
The exhibition The Spectral Forest presents 
newly commissioned and existing works by 
eight international contemporary artists. 
Departing from the history of deforestation 
and afforestation, and displacement and 
resettlement, on the Curonian Spit, as 
well as the significance of the sacred 
groves in the Baltic region, the exhibition 
is conceived as a promenade through an 
enchanted forest. The forest is imagined 
as a living organism inhabited not only 
by wildlife, hikers, mushroom and berry 
pickers, but also hybrid creatures and 
ghosts of the unresolved past and potential 
futures. Like the Curonian Spit National 
Park, The Spectral Forest  is understood 
as a sanctuary in which different voices 
complement and enhance each other, although 
sometimes in a cacophony.

The natural world, unfamiliar to our 
ancestors, with its seemingly inexplicable 
phenomena, was often perceived as another 
world on earth, the realm of mythological 
creatures and the supernatural. The 
Spectral Forest refers both to spectres, 
ghosts, and spirits traditionally residing 
in the forest, and to a spectrum. While 
both words have the same Latin root 
(spectrum: appearance, apparition), a 
spectrum represents a band of colours, as 
seen in a rainbow, or more generally a 
condition that is not limited to a specific 
set of values as quantifiable numbers but 
can vary across a continuum. The continuous 
spectrum then stands for a range that 
changes gradually, such as when looking 
at the sea horizon, unable to distinguish 
between the sea and the sky. A spectrum 
can also be a useful tool when thinking 
beyond the binary of two extreme positions, 
whether in relation to the fluidity of 
gender and national identities, mental 

health, or the political spectrum rather 
than two opposing camps. Spectrum thus 
implies a broad range grouped together, 
similarly to a forest encompassing various 
species and, in the case of the Curonian 
Spit, simultaneously stabilising the 
underlying sand dunes.

In many folk narratives both in Lithuania 
and the world, a forest – a sacred grove 
in particular – contains a pathway to 
other worlds. For Curonians, a Baltic 
tribe living on the shores of the Baltic 
Sea, the sacred groves were closely 
associated with the cult of the dead. 
Today, the nearby border checkpoint, an 
aperture in the political border dividing 
the Curonian Spit, can also be seen as an 
alternative pathway to another world, in 
which even the forest, as a part of the 
divided national park, is different. In 
contrast, the Hill of Witches in nearby 
Juodkrantė testifies to the Neo-Romanticist 
revivalist tendencies in 1970s Lithuania. 
In a Counter-Enlightenment manner, folk 
traditions were pitted against Soviet 
industrial and secular modernity which 
dismissed spiritual culture as regressive. 
In parallel, Western colonial modernity has 
been subjected to a critique, recovering 
ways of being and knowing beyond a mere 
technological rationality, yet wary of 
the traps of romanticising essentialism. 
The works in the exhibition thus attempt 
to open portals to other worlds and to 
operate on a spectrum of nature, fiction, 
divination, history, and contemporaneity. 

Rado Ištok (b. 1989) is a curator, 
writer, and editor based in Stockholm, 
Sweden.

1.  � Eglė Budvytytė, in collaboration 
with Marija Olšauskaitė and Julija 
Steponaityte, 
Songs from the Compost: Mutating 
Bodies, Imploding Stars, 2020

The work of Eglė Budvytytė sits at the 
intersection between performing and visual 
arts. Her films and performances often 
employ songs and movement as a medium for 
addressing the relationships between bodies 
and their environments, and the permeable 
boundaries between the human and non-
human. This newly commissioned film, shot 
in the lush forest and sand dunes of the 
Curonian Spit, is a hypnotic exploration 
of the darker aspects of symbiotic life 
in the forest: interdependence, survival, 
and eventual death and decay. Could 
decomposition be a way to imagine the 
world outside of the linear time? These 
ideas are also reflected in the performers’ 
costumes, designed by Marija Olšauskaitė 
and Julija Steponaityte and utilising the 
processes of fermenting and rotting to 
shape the costumes’ form and texture. The 
film is constructed around the lyrics of 
the song, which channel the desires of the 
shapeshifting narrator, shifting between 
different genders, voices, and beyond-
human embodiments, one of which is the 
Medusa – a mythological female creature 
with live venomous snakes as hair, and 
whose gaze had the power to turn living 
beings into stone. A common example of 
symbiosis is the lichen, a composite 
organism formed by algae and fungi in a 
mutually beneficial relationship. The lyrics 
of the song draw from the ideas of the 
biologist Lynn Margulis, celebrating the 
role of bacteria in making life possible 
and the collaboration between the one 
cell organisms, as well as ideas by the 
science-fiction author Octavia Butler who 
employed tropes of symbiosis, mutation, 
and hybridity to challenge sociobiological 
causes of hierarchical violence.

