Oikeiôsis, friendship, and the work of art
by Andreas Vrahimis

Nayia Savva has been collecting works of art made by her friends. She has been living
with these works for some years now. It is highly probable that the reader of this text
has also spent some time living with works of art. Savva not only lives with works of art,
but also makes such works. It is also probable that the reader of this text is someone
who makes works of art. (It might be notable that, in the particular context in which
this text is to be disseminated for the first time, the majority of its readers are bound
to be somehow involved in the production of works of art.) And it is in her capacity as
someone who makes works of art that Savva is opening up to quasi-public view the
home which hosts those works that she has been living with. It is highly probable that
the reader of this text is currently in Savva’s home, and thereby also the audience for
her display of the works of art that she has been living with (although there are ways
in which texts can find their way out of any ‘fixed’ context they were purportedly tied
to). This audience most likely includes a number of Savva’s friends, some of whom
produced the works she has been living with. Despite the apparently formal tropes
involved in the text’s addressing of its audience, the author of this text is one of Savva’s
friends. Furthermore, the author of this text has previously been involved in composing
a number of texts regarding the production of works of art by friends other than Savva.
Indeed, a large part of the author’s critical writings on art attempt a kind of textual
cohabitation with works of art by friends.1
The above outlines some of the notions that are intertwined into a complex network
of relations involved in Savva’s L.F.E: the exploration of cohabitation with works of
art; the question of the relation between the home and the work of art; its further
complication by the question of the quasi-publicity of the home turned into a space of
display for those works, and thus the relation of the audience to such a quasi-public
home, which further connects to the relation between the audience and the readership
of this text; the involvement with all the above of what we may call an aesthetics of
friendship; the deconstruction of the distinction between author, reader, and friend.
Notice that this reduction does not exhaust all that was discussed before it, nor does
it come close to capturing the conceptual richness of the work undertaken by Savva
in L.F.E. For the sake of brevity, then, the author proposes to explore two of the
conceptual trajectories mentioned above: the question of cohabitation with works of art,
and its relation to friendship.
Is there something about works of art that prevents their oikeiôsis?2 Savva’s work
approaches this problematic at first by asking whether there is something that makes
One may mention here a discussion of the impossible cohabitation between criticism and friendship that is the indirect subject of French philosophical discourse surrounding friendship during the latter half of the twentieth century; see
e.g. Derrida, The Politics of Friendship, translated by George Collins (London, UK & New York, US: Verso, 2005).

works of art irreducible to ordinary objects of everyday (domestic) utility.3 Savva’s
response to this question retains a certain indifferent opposition to the modernists’
dogmatic demarcations between the two, at first glance seeming to blur the lines
between the work of art and the domestic setting in which it is positioned. In other
words, the production of domestic space comes to involve hosting a number of
artefacts, some of which happen to be works of art. Their display in this quasi-public
domestic manner can easily be distinguished from the customary way of displaying
works of art in a white cube (with all the accompanying presuppositions of Kantian
disinterestedness). In this latter case, the outlines between ergon and parergon are
meant to be clearly defined by the othering whiteness of the cube. The domestic setting
of Savva’s work, by contrast, simply eradicates the possibility of invoking the customary
distinction between ergon and parergon, rendering every small parergic detail, from
the picture frame (the cliche example of a parergon) to the zoccolatura, into a potential
ergon.
Having blurred the lines between art work and domestic setting, L.F.E brings us
before the question of the relation between the oikos and the artefacts it contains.
Underlying the Leibnizian relativity of domestic space is a process of artefact collection,
which in turn positions the process of artwork collection. One might suspect that part of
this process is simply an ordinary consumerist exercise, and thus begin to contemplate
the buying and selling of art in similar terms. There is, of course, also a process of giftgiving that constitutes a part of what is gathered here. Sometimes this process can turn
out to be insidious – think of the gift that is given with the condition that it take pride of
place as one among the many objects on display in the more public places of one’s
home.
In a sense, the abovementioned conditional gift hijacks the commonplace
méconnaissance that takes the home to be an outward manifestation or extension
of a self (or a multiplicity thereof). This misidentification is of central concern to
Savva’s work, which might be read as attempting to point towards the impossibility of
subsuming the home to the self. Everyday objects, as well as works of art, are shown
to have differing degrees of resistance to being subsumed under a self (or a multiplicity
thereof).4 This type of resistance is also entailed by friendship (and it is in this sense
that one can talk of an aesthetics of quasi-friendship). Thus we could speak of Savva’s
co-habitation with these works of art as an act of quasi-friendship, one that the
audience of this work (as well as, in a way, this text itself) is called to re-enact.
Both a certain type of cohabitation with the work of art and a certain relation involved
in friendship require resistance to misidentification. It is precisely this unsubsumability
which makes it possible for misidentifications to proliferate here in ways which turn it
against itself. The audience of L.F.E is not in a position to judge whether this is Savva’s
home or not, whether these are Savva’s works or not (and if not, then whose works are
they?), which object is part of the work and which is not, whether Savva has lived with
these objects or not, who is a friend to whom, and even whether this text’s relationship
to the work is one of quasi-friendship.
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Here I appropriate a term that was introduced by Zeno of Citium, and which was used in various Stoic texts (e.g. Hierocles’ Ethike Stoicheiosis) to designate a process of gradual appropriation into selfhood, beginning from one’s own
body and gradually moving on to the cosmos. Unlike the work of the Stoics, Savva’s ironic use of L.F.E as a title does
not directly refer to love of the cosmos, but rather connotes some form of oikeiosis with the home.
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The question has a long history of involvement in debates over art’s demarcation from craft; see e.g. Adolf Loos, ‘Ornament and Crime’, in Programs and Manifestoes on 20th-Century Architecture, edited by Ulrich Conrads, translated
by Michael Bullock, 19-24. (Cambridge, Massachusetts, US: MIT Press, 1970).
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The obvious reference here is to Bachelard’s famous account of the relation between self and home in his Poetics of
Space (Boston, Massachusetts, US: Beacon, 1994). Yet note that this hijacking is only possible due to the undecidability involved in questions like ‘whose self?’, or ‘how many selves should one count as among the relata?’.

