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INTRODUCTION
Heidi Brunnschweiler

Nachtstücke is the title of E. T. A. Hoff-
mann’s famous cycle of narration from the 
years 1816/17 with stories about ominous 
and repressed sides of life. 100 years later 
Sigmund Freud developed the concept of 
the uncanny by reference to Hoffmann’s 
story Der Sandmann.1 As a central catego-
ry of psychoanalysis, it is one of the most 
powerful concepts of the 20th century. 
It is used to describe individual and col-
lective psychic processes and bring them 
to light.2 The innovation of this concept 
is to show connections where they were 
previously unrecognizable.3 For example, 
the American author Robert Samuel re-
cently used Freud’s uncanny to explain 
right-wing populism, narcissistic nation-
alism, and the rise of figures such as Don-
ald Trump. He poses the thesis that these 
phenomena are so powerful because they 
act as objects of projection of suppressed 
existential fears.4 With the uncanny, Freud 
described paranoid anxiety and emotions 
of horror that emanate from things, peo-
ple, or situations that are actually familiar, 
“heimisch,” or “heimlich.” As disfigured 
bearers of repressed feelings, they awaken 
distressing experiences or revive overcome 
“primitive” understandings of reality.5 The 
uncanny is provoked by things familiar to 
the psyche but alienated by the process of 
repression. The repressed is for Freud that 
recurring “Heimliche” that should have 
stayed hidden.6 In Hoffmann’s story it is 
the doll Olimpia which causes uncanny 
feelings in Nathanael, the protagonist. The 
doll appears threatening to him because 
of his uncertainty whether it is a human 

being, a piece of plastic or whether it be-
longs to a fantastic world. In Freud’s inter-
pretation, the doll becomes a symptom of 
Nathanael’s repressed castration anxiety 
emanating from his overpowering father 
who threatens his identity.7 The exhibition 
Nocturnes places works of contemporary 
art at the center that explore dark and 
repressed events which have finally come 
to light. It is about the artistic engagement 
with collective memories of colonialism, 
of militant nationalism and with traumatic 
personal experience. Through a manifold 
interplay between image, sound and text, 
layers of history overlap, thus combining 
knowledge, emotion and reflection.

1 Freud, Sigmund, Das Unheimliche, Frankfurt: 
Fischer, 1963, 1–14.
2 Johannes Binotto, Tat/Ort, das Unheimliche und 
sein Raum in der Kultur, Zürich, Berlin: Diaphanes, 
2015, 12.
3 Dito.
4 Robert Samuel, Psychoanalyzing the Left and Right 
after Donald Trump: Conservatism, Liberalism, and 
Neoliberal Populisms, Basingstoke, Palgrave, Mac-
millan, 2016, Position 65
5 Freud, Sigmund, 1963, 2.
6 Dito., 13.
7 Sigrid Schade, Die Medien/Spiele der Puppe, Vom 
Mannequin zum Cyborg. Das Interesse aktueller 
Künstlerinnen und Künstler am Surrealismus, 2004, 
2. (http://www.medienkunstnetz.de/themen/cyborg_
bodies/puppen_koerper/)

NOCTURNES – OF REPRESSED MOMENTS, OF 
NIGHTS AND THE COLOUR BLACK



Gallery I

In her series Ghosttrap Nadia Lichtig deals 
with emotions of fear. By means of image, 
text and sound she explores traumatic expe-
riences that are usually suppressed, but enter 
consciousness in distorted representations 
and unreliable narratives.

This three part work is based on interviews 
with anonymous individuals, each of whom 
recounts his or her memory of a traumatic 
experience. Lichtig translates their spoken 
words into photographs and texts, present-
ing these media in different spaces and at 
different times. The first two parts consist 
of the photographs and texts displayed in 
the exhibition space. The third consists of a 
performance, in which Nadia Lichtig plays 
a recording of the original interviews on an 
pick-up. She then dons a pair of headphones 
that are plugged into the record player, and 
re-enacts the original interviews repeating 
the words she hears. 