The work was co-produced by The Riga 
International Biennial of Contemporary 
Art (RIBOCA), with the support of the 
Lithuanian Council for Culture and The 
Mondriaan Fund.

Eglė Budvytytė (b. 1981) is a visual 
and performing artist based in 
Amsterdam, Netherlands.
Julija Steponaityte (b. 1992) is a 
visual artist and colourist based in 
London, United Kingdom.
Marija Olšauskaitė (b.1989) is an 
artist, currently living in London, 
United Kingdom.

2. � Susanna Jablonski, Adrianna’s Akato and 
Henry’s Couch, 2019 

The sculptural works by Susanna Jablonski 
have a personal touch, both in terms 
of her frequent use of materials such 
as ceramics and found objects, and the 
inspiration she finds in inter-personal 
relationships. Standing on the threshold 
of the exhibition, Adrianna’s Akato Adrianna’s Akato is 
a work that resembles a bedside table, 
imagined as a monument to the experience 
of the artist’s friend, a Venezuelan 
filmmaker currently exiled in Barcelona. 
In the spiritual beliefs of the Ye’kuana 
people of Venezuela, akatos akatos are one’s 
six spirit-counterparts, invisible and 
eternal. Some travel away from the body 
at night, but if an akato akato cannot find its 
way back to its human entity, for example 
due to migration, there can be serious 
consequences, including deteriorating 
physical and mental health, and possible 
death. A number of small objects – 
including a Venezuelan aloe vera plant, a 
digital alarm clock set to Caracas time, 
a cast glass circle, and natural objects 
including a stone found by the artist 
during her visit to Nida – are placed on a 
slab of pink marble supported by paper clay 
feet. The video looping on the cellphone 
shows a perfect cup of cappuccino being 
poured and then deliberately ruined. In 
comparison, Henry’s Couch Henry’s Couch takes reference 
from the psychoanalyst’s couch, a constant 
presence in the artist’s childhood home. 
The wasp nest in a ceramic form, cradled by 
a pair of pillows, can be seen as an open 
head, a container for buzzing thoughts, 
emotions, and memories which unfold over 
a session on the psychoanalyst’s couch. 
While the bedside table is associated with 
transitional moments of falling asleep and 

waking up, the psychoanalyst’s couch stands 
for the interface between the conscious and 
the subconscious.

Susanna Jablonski (b. 1985) is a visual 
artist and musician based in Stockholm, 
Sweden.

3.  � Paul Maheke, We took a sip from the 
devil’s cup, 2020

Cosmology and communication between 
different worlds are recurrent subjects 
of Paul Maheke’s work in which the 
artist attempts to move beyond Western 
modes of knowledge production. Ghosts 
and other non-human messenger figures 
carry narratives that often address 
questions of erasure and permeability in 
the construction of identity instead of 
relying on representation as a tool. Paul 
Maheke’s newly commissioned work consists 
of a series of seven drawings bleached 
into fabric, accompanied by glass lamps, 
hand-blown at Atelier Gamil (France). 
The dark green and pink fabrics echo the 
landscape of the Curonian Spit with its 
forest, sand dunes, and particular light 
conditions. The translucent character of 
the bleached drawings, enhanced by the 
amber-like lamps, offers an alternative to 
the binary of transparency and opacity in 
relation to meaning and its legibility. 
The otherworldly faces in the drawings are 
loosely based on a tasseography session, a 
divinatory reading of patterns in coffee 
sediment, reflecting the artist’s long-
term interest in the esoteric and its 
relation to non-Western forms of knowledge 
production. Reading through images and 
storytelling, rather than representation, 
are of central importance to the artist. 
Installed to form a route through the 
gallery, gently guiding the public through 
the exhibition, the textile drawings are 
also reminiscent of Lithuanian folk tales 
in which pathway to other worlds often 
leads through a forest or a sacred grove. 
Those who venture on such a path often 
encounter souls of the dead trapped in 
trees, as if in purgatory, or supernatural 
beings, either helpful or harmful, evoking 

awe and respect towards nature and sacred 
sites.

Paul Maheke (b.1985) is a visual and 
performing artist based in London, the 
United Kingdom.

