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For anyone who has heard Albert Serra speak about his films and filmmaking 

more broadly, it might seem overly generous to describe him as helping to elu-

cidate the paradoxes fundamental to cinema as an art form. Paradoxically in-

deed, here is a filmmaker who describes what he hates about film, and espe-

cially its second-rate status to literature, all while producing a body of work 

which is invigoratingly cinematic. In the midst of Serra’s aspersions on the “vul-

garity” of “popular” cinema and statements like “fuck the spectator,” his films 

zoom in (often quite literally) on the intimacies and indignities of life within con-

structed plots, high-falutin historical drama, and the contradictory ideologies 

of statecraft. In his films’ production (where Serra is known to provide scant 

information to actors or to otherwise direct them through an earpiece) and in 

their strange, slow narrative structures (full of red herrings and digressions), 

Serra ultimately encourages a more subversive engagement with cinema’s in-

herent tension between reality and artifice. 

During the opening events for the new and expansive multi-channel installa-

tion Albert Serra: Liberté (2024) at the Eye Filmmuseum in Amsterdam this 

summer, Serra’s enfant terrible mode was on full display as he held court with 

uninterruptible, stream-of-consciousness soliloquies. In conversation with the 

film scholar and critic Erika Balsom, Serra dominated and drew nervous 

laughter from the audience with provocative statements: “I never learned any-

thing from anybody,” “humanism isn’t interesting or cinematographic,” “I am 

the world’s greatest editor… maybe second greatest.” Yet in the midst of this 

bluster, Serra also described with sensitivity aspects central to his practice, 

such as how a lack of rehearsal time and the resulting tenderness onscreen 

related to his fascination with a kind of open space similar to the gaps between 

chapters of a novel. This could be understood as locating the reader (or viewer, 

or visitor) within the material—a sign of their immersion in a narrative. While 

Liberté the exhibition was not as delicate or ineffable as the space between 

book chapters—the installation was huge and nearly pitch black except for a 

handful of large illuminated screens—it was certainly immersive and situated 

the viewer as a vital, sensuous link between different parts of the work.

Serra has been working with the material of Liberté since 2018, first as a 

controversial stage play at Die Volksbühne in Berlin. An equally controversial 

and critically polarizing feature film Liberté (2019) followed, as did a two-chan-

nel video installation at Reina Sofia in Madrid. Liberté the exhibition brings to-

gether the same set of circumstances as these previous iterations: an intimate 

crew of 18th-century Libertines, exiled from the court of Louis XVI, meet in a 

night-time forest clearing to perform—sometimes cautiously, sometimes 

shockingly—their carnal (and apparently political) desires. The exhibition drops 

us directly into this scene and into a blanket of darkness that accentuates the 

sounds of the night air, the chirping crickets and movement among the 

branches—intermittently punctuated by gasps and moans of pleasure and pain. 

This soundtrack entices us further into the immense space and into an expan-

ded version of the mise-en-scène, re-imagined here as a cross between a Ro-

coco painting and a contemporary “cruising zone.” A bumpy soil terrain has 

been spread wall to wall, set with dispersed clumps of shrubbery to hide be-

hind or peek through, assorted unnatural debris (old tires, soda cans, ticket 

stubs), and two abandoned coaches transported from the film set. These beau-

tifully crafted artifacts, their doors open, dare us to break the norms of exhibi-

tion viewing and enter the small enclosures where the film’s debauchery seem-

ingly took place. That the visitor is immediately thrown into a destabilizing dark-
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ness means that the installation’s four screens, showing alabaster or moonlit 

bodies (breasts, buttocks, a recurring leather-sheathed cock), offer a stabiliz-

ing force, or at least an illuminated respite from  our fumbling, drawing us to-

ward and in between the unfolding action.

These screens, nestled in the larger scenic design and set on all opposing 

walls, present a 30-minute edit condensing many of the feature film’s most 

heightened scenes: the synchronized and slow over-the-pants rubbing; cour-

tesans stripped and whipped or strung up to a tree and doused with copious 

amounts of milk; an erotic exegesis on an anus. The action across the different 

screens is synced, offering seamless, sequential, nearly panoramic coverage of 

sadomasochistic acts interspersed with moments of bystanders looking on, 

mirroring our own gaze. Serra’s consistent use of three simultaneous cameras 

not only makes this aforementioned coverage possible, it constructs a sense of 

a delimited space that we are placed in the midst of. Even as the already min-

imal dialogue has been all but removed, a curious forward momentum (some-

times rollicking, sometimes languid) develops around and through us. Though 

actually shot outdoors at night in a eucalyptus forest in Portugal (not “Prussia,” 

as the narrative dictates), the frontal, artificial lighting accentuates the per-

formativity of the Libertine theatrics, while preserving an improvisational 

rhythm between actors. This particular mix of artifice and intimacy extends 

into our own space, where the gallery feels like a soundstage (is one) even as it 

performs as experiential and expanded cinema. 