For her photographs, she visits places by 
night, which seem interesting to her with 
regard to the light situation. From these sites, 
she takes photos with long exposure times (5 
to 35 minutes) without additional lighting. 
In doing so, she cannot completely control 
the content of images. The light inscribes it-
self, so to speak, as an optically subconscious 
element in the photographs and reveals itself 
in its own form. In Lichtig’s photographs, the 
viewer is often placed in the darkened fore-
ground. She/he looks at a diffusely illuminat-
ed miniscene, which is difficult to see clearly 
because of the distance (A billion of ants). 
Or, as in the case of The dog and the snake or 
In the streets, the direct view is blocked by a 
semi-transparent curtain of leaves or branch-
es. The light sources in the background of 

the image sometimes appear as if they were 
looking back at the viewer. This results in a 
overlapping of the viewing directions of the 
picture: What is looking and what is being 
looked at suddenly fuse and create  uncan-
ny effects as in Walls and Bushes1. The visual 
barriers and the diffuse light prevent the 
viewer from grasping exactly what is hap-
pening in certain image zones. As a result, 
the images appear eerie and become projec-
tions of one’s own fears. 

Night photography has been part of the 
photographic canon since Edward Steichen’s 
famous nocturnal nature shots of the 1890s. 
With their differentiated monochrome 
colour gradations and mysterious moods 
Lichtig’s photographs stand in this tradi-
tion. For example, her image Someone from 
another shows a nocturnal pond landscape 
reminiscent of Steichen The Pond-Moonlight, 
1904. As with Steichen, reflections from the 
moon on the water provide the light source. 
However, Lichtig’s photo differs from Ste-
ichen’s because of the heightened viewpoint. 
This perspective is rather tied to the roman-
tic landscape of a Caspar David Friedrich 
and his lonely wanderer.

Other images are reminiscent of crime scene 
photographs and suggest criminal acts: 
the picture with the dogs (No voice) in the 
brightly lit, deserted backyard of a petrol 
station evokes the uncanny feeling of looking 
at a murder scene with hidden corpses. Pho-
tos like A billion of ants could be a film set of 
a psycho-thriller: Here the gaze is directed to 
the impenetrable black veranda of an aban-
doned house. The strange bright side lighting 
raises the expectation of the sudden appear-
ance of an uncanny figure.

Gallery II

Since 2007, the artist has been collecting 
accounts of people that tell of frightening 
experiences. When she travels to a new town 
or country, she asked random people: “Tell 
me about your fears.” Subsequently, the artist 
transcribes these oral accounts into rhythmic
prose. In these transcriptions, she tries to 
capture the effects of anxiety, such as stutter-
ing, repetition and hesitation, that enter spo-
ken language. Finally, the texts are printed 
with fluorescent ink and exposed to light, so 
that they glow like messages from the sub-
conscious. The lyrics contain stereotypical 
evocations of fear. 

The speakers are afraid of insects, of forces 
of nature, of flying, of drowning or of narrow 
places. They fear they might be stabbed to 
death or fall victim to accidental violence. 
Others have general existential anxieties, 
ar afraid of the future, the current econom-
ic or environmental situation. Or they are 
concerned with death. A majority of the 
speakers characterize their fears as phobic, 
purely psychological and not factually justi-
fied, and are thus aware of their irrationality. 
Others believe that they have inherited them 
from their ancestors or attribute them to 
childhood experiences. Many describe the 
feeling of fear as a dull shadow in their head. 
Lichtig’s photos seem to reference this feeling 
through black areas and shadows. These ac-
counts of fear are intuitive starting points for 
Lichtig’s photographs. They guide her search 
for places and sites. To give an example, let’s 
turn to the text A billion of ants which speaks 
of the fear of ants. As a child, the narrator 
witnessed millions of ants throwing them-
selves at discarded food leftovers at the back 
of her house. Lichtig’s photograph shows the 
back of a diffusely illuminated house which 

allows the viewers to associate freely. In the 
text Someone from another, the interviewee 
talks about the fear of being kidnapped by 
a crazy person and locked up in a hole in 
the earth. In the corresponding photo, the 
hole in the earth is visualized by the moonlit 
pond. In the exhibition, pictures and text are 
related to each other by the same titles.

