’t like selling things people don’t really 
need. For me this film is also about quantity and megalomania. So 
people will have to love this side of it also”16. Before the film the 
spectator choice is therefore crucial17. The audience must reach a 
desire towards the film in order to trigger the hermeneutical circle 
of the story. The meaning, as Jacques Rancière has had occasion to 
emphasize, is realized only when the viewer contributes to its pro-
duction: “An emancipated community is in fact a community of 
storytellers”18. Consequently every fruition is conditioned by the 
degree of spectator’s emancipation.


In The Three Little Pigs Albert Serra makes use of a very limited 
number of general cinematic codes. The tale moves ahead thanks 
to a continuous sequence of still shot. On the other hand the 
traveling shot are rare and when the video camera is moving the 
camera movements are slow and very simple. The framings, the 
natural light and the photography, contribute to create a rarefied 


14 Albert Serra interviewed by Olivier Père at 65th festival del film Locarno 
http://www.pardolive.ch/en/Pardo-Live/today-at-the-festival/2012/
day9/Conversation-with-Albert-Serra.html#.UkFRLmR5xYs last visit 20 
September 2013.


15 Thomas Beard, “The Whole Film Should Be an Error”, in Mousse no. 35, 
2012, p.65.


16 Ibidem.


17 As remarked by Guy Debord: “The spectacle is not a collection of images; 
it is a social relation between people that is mediated by images” in Guy 
Debord, La Société du Spectacle, Gallimard, Paris 1992 (La società dello 
spettacolo, Baldini Castoldi Dalai editore, Milano 2008, p. 3.)


18 Jacques Ranciere, “The Emancipated Spectator”, in Art Forum, no. 45, 
March 2007, p. 280.
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atmosphere. Reducing the structure complexity, Serra favors the 
development of the narration through pro-filmic (sets and cos-
tumes) and extra-filmic elements. The artist seems to want to hide 
the presence of video camera in that way he may underline the 
autonomous value in the texts he has used as paratext19. According 
to Roger Odin, in audiovisual productions the balance between 
fictionalization operations determines different types of identifi-
cation of the spectator with the text.20. In The Three Little Pigs 
the choice of Albert Serra to simplify the narrative morphology 
does not guarantee audience to enter to world of the story. Yet the 
film’s structure makes the so-called mise-en phase harder21. In the 


19 The working method of Albert Serra takes advantage from the potentialities 
of digital video camera. Serra usually shoots long sequences without 
interruptions. The artist collects hours and hours of video materials 
leaving the camera on for a long while to record actions happening on the 
set of his films. About how he started filming he said: “[...] it was in the 
beginning of digital filmmaking. It was 1999. There were smaller cameras, 
some videotapes, and you could do it yourself. There was a dream, or a 
hope, there, and I was very much a cinephile, but I was interested in radical 
cinema, the stuff from the ’60s, or Bunuel, or the avant-garde from the ’20s 
and ’30s, or Warhol”. And about the digital video camera he remarked: “[…] 
with this technology, maybe we’ve reached a point where we can have the 
attitude of artists, doing crazy things. We can now have film, with small 
cameras. We discovered it was really possible to make what we wanted, and 
it changed everything, even from the psychological point of view. When 
it’s 35mm, or even now with these big digital cameras, you have to prepare 
shots. Cinema is drawn in shots. The camera is heavy, you can’t move it, 
and you have to prepare everything. If somebody moves, it’s already out 
of focus. With digital cameras, these things disappear. It’s easygoing, and 
then you can think in scenes, or even in just one scene, instead of in terms 
of shots.” Steve Macfarlane, “Casanova, Dracula, and art in the age of digital 
filmmaking”, in Bomb Magazine, November, 2014. http://bombmagazine.
org/article/2000018/albert-serra last visit 15 December 2015.


20 Fictionalization refers to the process by which the spectator is made to 
resonate to the fiction, the process which moves us and leads us to identify 
the character with love or hate. Odin has established seven types of 
operations within the Fictionalization: Figurativization; Diegeticization; 
Narrativizations; Monstraction; Belief; Mise-En Phase; Fictivization. Roger 
Odin, De la fiction, De Boeck & Larcier, Bruxelles 2000, (Della finzione, 
Vita e Pensiero, Milano 2005, pp. 50-53).


