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Anything that is too safe is not action 
Elizabeth Streb 

 
 
 
 
 
A clap of thunder 
 
Janet Biggs’ most recent video (Afar, 2016), a triptych of impeccably rhythmed 
images produced by the SCAD Museum of Art, commences with a clap of thunder. 
But nothing in her video is unequivocal; the thunderclap comes not from the sky but 
from the earth. An arid land with an open gash recalling a female sex – we are in 
Afar, in a triangular territory adjoining Djibouti, Ethiopia and Eritrea, in the midst of 
the East African Rift,1 where tectonic plates float and drift above a dense sea of 
volcanic magma; shifting and settling, they may someday generate a new ocean 
ridge. Thunder rumbles from deep inside the earth - or could it be gunshots? In the 
Afar Triangle, the nomadic people travel with their weapons, and their camels - 
attentive, impassive companions, conscious of the slow swaying of their vital rhythm 
and of their fascinating beauty, which the artist poetically conveys to us. 
 
In Djibouti, Janet Biggs was nearly detained and banned from further travel. There, 
she saw a young girl trapped in a police car, throwing herself against the vehicle’s 
screen of metal bars, then being beaten by police before disappearing from her field 
of vision. Another clap of thunder. 
 
The art of falling 
 
So what did Janet Biggs do? She went into action using her own weapons. She had 
intended to film the incredible, breathtaking Dallol volcano in extreme climatic 
conditions2 (Janet Biggs has always been attracted to extremes3). But she realized that 
in order to create art from what she had just seen, she would have to point her 
camera in another direction. Since she could not film the girl, what could she do? 
How could she bear witness? “I replicated the grill and we worked on the 
choreography, which resulted in the dancers hurling themselves against it. ... I 
needed to remember that and to document it in my way. This was when it stopped 
being a documentary and became an artwork.”4  

                                                
1 The Great Rift Valley extends over 6,000 kilometres from Lebanon’s Bekaa Valley to 
Uganda, where the earth's crust has thinned along its surface, forming faults, and the 
continental lithosphere stretches and starts to extend. As it fractures, the surface 
gradually collapses and the rift forms, becoming a site of intense volcanic and 
seismic activity. 
2   https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dallol_(volcano) 
3 Janet Biggs explored by herself, among others, the Arctic Circle, the Taklamakan 
Desert and Indonesian sulphur mines: remote, extreme environments and the people 
who dwell there. 
4 Janet Biggs quoted by Lilly Wei, in Burnaway (The Voic of the Art in the South): 
http://burnaway.org/review/pursuing-afar-janet-biggs-scad-museum/ 



 
Thanks to this research, Afar is perhaps one of the most accomplished of Janet Biggs’ 
videos5; in any case, of all her works, her political commitment to freedom is most 
profound here, and her gaze most nuanced. No sensationalism, although the location 
- the Afar Triangle – with its landscapes and skies, its geology and climate, its 
customs and traditions, could easily arouse and nourish a taste for spectacle. On the 
contrary, Afar speaks of men and women, of looks and thoughts. Janet Biggs in no 
way yields to the temptation of the “sensational.” 
 
To bear witness, the artist turned to Elizabeth Streb6, the experimental choreographer 
who is fascinated with falling – falling as a metaphor for human destiny - and 
focuses much of her work on mastering gravity. Falling as we dance, falling as we 
live life. Like Janet Biggs, Elizabeth Streb has cultivated an interest in extremes: in the 
choreographer’s case, seeking those of the body, which Streb calls “extreme action.” 
 
In order to share her sensations with the utmost accuracy, Janet Biggs transformed 
her emotion into action; she transformed what she saw – the beaten girl - into 
choreography by Elizabeth Streb. By “acting” in this way, Biggs introduced into her 
images the perfect conveyer of emotion, which unfailingly delivers its images to 
spectators in full light. Falling, though not explicitly shown in the video, is present 
throughout, a throbbing, persistent threat. Falling into the depths of the earth? 
 
 
 
Imprisonment and freedom 
 
This persistent threat is also the threat of imprisonment. But is it a danger or already 
a reality? Are we not all prisoners - if not behind bars, of our traditions, of the land 
where we were born, of the work that must be done to survive, of our bodies, of our 
gender, of our mortality? 
 
The video opens with the sound of subterranean thunder; the sound then fades 
away. Volcanoes and mines, the earth’s underbelly, have long fascinated Janet Biggs. 
The artist seems to be saying here, The earth is like a gigantic human body, and from 
the very first image, my work is showing you a terrestrial body, with a vulva and an 
anus that exhale smoke, and at the centre a road– a road so like those we often see in 
paintings: a fold in the earth, a stream, a vision of light, a dreamlike dawn. Then the 
metal grills, harrowing. Nothing behind or in front, just a pattern, abstract yet 
frightening. Imprisoned underground, imprisoned behind bars? Or, on the contrary, 
free, that is, nomadic? Is nomadism a freedom? 
 
As the video advances, the sense of confinement becomes progressively violent. The 
prisoners – the sumptuous bodies of the dancers, both men and women - frantic, 
throw themselves against the metal bars at an increasingly intense rhythm, 
alternating and in consonance with the play of lava and fire. And the sound of their 

                                                
5   Lilly Wei, who has long been following Biggs’ work, says no less: Afar might be 
Biggs’ “most eloquent video to date. In it, she precisely, intuitively, and with utmost 
care balances the emotional, the political, and the metaphoric into a kind of docu-
meditation that is her hallmark.” See also note 4. 
6 http://streb.org/ 
 



bodies against the metal bars disrupts our contemplation. And the sound of their 
bodies against the bars seems to jolt the faces of the nomadic people, gazing at us 
image after image, into existence. And the sound of their bodies against the bars 
merges, at the end of the video, with the sound of volcanic magma in flames. 
Escaping the metal bars to be plunged into fire? A continual coming and going 
between two realities - or perhaps merely one reality. 
 