Through the loose correspondence between 
of text and image, the transitions between 
imagined and actual memory appear to be 
fluid and allow the viewer’s own imagination 
to act.

Heidi Brunnschweiler on Nadia Lichtig, 
Ghosttrap, 2007/2018 

1 Johannes Binotto, „Räume, Gänge, Kammern, Stras-
sen. Das Unheimliche im Film,“ in, Nicola Mitterer, 
Hajnalka Nagy (Hg.), Zwischen den Worten. Hinter der 
Welt. Wissenschaftliche und didaktische Annäherungen 
an das Unheimliche, Innsbruck, Wien, Bozen: Studien 
Verlag, 2015, 157–172, 158.
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1.  Changing identities
     Silbergelatine auf Papier, 53 x 43 cm, 2007

2.  The dog and the snake,
     Silbergelatine auf Papier, 53 x 43 cm, 2008

3.  In the streets,
     Silbergelatine auf Papier, 53 x 43 cm, 2015

4.  My time
     Silbergelatine auf Papier, 53 x 43 cm, 2016 
 

5.  That is my square, 
     Silbergelatine auf Papier, 53 x 43 cm, 2016

6.  She is my hero, 
     Silbergelatine auf Papier, 53 x 43 cm, 2015

7.   Men, 
     Silbergelatine auf Papier, 53 x 43 cm, 2017

8.  Walls and bushes, 
     Silbergelatine auf Papier, 53 x 43 cm, 2018

9.  Macrosticker
     Silbergelatine auf Papier, 53 x 43 cm, 2015

10. ___________________________________

11. No voice, 
     Silbergelatine auf Papier, 53 x 43 cm, 2008
 
12. Everybody accepts, 
     Silbergelatine auf Papier, 53 x 43 cm, 2016

13.  ___________________________________

14. ___________________________________

15. Nobody, 
     Silbergelatine auf Papier, 53 x 43 cm, 2010

16. He was really perfect, 
     Silbergelatine auf Papier, 53 x 43 cm, 2008

17. A billion of ants, 
     Silbergelatine auf Papier, 53 x 43 cm, 2007

18.  ___________________________________

19. Shadows over my head,
      luminizente Tinte auf Papier, 50 x 70 cm, 2017

20.  ___________________________________

21. Someone from another, 
     Silbergelatine auf Papier, 53 x 43 cm, 2017
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1. Changing identities

I’m scared to be followed 
by someone / by animals 
/ by arabs / by nazis / I 
have inherited the scare 
of my mom / I feel like / I 
have to run away / I have 
to hide / I have to change 
identites / in order to stay 
alive / I have to be careful 
/ my mother / she did not 
trust anyone / she did not 
even believe that I would 
survive / in our family / 
we have to react / I have 
to be aware of everything  
/ there is certainly nooo 
God that will help us / so 
we have to help ourselves

2. The dog and the snake

Actually if you mean the 
snake  / and the dog also 
/ yes / because when I 
was five years old / I was 
bit by a dog / but I hate 
I hate the snake / okay I’m 
scared about my behaviour 
/ I feel scared about some-
body / walking out of my 
life / when I look at some-
one / walking away from 
me / I feel very bad

3. In the streets

I’m scared of the violence 
of people in the street / 
because it’s impressive 
/ we have no control 
over violence / somehow 
violence is beautiful / 
but nobody can control 
that / I think this is a big 
problem in the interaction 
between people /people 
are oppressed through 
the violence of the system 
/ and to get out of that / 
they become violent /it’s 
like a displacement / it’s 
just going from one place 
to another / it’s like a virus 
/people want to humiliate 
others / so that they can 
feel the smell of their 
strength / that they are 
strong / that they have a 
place in the streets