21 Mise-en phase (literally the “placing-in-phase” or “phasing-in” of the 
spectator) is an operation which enlists all the filmic instances in the 
service of the narration, mobilizing the rhythmic and musical work, the 
play of looks and framing, to make the spectator vibrate to the rhythm of 
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construction of film story the prevalence of one parameter over 
the other seven, produces a condition of déphasage22. In this case 
the extreme autonomy of monstration compared to the narrativ-
ization leads the viewer to a monstration déphasage23. This choice 
of Serra goes in a precise direction, the artist wants to alienate the 
audience in an “outer phase displacement”, creating a reflexive de-
vice in order to be able to draw the attention to filmic discourse, 
rather than to story24. In the film, three men tell their biographical 
events, one at a time alternating each other on the screen. Every 
story is the faithful re proposition of textual materials on which the 
artist want to direct the viewer’s attention. The plot is barely men-
tioned and what is prevailing is the continuous flow of speeches 
and images deployed as a diverse set of information. There is a 
narrative gap, a generalized phase displacement with the direct 
consequence that the events shown on the screen appear to be un-
chained to each other25. The performance is accomplished by three 
dimensional and rhythmic levels as well as by narrative and figura-
tive one. From this perspective the sensible length of the projec-
tion becomes an essential factor to create the conditions in order 
to ensure that the public is granted to take texts and images from 
the film. The persistence of different conditions of phase displace-
ment allows Serra to direct the viewer out of the film, in a space 
where it is possible to produce autonomous thinking. This centrif-
ugal movement pushes the audience in a space and time (mental) 
in which they can interrogate the historical and biographical ma-
terials of The Three Little Pigs26. The considerable size of perfor-


the filmic events. In common language instead of “placing-in phase” we 
may use the expression “being engrossed”. Idem., 43-44.


22 Déphasage or phase displacement, simply designates the relation manifest 
in the diegesis (conjunction or disjunction) is not mirrored in the film-
spectator relation. The spectator does not, therefore, resonate with the 
diegetic events. Idem., p. 51


23 Narrativization is the temporalization of events involving antagonistic 
subjects. Monstration is the designation of the diegetic world, either 
actual or constructed as real. Idem., pp. 31-40. 


24 Idem., p. 51.
25 Ibidem. 
26 The notion of “mental space” in relation with time in Video Installation 


Art has been defined by Valentina Valentini, “Le forme del narrare nel 
video”, in CloseUp, no. 17, 2005, pp. 93. 
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mance contributes to create the “estrangement” from the film. The 
audience is not only asked to take part in the performance but it is 
also asked to cross the border of the linear display. The historical 
narration of The Three Little Pigs is not only achieved in the text 
of the film but in the historical memory of every single viewer. The 
mechanics of the “outer phase displacement” facilitates, to quote 
the words of Rancière, the emancipation of the spectator: 


Artists, like researchers, build the stage where the manifestation and 
the effect of their competences become dubious as they frame the 
story of a new adventure in a new idiom. The effect of the idiom 
cannot be anticipated. It calls for spectators who are active interpret-
ers, who render their own translation, who appropriate the story for 
themselves, and who ultimately make their own story out of it. An 
emancipated community is in fact a community of storytellers and 
translators27.


The artist does not establish only one meaning for the film, he 
simply proposes a narrative flow with contents that he has ex-
trapolated from reference books. Therefore he waits for others to 
make decisions through their personal knowledge and experienc-
es. Even though Serra reproduces a set of historical materials, he 
needs the spectator to rewrite what others have written years be-
fore. The viewer of The Three Little Pigs comes after postmodern 
experiences, they have passed through the break and the trauma to 
which Fredric Jameson refers when he describes the public placed 
in front of the fragmentary nature of the video work by Nam June 
Paik. These spectators are asked to do “the impossible” by rear-
ranging the vision of dozens of television screens themselves28. In 
other words Serra assumes that The Three Little Pigs’ viewer may 
organize film sequences personally. This viewer should be able to 
do “the impossible” he/she may take part in the performative event 
and, at least set up again the long succession of images of the film 
in a new discursive structure. In this manner instances of doubt 
and confusion are converted into new narrative potential. We are 
in the wake of the crisis of the grand narrative or “master narra-