4.  � Santiago Mostyn, Drawing for Bellevue 
Estate, 2018

The work of Santiago Mostyn often relates 
to his experience of having grown up 
in Trinidad & Tobago and Zimbabwe, and 
the ensuing questions of belonging and 
the divide between disparate cultural 
spheres. His films and installations employ 
an intuitive process to engage with a 
knowledge and history grounded equally in 
the body and the mind. Drawing for Bellevue Drawing for Bellevue 
EstateEstate was recorded on Tobago, an island 
that was successively colonised by various 
European powers, including the Duchy of 
Courland in the 17th century when the duchy 
was a vassal state of the Polish-Lithuanian 
Commonwealth. In the 18th century, Tobago 
inspired the setting for English writer 
Daniel Defoe’s epistolary and confessional 
novel – one of the first English novels – 
Robinson CrusoeRobinson Crusoe (1719), chronicling life 
as a castaway on a tropical island. 
Hence, Tobago played a crucial role in 
the development of the tropical imaginary 
associated with the Caribbean islands. The 
film is conceived as a portrait of Tobago as 
a non-human yet sentient being, subjected 
to past and present exploitation of its 
resources, labour, and image. Footage of 
four men making measurements and cutting 
the vegetation to mark territory alternates 
with footage of a sacred silk cotton tree. 
It is believed that the African ‘witch’ and 
spiritual healer Gang Gang Sarah attempted 
to fly back home to West Africa from this 
tree. Not realising that, by eating salt 
during her lifelong stay in Tobago, her 
identity was transformed and she had lost 
her powers of flight, her story speaks of 
the literal and metaphorical impossibility 
of return for all exiled peoples. 

Santiago Mostyn (b. 1981) is an artist 
based in Stockholm, Sweden.

5.  � Jin Mustafa, Ahead of Sight, 2020

The practice of Jin Mustafa spans across 
visual arts, film, sound, and music. Her 
works explore the relationship between 
technology, imaginary spaces, questions of 
personal and collective memory, and they 
often convey an ambiance of liminality. 
Liminal moments and spaces could be seen 
as transient thresholds, such as dawn and 
dusk or the geographic location of Nida. In 
the newly commissioned film, in part shot in 
Nida, we travel through stylised abstract 
landscapes at blue hour, morphing between 
different spaces, places, and times. Images 
are edited in a way that they grow one 
from the other, with the visual sequences 
and sound shifting in unison, binding the 
film together. For the artist, sound is 
not only heard, but also felt, creating 
a particular sensation and a feeling of 
anticipation, for sound is often a warning 
sign betraying a presence of someone or 
something, especially in darkness when our 
hearing is sharpened. The images and sounds 
are intertwined with a poetic dialogue of 
voices which communicate across time and 
space, communing through a technological – 
or perhaps a mystical – shortcut. In fact, 
sound technology as a medium has from its 
early beginnings been connected to the 
double meaning of medium as a technological 
means of conveying a message and a psychic 
communication with the spirits of the dead 
or the realm of the supernatural. While 
sound technologies today provide us with 
unforeseen possibilities, they are also 
ever more susceptible to surveillance. Even 
without having been recorded, frequencies 
of sound and spoken words reverberate 
eternally and can potentially be retrieved 
by future technologies.

Jin Mustafa (b. 1988) is a visual 
artist, DJ, and electronic music 
producer based in Stockholm, Sweden.

6.  � Ieva Rojūtė, It’s Haunting, Natural, 
Cruel And Kind, 2020

Words and ambiance are the main media of 
Ieva Rojūtė. The messages of her spatial 
and textual installations change the 
mood of the space and its spectators. 

Handwritten words convey a feeling of 
personal notes, fragments of a private 
diary, or even dreams. As is often the 
case, the most personal resonates widely, 
at least with the artist’s generational 
peers. Vulnerability and resilience, as 
well as healing and seeking of comfort in 
situations of uncertainty, are recurrent 
themes of the artist. Her new work 
produced for the exhibition consists of two 
elements. First, the windows of the gallery 
are covered by a translucent milky filter, 
evoking the comfort of being under a white 
blanket. The artist associates this feeling 
with her childhood inhalation sessions, 
when she would, with her head under the 
blanket, inhale the steam evaporating from 
hot salted water as a treatment for her 
bronchitis. In psychology, items providing 
comfort in unusual or stressful situations 
are known as security blankets, or as 
comfort or transitional objects. Second, 
a textual work is based on the experience 
of reading the medication package inserts. 
The drugs’ potential side effects become a 
source of worrisome scenarios, highlighting 
the links between the pharmaceutical 
products and pharmakon, a philosophical 
concept with a triple meaning: remedy, 
poison, and scapegoat – a person excluded 
from a community in times of crisis. 
Ghostly side effects such as seeing or 
hearing things that are not present, 
confusion and blurred vision, unexplained 
bruising or bleeding, unusual tiredness or 
weakness, are reminiscent of the folk tales 
of demons visiting people in their sleep.

Ieva Rojūtė (b. 1989) is a visual 
artist based in Vilnius, Lithuania.