4. My time

I’m scared of the black / 
and time /my time / yes / 
me getting older / and that 
I don’t have enough time 
/ it’s the body / it’s the 
head / it’s global / I think 
the most important thing 
in life is time / I’m scared 
to be alive and I’m scared 
of life / I’m not scared of 

death / maybe less / yes 
/ the evolution of humanity 
is scary / today everything 
goes so fast / and faster 
/ I’m scared about not 
coping with life / life is the 
best thing we can have

         (Interlude)

5. That is my square

I’m scared about accidents 
/ that I do not expect /
because last Sunday / my 
friend from Japan had an 
accident / yep / now he is in 
ICU / because he was tired 
/ that day he was tired / 
and his head attacked the 
wall / and blood run out of 
his nose  / so I’m scared 
about myself / its that this 
is me /it is very difficult to 
say now / there are many 
problems /many problems 
with other people behind 
me / and the future about 
me /so I’m scared about /
about the conscious / I’m 
worried when I walk in 
the street / so I’m looking 
around / because I’m 
scared about cars / maybe 
/ I don’t know when it’s me 
/ when that time is for me 
/ I don’t know / so I must 
know myself / every time / 
that is my square

6. She is my hero

I’m scared about my mum 
/it’s my mum / because 
she is older / and she is 
the only one in my family / 
only only one / now she is 
really strong / and she can 
walk / very fast / and she 
can do everything every 
day / but I don’t know 
/ maybe tomorrow / or 
maybe the next day /if she 
dies / what can I do? / I 
don’t know / it’s my life / 
hmm / I don’t know / it’s 
about my mum / but now I 
spend the time of my life / 
sometimes I’m not thinking 
about my mum / hmm / I 
don’t know / some day / 
she will die / and then / 
what can I do? / I don’t 
know / that’s my question 
/ if she passes away /what 
can I do? / because it’s 
now the big things I want to 
do / I want to make more 
money / for travels around 
the world / sometimes I 

don’t think about her too 
much / it’s so sad / she is 
living in the province now 
/ it’s not far / and now / I 
stay here and work with my 
friend / everyday /when I 
want to go home to meet 
my mother / I cannot / I 
don’t know why / because 
I have time / I have the 
time / it’s more time for me 
/ if today I tell my friend / 
okay / okay today I want 
to go home / for lunch / 
for dinner to see my mum 
/ I do everything / and 
then I forget / it’s my plan 
/ but it changes everyday 
/ it’s not good for me / if 
I want some money / I call 
her /hello how are you? 
/ I need some help with 
money / she says okay / 
it’s only okay / and she 
sends some money for me 
/ she is very important / 
because what I have is 
only my mum / only only 
only only her / she is my 
hero / yeah

7. Men

I’m afraid to show my 
emotions / because I’m 
always scared to be hated 
by the person I love / if I 
tell the things that are on 
my mind / I’m scared that 
this will hurt that person /
so I always keep these 
things to me / I try not to 
tell them frankly / but it 
turns back to me / because 
there is always someone 
who enjoys me / because 
I always say  of course / 
you can do that to me / 
we should not be afraid 
to do what we want to do 
/ but it’s difficult for me / 
because of my character 
/ I guess / I’m afraid to 
meet someone / especially 
men / because I had an 
accident with one man / 
who wanted to hit me /
it was a long time ago / 
I thought I will forget it / 
but sometimes / I can’t fall 
asleep because of that / I 
don’t want a relationship 
with men / I think I don’t 
want to / there are people 
who tell me / that I miss 
something / but I think I 
can survive / I’m sure / 
haha / no problem / I’m 
not afraid about this / I’m 
afraid to meet men