27 Jacques Ranciere, The Emancipated Spectator, cit., p. 280.
28 Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, Or the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, 


Duke University Press, Durham 1991, p. 31.
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tive” mentioned by Jean-Francois Lyotard in which also the notion 
of past-time is subjected to the idea of possibility29. After all Marc 
Bloch, outlining the logic of the critical method in history in his 
Apologie pour l’histoire ou Métier d’historien, said that the chance 
of an event to happen is not the sole prerogative of the future time. 
The past, duly analyzed and questioned, it is subject to the laws 
of probability30. Every possible narrative eventuality departs from 
the interrogation of the past, these possibilities are put into prac-
tice thanks to the audience’s activity. The viewer – center of the 
performance – has the option (task) of questioning and rewriting 
the past. The Three Little Pigs seems to be a sequence of tableau 
vivant that refers to pictorial compositions and to the cinema envi-
ronment. The neutral point of view, the shots with a fixed camera 
(frame-stop) and the absence of a dynamic expressivity alludes to 
a network of external references. The static structure of the cine-
matographic space has an impact on the profilmic level. The scenes 
regarding Goethe have been located green surroundings few kms 
from city of Kassel, in the park of Wilhelmsthal. The scenes of the 
interior are also shot in outdoors by building a backdrop that has 
intent to reproduce a room with peeling paint and damaged by 
time. Goethe is surrounded by nature, as in the famous painting 
by Johan Heinrich Wilhelm Tischbein named Goethe in the Ro-


man Campagna of 1786 from which Andy Warhol obtained a Pop 
Icon in 1982. Serra has depicted Goethe as an old man, similar to 
the one in the painting of Joseph Karl Stieler. Most times the char-
acter wears a frock-coat or the blue tails as in the Johann Daniel 
Donat’s watercolor. The Hitler’s headquarters has been recreated 
in the Salzmann Fabrik. In trying to reconstruct the environments 
of Drittes Reich the scenographer has paid a particular attention 
to the symbols of Nazi ideology. The big steel S that appears in 
many shots of the film is the result of work on the symbol of the SS 
(Schutzstaffel logo). While proposing the SS logo again it has been 
reduced to a single S becoming a residual element, then histori-
cal memory remains are keptin its repetition. The parts regard-


29 Jean-François Lyotard, La Condition Postmoderne, Les Editions de Minuit, 
Paris 1979 (La condizione postmoderna, Feltrinelli, Milano 2012 pp. 58-76).


30 Marc Bloch, Apologie pour l’histoire ou Métier d’historien, Paris 1993 
(Apologia della Storia o Mestiere di storico, Einaudi, Torino 2009, p. 94).
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Set for scenes of Johann Wolfgang von Goethe in The Three Little Pigs, dOCU-
MENTA (13) Kassel.


Harald Kimpel is Johann Wolfgang von Goethe in The Three Little Pigs, dOCU- 
MENTA (13) Kassel.
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ing Fassbinder have been shot in a cabaret set up on the model of 
Ekstase Bar, a famous night club in Berlin. All the furnishings and 
the décor have been brought from the German capital. The sce-
nographer has used visual reference as well some images and at-
mospheres linked to the environments of some movies such as the 
musical Cabaret (1972) by Bob Fosse starring Liza Minnelli, Lola 


(1981) by Rainer Fassbinder, Blue Velvet (1986) by David Lynch and 
the painting Großstadt (Metropolis) by Otto Dix31.