4

L.F.E
by Nayia Savva

As he was saying goodbye, he noticed a painting on his friend’s table.
He really liked it. The friend wanted him to have it.
He
Felt
strange.
He didn’t want it at all.
He couldn’t say no to a gift.
For him gifts could sometimes leave a lingering, bitter aftertaste.
He went home.
He sat on
his
sofa.
He took a look at the painting.
He tried to figure out what to do with it.
The painting was small;
it could fit easily in a drawer.
That didn’t make things any better.
Hiding unwanted things made him feel agitated.
He googled “what to do with unwanted gifts”.
Exchange it;
Pass it on;
Donate it;
Sell it;
Throw it away;
He felt as if his house was somehow an extension or projection of himself;
he felt that If he hid the gift in the drawer it would somehow be hidden somewhere in
his interior.
After a couple of minutes, he was sure that his house was neither a projection nor an
extension of himself. What’s the self anyway?

Exteriors and interiors have nothing really to do with the self.
He thought that he brought his home including his previous homes everywhere with
him.
1 At the supermarket
2 On his vacation
3 At work
4 At dinners
5 At parties
6
7
8
9
10
For him home was also notions, his laptop,
memories,
people,
objects, his face et cetera, et cetera.
His laptop was more like his unconscious mind which consisted of repressed feelings,
automatic skills, subliminal perceptions, thoughts, habits, automatic reactions, and
possibly also complexes, hidden phobias and desires.
He had lived in seven different homes until now.
He was still longing for some of them.
As he thought of it now, while sitting on his sofa looking at that painting back then he
had no laptop no repressed feelings, no complexes, no desires.
He was accepting willingly what was given. He was neither happy nor sad about
anything.
Home is not where the heart is.
He tried to re-create something that was connecting him to previous homes in his
new home, by redoing things as he used to. Making certain arrangements of objects,
cooking specific recipes in specific ways.
He thought to himself that blessed are not the forgetful.
He thought that maybe his relationship with things was dynamic,
almost like human relationships, where exchange happens.
Constantly talking isn’t necessarily communicating.
Wall corners always made him feel nervous.
He thought that things had personalities (do they not?)
and that some things have stronger personalities than others.
They could magnetize and make things around them look different. Like those light
switches next to that framed print.
They seemed as if they belonged to that print now,
As he belonged to his apartment.

But no,
he didn’t belong anywhere, not even to his face.
He thought that there was a presence and an absence in things.
Some things were microscopic: floor skirting, door handles, towel holders, light
switches, extension cords.
He thought that the status of his relationship with them was more like
a semi-relationship.
He always had this kind of empathy with them. He was affected by them. He felt like
they would always pull him towards something.
Empathy is the wrong word but he couldn’t replace it with any other.
He felt that his apartment was more than a shelter;
a lot of shelters within a shelter,
a map of his interior, a way to tidy up his interior, a way to clean his interior, a way to
change his interior.
He wanted to relocate his sofa.
He wanted the softest sheets in his bed.
He never used drawers to hide things but to tidy things up.
He despised the superfluity.
He loved plants because when he watered them they grew.
He liked to sleep with curtains open because he liked to wake up in light.
He was still sitting on his sofa looking at the painting with his hand on his thigh.
He thought that maybe the way to deal with the painting might be similar with the way
he dealt with unwanted feelings.
He never put them in the freezer.
He cleaned them to make the dirt go away.
He relocated them to see them in a different light.
Forgetting them was not an easy way out.
They needed attention and respect;
and in the mid time he let coincidence and time to take care of them.
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