8. Walls and bushes

I’m scared of being 
kidnapped / and locked 
up in a tiny space / by 
some crazy person / or I 
don’t know /a  sick person 
/ who might dig a hole 
in the earth / and keep 
someone captured / I know 
it’s completely irrational / 
but it happend already / 
so it can happen again / 
that someone is captured 
nearby and needs help / 
locked up like an animal 
/ hidden / and no one 
knows 

 
9. Macrosticker

I’m always afraid of 
stickers  / and when I buy 
something with a sticker 
/ I’m afraid of it / when I 
was young  / I drank some 
water from a pipe / but 
something came into my 
mouth and I found it was 
a sticker  / so I’m afraid of 
it  / so when I find a sticker 
on a book  / on anything 
/ I try to destroy it / and 
if it’s wet / I can’t touch it 
by myself / I have to find 
something to destroy it / I 
can’t touch it by myself  / 
I can’t  / especially when 
its turned into black / it’s 
really dirty / I never tell 
anyone / because I’m 
afraid that someone laughs 
about it  / I don’t want 
anyone to know / that’s all

10. Acting as normal as 
possible

First of all I’m scared of my-
self / I have to adapt all the 
time / it’s a survival thing 
/ many times / I’m scared 
to appear as how I am / 
because I believe people 
could not like me / or even 
hate me for what I feel / I 
try to  imitate people I like 
/ I try to act like them / 
acting as normal as possi-
ble / but I’m phobic  / I’m 
capable to stop friendships 
and relationships because 
of that / because of situa-
tions that others don’t ex-
perience as threatening at 
all / it’s stronger than me / 
I hate it to see when some-
one massages the back or 
the shoulders of someone 
else / I don’t want to see 
this / I have to avoid some 
situations / but they can 
arrive by surprise / I can 
become a very displeasant 
person at times

11. No voice

When I’m really scared  
/ I don’t have my voice / 
nothing comes out of my 
throat / it’s paralyzed / in 
front of a threat / when it is 
important to scream / I’m 
paralyzed / no voice / I 
can’t scream / this is very 
scary / in a situation of 
emergency / I cannot  help 
myself / I cannot scream or 
run / it’s such a paradox / 
my reflexes are completly 
dysfunctional

 
12. Everybody accepts

I’m scared about people / 
whom I don’t know / and 
don’t understand / many 
people /a mass of people 
/ I’m scared of Trump / I’m 
scared of making promises 
/ I’m afraid of spiders / it’s 
phobic / I can’t stay in a 
room if there is a spider / 
it’s impossible for me / I’m 
afraid of little rooms / it’s 
a physical thing / but the 
whole world is scary / the 
climate is not good / the 
economy is not good / 
and what I’m really scared 
about is the future / about 
what the society could be 
in the future / I’m truly 
afraid about what this 
future could be / the future 
of my family / and of my 
friends / I want to protest 
against things / against 
this capitalist system / 
that no one seems to see 
/ for so many people this 
is normal / everybody 
accepts  people are in the 
system /  and I don’t know  
/ so many people don’t 
see it / there is no solution

13. Splitting into two

Diseases are scaring me / 
no one is sick in my family 
/ still I’m scared / and 
also of getting pregnant  / 
I feel guilty saying that  / 
but I don’t like the idea of 
splitting into two / I don’t 
want anything growing 
inside me / I know it’s 
natural / but for me / 
that is like a disease / I’m 
very scared of something 
invading my body

14. Women bodies

Women / I’m scared of 
women bodies / we don’t 
know as much about them 
/ doctors tell us and don’t 

tell us what to do / but they 
don’t tell us everything /it’s 
a lack of education / a lost 
of knowledge / or a lack 
of sharing knowledge you 
know/ a way to control

15. Nobody 

The thing I’m really scared 
about / I think / is the 
situation / when I have 
to be alone / or rather / 
nobody is understanding 
me / when it seems that 
I’m alone / last time I was 
in the U.S. as an exchange 
student / nobady / nobody 
tried to understand me 
/ nobody / and no one 
talked to me / I was very 
alone / I could not talk 
to anyone / you cannot 
explain the things you want 
/ yes / that scared me a lot 
/ yes

