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Life. Life is full of stories. They are told, untold, they are disseminated and they 
are hidden. Stories, as in narratives, are the main way and means of how we try 
to make sense of who we are, where we are, where we come from – and, not to 
forget, towards where we might be moving.  

Stories are performative acts. They change, they lie, they cheat, they care and 
they caress. They do everything and nothing; they awake and widen all the 
shakes and shades of being and existing and everything in between.  

The question is: what makes a good story a good story? To phrase it differently: 
if and when stories are anywhere and everywhere in and throughout our daily 
lives, why would they be meaningful and interesting? Or in yet another 
vernacular, stating this is to ask: what is the difference and the connection 
between the actuality and the potentiality of a story?  

When looking-at, seeing-with, feeling-for and being-with the works of Magnus 
Bärtås (for example, the 2003-2005 Who is? series and the 2016 The Strangest 
Stranger), we are entitled to disagree about almost every theme and detail but 
we have no choice but to agree that they are stories. They are stories that are 
trans- formed, translated and transmitted – from one source to another medium 
and from one mouth to another silver spoon and plate. They are alterations of 
the game between expectations and experience, between anticipation and 
delivery. In the most efficient way, they put the finger on this magnificently 
magnifying point: it is never about what something is; it is always about how 
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something is done and actualised. With or without the fanfares, it all comes 
down to how and why stories are told – to whom, with what intentions, 
emissions and attachments, emotions in motion and moments of healing and 
hesitation.  

Thus, the question remains, the question begs to be confronted, to be dealt with. 
In the case of Bärtås, why are the stories that mix biographical facts with 
fiction- al nuances worth paying attention to? Why should we spend time and 
energy on these fairly complex narratives told by the means of experimental 
moving images that combine an essayistic style with quirky and weird types of 
anecdotes?  

Why oh why?  

What follows is a sort of a strategy of catch-and-release, a strategy that can lead 
us to suspect that it certainly smells a bit fishy here, but please bear with me.  

Then again, it might carry with it a flavour and a sense of fishing for 
compliments, but that is not the case either. Rather, the case is to revisit the core 
argument of the ancient, the truly ancient, thinker Aristotle, trying to catch 
what’s there to be won over, and then bounce back and let it out to interact with 
the works of Bärtås, to let the interpretations, the actualisations and 
articulations of here and now take place and become a place of surprises. A 
release, so to say, that is waiting and anticipated when and how it is sent out 
there to the orbit of a hermeneutical carousel.  

 

Actuality and Potentiality  

What is the difference between an important and an insignificant story? What is 
it? Let us take an example here, which would make this particularly angry and 
active fly that is buzzing around me, distracting me and annoying me, become 
significant in a story – either as part of it or as its full focus? Or to address this 
from the opposite angle, what is it, despite the vast and evident promises, with 
this thermodynamic fly, and the site and situation, that would not add up and 
turn out to be just a bore, threatening to terrorise us with trivialities?  

According to Aristotle (384-322 B.C.), it is about the co-existence of the quality 
of a given actuality and a potentiality of a more general matter of the thing or an 
act. With Aristotle, opening the door to his kind of train of thought, we are 
immediately thrown into what is called metaphysics (see, especially, 
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Metaphysics, book IX, chapters 6-8). Granted, in Aristotle’s argument, what 
holds within metaphysics has direct relevance and consequence for what is seen 
as the internal logic of, well, physics and, yes, storytelling.  

What we get with Aristotle is not only the fascinating connection and trajectory 
to way back then, and consequently how the realisation of the difference 
between what and how goes to the essence, to the fundaments of the matter that 
are effectively substantial here and now. I mean, what we are referring to is 
really older than most of what we are able to relate to, you know, it is older than 
the Catholic Church, just to make a simple and not so innocent comparison. But 
what’s more, it is about whether that very matter, for example the actuality or 
potentiality of a story, a narrative, is gaining the force of moving here and there 
or whether it is static and stale.  

In his book on Physics, following the lead from Metaphysics (here, see book III, 
chapters 1-3), Aristotle describes the four variables of how matter alters its con- 
tent and its direction. These variables focus on a) its being, and how it is born 
and how it dies, b) its quality and the changes within it, c) its quantity as in 
diminishing or growth, and d) its location, its inherent movement or lack 
thereof. These four aspects are always found within the interaction and 
interdependence between the state of actuality (as in actualisation of a story) 
and a state of its being potentially a story. The latter is universal, and it is not 
limited in its scope or trajectory. It is everywhere as a possibility. The former, 
on the other hand, is achieved when and only when there is that movement from 
what it was as a potentiality to what it is achieving as in actualising that 
potentiality.  