Re-enacting process


Albert Serra has thought the structure of The Three Little Pigs 
to emphasize the biographical texts he selected. The way in which 
the artist would like to push the viewer to pay attention to film’s 
external elements was pointed out earlier, now is time to stress out 
the attitude of Serra towards the hypotext. With remediation of 
Gespräche mit Goethe, Hitler’s Table Talk 1941-1944 and Fassbinder 


über Fassbinder – the appropriation of the content of one medium 
into another, from books to video – Serra keeps being faithful to the 
texts as they were the history. He did not operate any adaptation 
of the texts but only transferred them into the film. This transfor-
mation cannot be considered just as a normal hypertextual act of 
transposition. The film is not limited to serious transformation of 
three biographical texts, but it engages with a process of historical 
repetition. Serra’s performance induces the audience to reflect on 
three characters and on three moments in the history of Germany. 
Dealing with the history of Germany Serra moves the theoretical 
horizon of his performance from the private space to human inter-
actions within social contexts. The Three Little Pigs repeats history 
in order to settle. It is only due the act of repetition that this act of 
clarification may take place. Behind the concept of repetition lies 
a special type of contemporary art production called historical re-
enactment. The goal of the contemporary art re-enactment is not 


31 On Staging the lives of the three characters It has been given much weight 
to the choice of the locations. The stage adaptation was performed by 
set-designer Sebastian Vogler, while the costumes are the work of Rosa 
Tharrats. http://www.sebastianvogler.com/spanish/index.php last visit 02 
April 2014. 
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Judith Groth is Rainer Werner Fassbinder in The Three Little Pigs, dOCUMEN-
TA (13) Kassel.


Clemens Alban is Adolf Hitler in The Three Little Pigs, dOCUMENTA (13) 
Kassel.
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the reconstruction of but the production of something new. His-
torical re-enactment in contemporary art is a practice that comes 
out from Appropriation Art, from which it takes some elements32. 
Appropriation art became popular in the late 1970s in the United 
States of America. This tendency grew around exhibition Pictures 
curated by Douglas Crimp in September 1977 at Artists Space in 
New York33. The exhibition gathered a large group of artists includ-
ing Troy Brauntuch, Jack Goldstein, Sherrie Levine, Robert Longo 
and Philip Smith. These artists have launched a reflection on the 
notion of the author, raising questions about the artistic practices 
of image appropriation34. Between the end of the Seventies and 
the Eighties of 20th century artists started to work with a system-
atic re-use of images from the past. The appropriation practices 
have contra-distinguished the entire history of art and cannot be 
considered as exclusively postmodern. The history of art is full of 
examples in which looking to the art of the past is an approach to 
innovate artistic languages. What changed with the Appropriation 
Art was the purpose of these kinds of appropriations. When Sher-
rie Levine, with After Walker Evans (1981), has re-photographed 
the photography of Allie Mae Burroughs taken by Walker Evans, 
she added an extra layer of information to the original photo by 
confusing the timeframes. Post-modern appropriation artists en-
gage themselves in a general process of re-semanticizing of time, 
taking elements from history in order to start a critique to the 
present time. We are faced with the awareness of a rift between 
two different timeframes (past and present) and with the accep-
tance of the end of the concept of “influence” that had been the 
trait d’union of the whole “evolutionary” parable of modern art. 
In the Archéologie du savoir (1969), Michel Foucault outlines the 
preliminary theoretical problems to be addressed in the study of 
discursive unity, while warning us on the need to free ourselves – 
among other things – of the notions of influence, development 


32 About Appropriation Art. David Evans (ed.), Appropriation, Whitechapel – 
The MIT Press, London Cambridge 2009; Okwui Enwezor, Archive Feverr: 


Uses of the Document in Contemporary Art, Steidl, New York Göttingen 
2008; Charles Merewether (ed.), The Archive, Whitechapel – The MIT 
Press, London Cambridge 2006.