16. He was really perfect

In 1999 / I lost my brother 
/ he was really perfect 
/ a good student / and 
one day / he graduated 
from highschool / and 
he decided to continue to 
study in Japan / but / he 
was accidented / and now 
he is dead / so my mum 
and me / went crazy  / 
we didn’t do anything for 
about one year / we didn’t 
do anything / because 
we lost somebody really 
important / I was not too 
close to my brother / we 
had fights everytime / 
sometimes I think I’m really 
bad / I’m a bad girl / I’m 
smoking and I get drunk / 
everything what my mum 
doesn’t like / but she liked 
my brother / and I think 
/ oh my God / I don’t 
have my idol / and I don’t 
have the light / so we lost 
everything / my mum says 
/ I was working everyday 
/ because I want that my 
child has a good education 
/ and a good life / now / 
she doesn’t do anything 
/ she doesn’t work / she 
only keeps herself in the 
dark / in the bedroom with 
no light / and I think / this 
is long / that’s not fair / 
because he was so young 
/ only nineteen

17. A billion of ants

When I was young / about 
eight or ten years old / I 
felt scared about a billion 
of ants  / in the back of my 
home / when we left some 
kind of food or something  
/ in the back of my home / 
there is a garden / so it is 
easy that many ants come 
/ and there are many kind 
of ants too / and when they 
know / that there is some 
kind of food / they come 
and come and come / and 
try to carry many things 
/ and after the meals / I 
have to wash my dish  / 
the sink is full of a billions 
of ants / I feel disgusted / 
it’s scaring  and hey / uhh 
/ the hair on my arms will 
stand up / and I feel very 
bad / so I just open the 
pipe of water and / ssssshh  
/ and sometimes they are 
floating / and sometimes 
/ my father / he will bring 
some newspaper and lit 
it with fire / sssshh / and 
sometimes there are big 
ants with sticky sticky legs 
/ and after they try to stick 
/ they are climbing in your 
body / I don’t like it / and 
the worst thing is that  they 
climb into your clothes / 
and you don’t see it / then 
they bite / and it smells so 
bad too / whhu

18. Loup solitaire

And I know that the chance 
is one to a billion / but still 
/ I’m scared to be stabbed 
in the street / yeah  / that 
I get stabbed by a person 
just like that / not because 
of who I am / just because 
I’m in the wrong place / 
at the wrong moment / 
and  because someone 
randomly / needs a victim 
/  I’m a nervous person / 
I admire people who stay 
calm / I feel very often 
the danger / the possible 
death / I want to trust 
everyone / but / humans / 
when they are hurt / even 
before they can remember 
/ if they don’t get love / 
can become so sick  / sick 
in their mind / just as every  
animals

19. Shadows over my head

The future seems dark 
/ really really dark / 
sometimes I feel like we 
are in an era of black 
void / there is always 

a shadow with me / 
shadows over my head / 
sometimes I feel like we 
are a disconnected / I’m 
sensitive / I don’t know 
if I have the shoulders 
for this world / if I can 
handle this / it’s my 
psychological issue / 
because the world has 
always been scary / like 
my grand parents name 
the war  /they also saw 
awful things / so I don’t 
know / if the world is 
more awful than fifty 
years ago / or if it’s just 
me? 

20. Clowns

Clowns
 

                             hmm

 .... clowns

21. Someone from another

I’m scared of the dark /
because I don’t know /
what is watching to me /
and I think / it’s someone
from another world / ghost
or something / watching
for me / hhhhh / and the
scare / ahh / I would like
to say / that when / when
when I work /in some /
some job / I make the
hope for the succes/ of the
the job / and I scared that
/ I don’t get to reach the
succes /yes

Nadia Lichtig 
Gosttrap (Interviews) 
2007/18 
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