The exhibition indeed goes to great lengths to produce a world of immer-

sion—with the trucked in tons of dirt, the real garbage and real trees in the ser-

vice of an all-encompassing sensorium. Even a scent designed especially for 

Liberté, a sort of a body-meets-earth-meets-Comme des Garçons, is piped into 

the space to transport us by piquing yet another sense. However, it is through 

the gaps or ruptures in the smooth surface of immersion that the work opens 

up to let us in and to reveal its own construction. In Serra’s films and especially 

in Liberté, the gaps—between the scene and the stage, the artificial and the 

real—become questions that are central to understanding the work as a whole. 

While an immersive sensorial experience is foregrounded from the moment 

we enter the space, in fact, it is the act of looking—“part of a voyeuristic game” 

as the wall text points out—that is presented as the primary tension of the ex-
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hibition. Liberté unleashes a logic of the night, where the Libertines are free to 

roleplay and to fuck. The logic of the night pervades the movie theater too, 

where, protected by darkness, we can safely fulfill our scopophilia—our sense 

of visual pleasure. The voyeur’s gaze, however, objectifies from a distance: here 

is a collection of naked and sexualized subjects, engaged in explicit sexual acts, 

not part of our world, but accessible to us through our private, anonymized 

gaze. This separation between us and the object of our looking is at odds with 

the supposedly immersive exhibition setting of the night time cruising zone. Im-

mersion assumes not distancing (by way of dislocation or mediation), but an 

immediate corporeal experience as the ground of spectatorship. A not uninter-

esting paradox between voyeurism and immersion arises here, one neither re-

solved nor even acknowledged by the exhibition framing. The spectator role, 

however important to the logic of the exhibition, inevitably short circuits be-

cause the expectation that we remain separate or external to the scene is con-

sistently eroded by our presence in a surrounding dramaturgy.

Viewing Liberté strictly from a personal subject position will only lead to 

compromised or frustrated interpretations. Such interpretations were show-

cased in the Dutch-language press, where several writers began their reviews 

with naive, bordering on aghast, first-person accounts: “Maybe I should turn 

back, there’s no one here, perhaps they forgot to switch on the lights. But you 

never know with modern art, so I shuffle on.”¹ An easy resolution is also not 

granted by approaching the work strictly on the level of content, as the visitor 

is met with an immense ambiguity in regard to the characters and the art his-

torical scene. If, however, we approach this exhibition not primarily as a sub-

jective experience, but instead as a formal construction—an exhibition made up 

of parts brought into relation with one another, despite incompatibility—it be-

comes apparent that Liberté presents us with a problem of reading. How do we 

read when we are simultaneously involved in, as well as distanced from, the 

thing being read?

Liberté appears to offer an immediate and emboldened sense of ourselves 

and our bodies in space, demanding that we give into its construction even as 

it “evokes psychological and moral ambivalence.” It was therefore not surpris-

ing that for every visitor cautiously navigating the scene, another would come 

trundling through the gallery, camera flashlight ablaze, searching—ostensibly—

for some kind of traction. In the dark, however, Serra is already showing us 

everything he wants us to see: human eyes and camera eyes, onlookers and 

spectators, ambiguous images and immersive reality—reflection, projection, 

performance, interpretation. This plethora of visions cutting into and bouncing 

off each other also surrounds a type of violence, where objectification is 

abundant, order explodes, and the lithe, young women on screen seem oddly 

matched with the assortment of older, gnarlier men. And though it may be 

overly generous (once again) to say that Serra is sensitive to these things, he’s 

certainly not abstracting them. Liberté is not a political work making a state-

ment about a world ideologically, it is a work of images and experiences at once 

deceptively smooth and challengingly ruptured. Serra makes it our task to hold 

them together. 

by Annie Goodner & Temra Pavlović
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