Philosophy and politics: Afar as metaphor 
 
Janet Biggs' Afar trip and images are much more about human philosophy than 
about telling a story of the faraway. Janet Biggs does not tell a story. She constructs a 
work of art based on the aesthetic of images and on her capacity as an artist to 
convey her fear and wonder to the spectators, who until then remained passive – to 
build together with them a Weltanschaung, a world view. Janet Biggs creates a shared 
action. 
 
Afar thus becomes a fable of the human condition, of the poignant parallelisms of our 
imprisonments and our freedom. Without storytelling, but with an implicit narrative 
that, if not told, is artfully instilled in the mind of viewers through the genius of Janet 
Biggs, through her images. We now see the men who dig the salt and work the earth 
in such difficult conditions; we see their gaze on the world - a gaze Janet Biggs 
knows how to capture and transmit like no other, and through which she looks at 
herself. Afar tells us about humankind - not about exoticism. Janet Biggs' “docu-
meditation” addresses the complex, double-edged nature of otherness. 
 
“This volatile environment of earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, and intense heat 
serves as a metaphor for the ongoing political instability of a region in which salt 
traders, nomadic people, and militia vie for scarce natural resources.”7 But the 
metaphor is also universal. Janet Biggs is not referring to the specific situation in Afar 
but to the world’s growing instability, which is at least as threatening as acid lava 
volcanoes. There is no dogmatism in Janet Biggs: there is always complexity, a 
political position almost untenable today but nevertheless necessary. One example? 
Imprisonment does not solely concern women. And in this nomadic world, in the 
camp, if the men are chewing khat, we also see a very beautiful young woman 
without a veil... 
  
Another political issue by Janet Biggs in Afar is the question of the body. Freedom is 
freedom of the body or not. The body’s ability to move beyond borders contains the 
freedom of thought. Locked in a triangle, the people of Afar try to find freedom 
through nomadism. Stop and go. Like the working man, who stops digging the salt 
for a while and thinks, squatting on his heels. We can feel the heat on his skin. 
Sensoriality becomes a way of thinking and living: the heat felt on the skin puts us in 
contact with the world, a primary, essential contact, which Paul Ardenne would call 
“naked life.”8 Naked life, dissolved into the world. In the distance, the camels - like 
clouds - pass by, their rhythm slow, attentive. And the dancers look at us, the 
spectators, the way enclosed animals sometimes look at us when we visit the zoo. 
The way we look at the men while they are working. 
 

                                                
7   Lilly Wei, op. cit. 
8   Communication personnelle, work in progress. 
 



The philosophy proposed here comes to us through the gaze of men whose language 
we do not understand. It is a philosophy of fatality. Ecce mundo. Fatal and 
sumptuous. A philosophy of life, in short. What else can we do but witness, in 
beauty? Only beauty will save the world.9 Freedom is a beauty. 
 
But testifying is never without risk. The notion of endurance is incredibly present in 
all of Janet Biggs’ work, in her artistic universe, in her very person. The artist indeed 
demonstrates exceptional endurance - as much mental endurance as physical, if ever 
one can exist without the other. To create is to act, to testify is to act. Janet Biggs’ 
work is action and nothing is safe - neither her life nor her art or her experience. 
Biggs is an “artivist” of her own making. 
 
And the music and silence of camels 
 
From the initial clap of thunder to the music of the cello (a collaboration with Will 
Martina10), music and silence alternately lull us and keep us alert. The use of music is 
prominent, recurrent and foundational in the work of Janet Biggs, who is as much a 
music lover as she is videographer. A man sings in the nomadic people’s caravan. 
After the man’s song comes the music of the cello, with the same tonality, the same 
rhythm. Only those who are imprisoned do not sing. They shout, certainly, but their 
voices never reach us. As for the camels, they are silent. For Biggs, whose work, for 
me, at times evokes Baudelaire’s11, they recall the poet's clouds, and seem to ask her:  
 
Then what do you love, extraordinary stranger? 
I love the camels 
The camels that pass ... up there ... up there 
The wonderful camels12 
 
They are the passage of time. They are endurance. They are the perennity of the 
world, beyond our finitude. They are contemplation. They are patience. They seem to 
carry the knowledge of the world. For the artist, camels are clouds on earth. 
 

                                                
9 “Beauty will save the world,” as Dostoyevsky said. 
10  As Barbara Polla has stated elsewhere, Janet Biggs more often than not collaborates 
with composers, making specific requests, setting the tone, determining the rhythm. 
To know more about the cellist Will Martina: 
http://burntsugarindex.com/artist/william-martina/. 
11 Barbara Polla, Parallel Worlds, in: Janet Biggs, Echo of the Unknown, Blaffer Art 
Museum, University of Huston, 2015. 
Nature is a temple in which living pillars 
Sometimes give voice to confused words; 
Man passes through forests of symbols 
Which look at him with understanding eyes. 
Baudelaire, Correspondances, in: Les Fleurs du Mal. 
12   Baudelaire, L’étranger, in: Le spleen de Paris 
… - Eh! qu’aimes-tu donc, extraordinaire étranger?  
-J’aime les nuages…. Les nuages qui passent… là-bas… là-bas… les merveilleux 
nuages ! (Then, what do you love, extraordinary stranger? � I love the clouds the 
clouds that pass up there� . Up there the wonderful clouds!”) 
 
 



Of camels and men – of weapons and men - of volcanoes and men – of salt and men 
– of khat and men – of life and men – of prison and women, and men as well. The 
camels see all of this. And now, thanks to Janet Biggs, so do we. 
 
 
 
 
   
   
   