33 http://artistsspace.org/exhibitions/pictures last visit 02 March 2014.
34 Douglas Crimp, “Pictures”, in October, no. 8, Spring, 1979, pp. 75-88. 
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and evolution35. The Appropriation Art has met the postmodern 
need related to the crisis of the “master narrative”. Since the begin-
ning this artistic tendency has been engaged with problematics 
connected with authorial instances and with the issue of the origi-
nality in relationship with society36. Appropriation artists have re-
acted to those modernist guidelines “freezing” entire periods of 
history. The past (history) became fetish and it has been reified 
into something else. The works of Appropriation Art imprison the 
history in a quoationist mechanism, composing a large collage, a 
pastiche made out of inanimate museum pieces37. Thus, the past 
affects the present and the present reacts on the past in a bidi-
rectional logic based on the challenge between the timeframes. 
That was the time in which they celebrated the funeral of art and 
history38. It was obvious that from the “grave” of art would come 
other art – despite the end of art – and that history would not be 
disappeared – despite the end of the history39. At that time the 
debate about art and history was focused on the fate of the two dis-
ciplines. On these experiences the very first artistic re-enactment 
practices took shape. The differences between Appropriation Art 
works and Artistic Re-enactement are evident, the artists that re-
staged history do not do it to revive a “corpse” or to challenge the 
past but just re-open a discussion on history40. The re-enactment 


35 Michel Foucault, L’Archéologie du savoir, Gallimard, Paris 1969 (Archeolo-


gia del sapere, Rizzoli, Bologna 1999, pp. 29-30).
36 Sherri Irvin, “Appropriation and Authorship in Contemporary Art”, in 


British Journal of Aesthetics, no. 45, 2005, pp. 123-137.
37 Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, Or the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, 


cit., p. 17.
38 About the end of art, the work of Arthur Coleman Danto represents a valid 


example of postmodern theory of art. Arthur Coleman Danto, After the 


End of Art. Contemporary Art and the Pale of History, Princeton University 
Press, Princeton 1998. About the end of history here we refer to the 
economic essay of Francis Fukuyama, The End of History and the last man, 
Free Press, 1992. 


39 Hal Foster proposes the notion of art surviving through the possibility of 
“living on’ after the end of art, and indeed the end of history”. Hal Foster, 
This Funeral is for the Wrong Corpse,in Id., Design and Crime (And Other 
Diatribes), Verso, London 2002, p. 129.


40 According to Dieter Roelstraete the prefix “re” is an operative term in our 
contemporary society. The ubiquity of the “re” prefix in contemporary 
cultural discourse is related to the persistence of some postmodern tropes. 
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in art meets the need of transformation of institutional historical 
text, it is a repetition that doesn’t produce always the same result41. 
Artistic practices offer a space- a stage- to the historiography– in 
which is possible to rethink historical events through their rep-
etition42. According to Jan Verwoert there is the feeling that the 
historical unrest at the turn of the Eighties and Nineties had a re-
juvenating effect on the discussions concerning the history:


Today, on the contrary, the temporal axis has sprung up again, that 
is, not one of them but a whole series of temporal axes that cross the 
axis of global space at irregular intervals. Historical time is again 
of the essence, only that this historical time is not the linear and 
unified timeline of steady progress imagined by modernity, but a 
multitude of competing and overlapping temporalities born from 
the local conflicts that the unresolved predicaments of the modern 
regimes of power still produce43.


Starting from postmodern reflections there is the awareness, 
in the historical re-enactement, that the irregularity of historical 
chronology, that Jan Verwoert defines “overlapping temporali-
ties”, can become an asset and not a castration in the purposes 
of historical knowledge. As a matter of fact for Antonio Caronia 
the manipulation and the re-enacting of the confused mass of 
history provides an opportunity to act directly on the history it-
self: “Thus re-enactment aims to turn the shapeless continuity of 


The concept of “return” for instance has been abundantly used in the very 
last cultural landscape: a return of the real, a return of the repressed, the 
return of the human figure, countless returns of painting, the return of 
religion, and etc. Thus the obsession with remakes, reruns and returns, 
reveals our era’s addictions to history. Dieter Roelstraete, Field notes : on 


the archaeological imaginary in art, in Id. The way of the shovel : on the 


archaeological imaginary in art, Chicago: Museum of Contemporary Art in 
association with The University of Chicago Press, Chicago 2013, pp. 24-25. 


41 Gilles Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, The Athlone Press, New York 
1994 (Differenza e ripetizione, Il Mulino, Bologna, 1971, pp. 134-139).


42 Robert Blackson, “Once More ... With Feeling: Reenactment in Contem-
porary Art and Culture”, in Art Journal, Spring 2007, no. 66, 1; Research 
Library Core, p. 29.