It is an actuality that occurs both in the agent and the result. It was already 
strongly notified in Aristotle (Metaphysics, book IX, chapter 8) that the one 
who performs the act (of storytelling) is not that very act (the story) and it is not 
how it is read and received. But the crucial point, and the crucial makes it or 
loses its cutting edge within the chances and challenges of actuality, is the will 
and ability to do and to perform – to try out and to repeat and to learn the 
specific craft of that very act and its particularities.  

This will, this drive, this need to do, to act, to perform and to communicate (as 
in the act of telling a story) is socially and structurally framed by what is 
labeled as either internal goods that enable the act and hindrances that stand in 
its way or external goods or hindrances. (It is beneficial for the sake of the 
whole argument to underline that this version here is both informed directly by 
Aristotle’s writings but also strongly guided by the interpretation of them by 
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Heidegger and Gadamer – and not to forget, these are clearly not the only 
choices of interpretative paths than can be taken with Aristotle).  

With the internal part, these references allow us to focus on the question of 
what exactly it is in that very act that makes the act work or not work. What is it 
in the given and chosen version of storytelling that actually is important and 
what is irrelevant? And to follow: which turns and choices lead to increasing 
integrity and intensity and which ones do not?  

With external goods and hindrances, we are focusing on the conditions of the 
condition, the daily sites and situation within which that very act is trying to be 
and become what it can be and striving towards as in searching for ways to 
fulfill its full potentiality in its actuality. This refers to the social, political, 
economic and historical settings, the structures that structure the actions and 
stories, their variations of flexibility or stubbornness, their ability to cherish 
plurality and a loving kind of a conflict.  

Both sides add up to the actuality of a story, its move and movement from what 
to how, its becoming to be a place of its own, with a voice of its own. Needless 
to say, this is the bumpy road taken and followed, faced with the ability, the 
will, the perspiration and stamina of doing what you do when you do what you 
do with an attitude of a situated self, in an embedded reflective, critical yet 
constructive way. It is to search for the ways of looking for the good life while 
digging deeper into the core of the practice of what signifies and frames the 
practice within which your act is contextualised and connected.  

It is nothing more, nothing less than the constant necessity to give and provide a 
time and space bound version to the content of the act of actualisation and 
articulation, emphasising the very difference between what and how.  

 

The Joke NOT Explained  

Therefore, finally, we land at the heavy metal matter: what makes the stories 
told by Magnus Bärtås meaningful or meaningless?  

Facing this question, we are again inclined to broaden up the spectrum and ask 
the general, not generic, question: how can we define the content of a quality of 
an ongoing practice and process?  

Out of the bag immediately jumps the solution that is called institutional 
criteria. According to this view, regardless of the field, something is good when 
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it is accepted and tenured within the walls of an institution. This can be done 
openly or behind closed doors. Recently, we have witnessed the tendency of 
institutions to try to act transparently, but the fact of being able to see the 
immediate structures does not eliminate their power of decisions, their acts of 
closing in and closing out.  

A personalised version of the institutional theory is then called the role of the 
gate-keeper. This is a person who is definitely in contact with but not 
necessarily part of an institution who due to his/her merits, position and power 
to say yes  

or no and do so vehemently and elegantly, lets through the gates the ones who 
are merited and leaves out in the cold those who are not.  

Yet another version of the criteria for quality is to focus on the list of 
ingredients. Here, the list of what the act of doing whatever it is one is doing 
while doing it gives support to its quality and highlights its merits. The problem 
with this strategy is that it sums up and defines an act only as a sum of its parts. 
Thus, it becomes too close to the flattening out of a process in which the 
content is nicely and neatly explained and solved. Finally, the golden age 
solution would be called the process of claiming and finding the heroic genius 
who by the touch of one’s master hand makes it (well, this being anything and 
everything) golden and good.  

Can you follow me? The question was and is about how to define quality and 
the internal good of an act.  

Returning to the practice and to the works of Magnus Bärtås, we can identify 
the gaps with all the above-mentioned criteria. The story is no longer a proper 
story if it is fully explained. If you even begin trying to explain the plot or the 
joke, you know you have already lost, and lost by far and forever. However, 
there is no reason to deny that those are also partly functioning and partly 
effective as in giving us a scope for how and why these works are interesting. 
But we need something else, we need something more. We need to gain access 
to the content, not just the context.  

Here, the helping hand is provided by the analyses articulated by Aristotle. We 
return to the very moment of experience, the moment of being-with the work, 
the interaction, the push and the pull, the give-and-take participatory act of 
thinking-with and feeling-with.  