7.   Mark Ther, Golo, 2020, 19’00”

Mark Ther’s films frequently combine history 
with fiction, taking as their subject the 
traumatic, transgressive, and suppressed 
issues of gender and sexuality, as well as 
exploring the ways in which the sense of 
national identity in Czechoslovakia was 
impacted by the deportation of Sudeten 
Germans at the end of WWII. His films are 
characterised by an enigmatic atmosphere 
of the untold, complemented by a tongue-in-
cheek humour, and pop and camp aesthetics. 

In his new film, 1930s Nida becomes the 
potential meeting place of three young 
men: Golo Mann – the son of Thomas Mann 
visiting his family in Nida from Munich, a 
man from the Sudetenland in the interwar 
Czechoslovakia, and a local man from 
Nida. Many decades later, the man from the 
Sudetenland, now elderly and displaced in 
Germany, recounts their encounters and 
the pushing of the boundaries between the 
metropolitan sexuality of Golo Mann and the 
provincial curiosity of the two young men 
from the margins of the German-speaking 
world. In fact, Golo Mann spent the summer 
of 1933 in France at the seaside mansion 
of William Seabrook, the American travel 
writer associated with Surrealism, known 
for his interest in occult practices, as 
described in his book The Magic Island The Magic Island 
(1929), and in BDSM sexual practices as 
captured in Man Ray’s photographs. Golo Golo 
thus raises questions about the boundaries 
between normative and ‘deviant’ sexualities 
and practices, including cruising in 
nature, as well as about queerness 
outside of the metropolitan areas, almost 
transforming the Curonian Spit into 
the Fire Island, a sandy barrier island 
outside of New York known for its liberal 
atmosphere and LGBTQ+ tourism.

Mark Ther (b. 1977) is a visual artist 
and filmmaker based in Prague, the Czech 
Republic.

8.  � Elin Már Øyen Vister, in collaboration 
with Cecile Haaland and Robertas 
Simaitis,
Offerings to the voices of the wind, 
the sea and the land, 2020

The work of Elin Már Øyen Vister is 
informed by their diverse background in 
sound, field recording, and music. Listening 
is for them both a life practice and a 
way to compose, sense, and experience 
the world, attuning to both local 
and planetary perspectives. The newly 
commissioned work consists of two ceramic 
vessels – created in collaboration with 
the ceramicists Cecile Haaland based in 
Lofoten, Norway and Robertas Simaitis 
based in Juodkrantė, Lithuania – and 
supported by an accompanying sound work. 

The sound composition weaves together 
field recordings, Norwegian, Sámi, and 
Lithuanian folk music, and stories of the 
people, animals, plants, land, and sea. The 
vessels, conceived as offerings and objects 
of gratitude, are inspired by the work of 
the Lithuanian-American archaeologist and 
anthropologist Marija Gimbutas. They are 
inscribed with symbols relating to the 
similarities between the Baltic (Rzucewo) 
and Fennoscandian Neolithic culture (until 
about 1700 BC), testifying to the ancient 
connections between the Baltic region and 
Fennoscandia (Norway, Sweden, Finland, and 
parts of Russia). A figure in a position of 
worship or ecstasy from a shred of pottery 
found in Nida hence bears similarities 
to the paintings in the Helvete cave in 
the Røst archipelago in Lofoten, where 
the artist lives and works. Similarly, 
downward strokes appear in pottery from 
both locations, alternatively interpreted 
as symbols of the connection to spiritual 
realms or as rain, also connecting the 
sky with the land. Each bowl carries 
seawater from the location where it was 
made, referencing parallels in the ancient 
coastal cultures, shared ancestry, as 
well as the contemporary seasonal labour 
migration between Lithuania and Norway.
 
Music by: Elin Már Øyen Vister, Giedružė 
ensemble, Saulius Petreikis and Sara 
Marielle Gaup

Due to the outbreak of the pandemic, the 
artist was unable to proceed with their 
original idea of producing three wooden 
sound sculptures in collaboration with a 
local carpenter from Nida.

Elin Már Øyen Vister (b. 1976) is an 
artist and forager based on Røst in 
Lofoten, Norway/Sápmi.

Exhibition design: Ieva Rojūtė
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The exhibition, and its accompanying catalogue (to 
be published in January 2021), is the final chapter 
of the four formats – alongside a residency, a 
workshop, and two publications - guest-curated 
by Rado Ištok at NAC within the 4Cs: From Conflict 
to Conviviality through Creativity and Culture, 
a European Cooperation Project co-funded by the 
Creative Europe Programme of the European Union. As 
a part of the programme, five of the participating 

artists took part in a two-month residency at NAC in 
Autumn 2019 in order to produce newly commissioned 
works for the exhibition. In parallel, a three-day 
workshop Dwelling on the Threshold, exploring spaces 
of passage, flux, and fluidity, took place at Nida Art 
Colony in October 2019, accompanied by an eponymous 
online handbook published in February 2020.
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