43 Jan Verwoert, “Apropos Appropriation: Why stealing images today feels 
different” in Art & Research, Volume 1, N. 2, Summer 2007, http://www.
artandresearch.org.uk/v1n2/verwoert.html last visit 02 March 2014.
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our chaotic past into a discrete and well-defined experience, for 
which only repetition and a new reading can provide a possible 
meaning”44. Repetita iuvant and it offers an opportunity to over-
haul history and find in it new readings. The repetition produces 
a resonance through time, the act of doing or performing again 
highlights and focuses on critical historical situations, taking ad-
vantage of the transhistorical ineffable quality of the work of art. 
The re-enactment starts a dialogue within and across time. In 
this repetitive act the relationship between the original event and 
its reiteration is hided as noted Jennifer Allen: “the original event 
becomes historical by taking up time, and claims its status as 
history by appearing as a discrete event with a finite duration. In 
other words, the re-enactment makes the event an origin, giving 
it a definition and an identity that it may not have had for itself.”45 
The re-enactment normalizes the unshaped refractory history, 
repeating and making the variety of possible meanings explicit. 
The history is intended as “place of possible” and the past is re-
written emphasizing unresolved issues. From this perspective 
also Albert Serra’s work extracts the past with the aim of focus-
ing on three crucial moments for German and European history: 
the Napoleonic period, World War II and the so-called German 
Autumn. The Three Little Pigs proposes a bundle of memories 
meant to be questioned thanks to a temporal distance but at the 
same time it puts the spectator in the historical moment that 
has been created. The cinematographic performance allows us to 
revisit, re-experience, re-live, re-populate the past removing the 
distance of time46. The today’s Germany, in which Serra acts, is 
sheltered from Napoleonic imperialism, Nazism or from the po-
litical tensions of the Seventies. The biographies of the three his-
torical figures are proposed in the film’s performative space that 
fosters the spectator participation. The biographies of Goethe, 
Hitler and Fassbinder have been used as rough materials to ex-


44 Antonio Caronia, Never Twice In The Same Rive, Representation, history 


and language in contemporary re-enactment, in Antonio Caronia, Janez 
Janša, Domenico Quaranta (eds.), RE:akt! Recostruction, Re-enactment, 


Re-reporting, fpeditions, Brescia 2009.
45 Jennifer Allen, Einmal ist keinmal, in Idem., p. 30. 
46 Dieter Roelstraete, Field notes : on the archaeological imaginary in art, pp. 


24-25.
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plore re-enactment as the performative “doing” of history47. Ser-
ra’s work argues – in an implicit way – that is possible to consider 
a time of history as an action of enlivenment. In Albert Serra’s 
re-enactment, unlike other re-enactment cases where history is 
performed by figurants, the viewer is the real performer. The film 
invites the audience to develop considerations about the history 
independently. It gives the viewer an emancipatory role. Serra 
does not want that his cinematic performance becomes a new 
reading or a further historical interpretation. Furthermore the 
artist is also not interested in the history exegesis, but he plans to 
facilitate a discussion starting from an historical revival. The art-
ist by formalizing his work, has simplified any theatrical form in 
order to repeat events lethargically. The stylistic characteristics 
give us a historical representation without pathos. The events are 
arranged linearly through the memories of Goethe, Hitler and 
Fassbinder to create a performance potentially free from con-
straints. In Serra’s case the mechanisms of re-enactment offers 
the possibility to create a space for discussion that, as stated in 
Sven Lütticken’s essay An Arena in Which to Reenact: “may lead 
to artistic acts that, while not instantly unleashing a tremendous 
emancipatory potential, create a space – a stage – for possible 
and as yet unthinkable performance”48.


47 Mads Daugbjerg, Rivka Syd Eisner and Britta Timm Knudsen, “Re-enacting 
the past: vivifying heritage ‘again’”, in International Journal of Heritage 


Studies, Volume 20, Issue 7-8, 2014, pp. 681-687.
48 Sven Lütticken, Life, Once More: Forms of Re-enactment in Contemporary 


Art, Witte de With, Rotterdam 2005, p. 60.
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