The case in point is the weeping wall of the small news items The Disappointed 
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and Offended, (part 1 and 2, 1994-2006, 2006-2009) picked up through the 
years from the local newspapers. Clearly, nobody could deny that this process 
is, in fact, open to anyone who is paying attention and willing to go through the 
potential material embedded in the daily papers. These works are up for grabs, 
to be repeated and to be re-done by anyone, to underline this again, by anyone.  

But as we are able to recognise, and we have the proof, the evidence, this act is 
not done by anyone, it is not copied, it is done with a dedication and systematic 
continuity over years and years – imagine the number of newspapers that has 
been used for this and the dirty, dirty fingers – by Magnus Bärtås. But why, to 
be repeated for at least the 1021st time: why has this work a certain quality, 
what makes it good?  

First of all, there is the undeniable connection. We relate to these stories, the 
bits and pieces of the everyday fabric of anecdotes, complaints and troubles, all 
in a mental size that does not blind us or go over our heads. Their size is a 
human kind of a situation that could have been anyone’s. We have the 
connection, the recognition. Secondly, we have the confrontation with the 
seemingly silly installation and the volume of the bits and pieces. We face a 
wall that is made of small details but becomes a huge entity. Here, we move 
from a tiny particle into the orchestration of a whole that is almost 
overwhelming. This is then called the act of altering the perspective, changing 
the dimensions of what they are (the news items), where they are from and how 
they are now used and why.  

The third topic at play is the inherent element of surprise present in the work. 
When interacting with this particular work, we pretty soon, and effectively, are 
able to read into it the expectations that it gives us. But then again, the 
expectations and the recognition of the material, their face value does not tell 
the whole story. There is more to them than just the list of ingredients, which is 
only the first level of information.  

We get into the act of experience. We open the door, we make the jump and we 
get involved. We invest time and energy, we take the chance of moving out of 
our comfort zone that is cuddling with our expectations, we loosen up the force 
of the all-knowing cynical eye and we get into the groove of remembering what 
it means to remember while making and shaping a completely new version with 
our memory, the materials, the site and its situation.  

We perform the very act – we activate the potentiality embedded within its 
actuality. This we is really both sides of the both sides – it focuses on the artist 
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and at the same time it focuses on the participants who, both in their own ways, 
are there and hold a stake, become something else, something new, even.  

We make it happen, to become a place for that very moment that is not a 
monument. It is a moment and a movement, a sort of a hick-up and a catch-up, 
led by an educated and entertaining Ahnung of getting closer, connecting the 
dots and having a fine-tuned and gentle, pleasurable time while doing so.  

 

And the Heat is On  

To state this as effectively and economically as possible is to argue for the need 
and necessity to go from the common space into the particular place, from the 
general to the singular but, while doing so, to recall the need and necessity to go 
back and keep that movement going.  

Therefore, it is in and through the recognition of the emotions in motion, that 
very self-reflective realisation of being on the move, constantly taking part in 
the double act, the act of both describing and defining while doing whatever it 
is that we are trying to do and to achieve if and when we do it with a sense of a 
situated self, with commitment and with the open-ended way of being able to 
laugh at ourselves.  

This allows us to recognise the content and the structure of the actual person 
who is doing the doing. It is a person that is in a process, on the make, on the 
move. There is no one solid entity, no truth of a person to be hunted down or to 
be found. There is very little security and even less clarity and evenness.  

This type of a person on the make, on the move is constantly struggling, 
constantly navigating and negotiating between the contrary and conflicting 
desires, aims and fears that we all carry with us – in the continuous interplay 
between the actuality and the potentiality, the past of what was, the past of how 
it is now actualised and the past of how it might happen in the future. There is a 
certain element and level of sameness that is combined with the element of 
chance and difference.  

Something remains the same while something else is changed. And then this 
goes on and about again – returning to the sender and is supposedly and hope- 
fully started all over again. What we can hope for is that the heat is truly and 
duly on – and that we manage to maintain the moment, the moment of being 
active and alive. Messed up, confused but committed, and always, always not 
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finished with the never-ending process and not worrying about it either.   

In the words of Paul Ricœur (2000, p. 657), who at the end of a very active and 
productive life of thinking with and writing with, and at the very end of a 
massive but highly accessible book, kind of accidentally with a couple of poetic 
lines sums it up. Here, on purpose, stated in a language that I can’t understand 
but with words that I do recognise and content that I do share and enjoy in 
various translations.  

“Sous l’histoire, la mémoire et l’oubli. Sous la mémoire et l’oubli, la vie. Mais 
écrire la vie est une autre histoire. Inachèvement.”  

“Behind history, memory and forgetting. Behind the memory and oblivion, life. 
But writing life is another story. Impossible to complete.”  

 

 

 

 


