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Nine Gates, 2011, is a 15-minute, single-channel, HD video with sound inspired by Guillaume 
Apollinaire’s poem, The Nine Gates of Your Body.

by Taney Roniger 

On entering the gallery, one comes first into an empty room, a sort of antechamber, in which there is 
nothing but  the text of Guillaume Apollinaire’s poem, The Nine Gates of Your Body, inscribed on the 
walls. The poem, written by Apollinaire while he was serving in the First World War and addressed to his 
lover, Madeleine Pagès, contains nine stanzas, each extolling one of the nine “gates” – or orifices – of his 
lover’s body: right  eye, left eye, right  ear, left  ear, left  nostril, right  nostril, mouth, vagina, and anus. It is a 
hauntingly beautiful poem, made all the more so by what we know to be the setting of its creation – one in 
which death must have been a constant, palpable, and looming presence. The visual stillness of the 
antechamber, and the considerable time it takes to read all nine stanzas, together effect a subtle shift in the 
viewer’s consciousness; before entering the second room, one’s mind has been slowed, emptied of 
extraneous chatter, and reoriented into a contemplative mode in which sex and death – Eros and Thanatos 
– hover like specters.

One moves through a black curtain to enter the second room – a dark, cavernous space lit only by the 
illuminated rectangle of light that is the wall-sized screen. The giant  illuminated images one is met with 
here are startling at first: a slowly opening eye and surrounding skin seen so closely, and with such 
exquisite detail, that  one can see the tiny cilia protruding from each pore; a nostril or earlobe so 
microscopically observed, and projected at  such grand scale, that one strains to identify them as the 
familiar forms they are. The succession of images mirrors that  of the orifices evoked in Apollinaire’s 
poem, with shots so exquisitely crafted that each moment  contains an aesthetic world in itself – one 
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forever poised on the edge between representation and abstraction. As one becomes acclimated, the initial 
startle gives way to a state of multi-sensory arousal that vacillates between erotic excitement, sheer 
aesthetic thrill, and a mild but uncomfortable repulsion.

As one image leads to the next, the camera slowly sweeping over and probing each orifice, one becomes 
aware of the sound: a faint electronic hum or vibration that  at moments evokes the coursing murmur of 
fluid moving through a body. Enveloped in the darkness of the room and caressed by the waves of visual 
movement produced by the rhythm of the shots and cuts, one becomes vaguely aware of the sound as 
amniotic fluid, of the room as womb.

In one particularly mysterious shot before the final sequence, what  appear to be wrinkly, bulbous masses 
of brown and purple flesh fill the screen. As we zoom in on one such mass, short, coarse hairs strongly 
suggestive of surgical sutures become the eye’s focal points. While the moist flesh glistens with 
succulence and life, a sense of danger and foreboding – even of violence – is conjured by the wiry, stitch-
like hairs.

In the final sequence, the screen begins to darken on the right; a small, encroaching corner of darkness 
begins to grow toward the shaft  of a penis as it softly lifts folds of labia and rises up into the penultimate 
orifice. Here the sense of unfamiliarity granted by the extreme resolution and scale of the images reaches 
its pinnacle, as that which is so intimately familiar to us somatically is beheld visually, as if for the first 
time. The pace remains slow and rhythmic until the end, and by the end the entire right  half of the screen 
is dark.

Leaving the womb/cave, one re-emerges into the antechamber, and into the light, altered. The experience 
of Wojtasik’s piece is one of a significant  inner shift  instigated by sensorial excess, the conflation of a 
multitude of conflicting impulses, ideas, and desires, and, above all else, a deep sense of interior 
transcendence. The transcendent nature of sexual passion is clear to everyone who has experienced it. But 
Wojtasik’s piece is not  mere pornography; it is fundamentally a meditation on erotic love and its 
inextricable link with its dialectical opposite: death. Death, being the ultimate transcendence – the final 
“moving beyond”– is the inescapable backdrop against  which we live and love and have our being, the 
haunting negation without which life, love, and being would be meaningless.

But  perhaps there is more than this dialectical tension to the relationship between love and death. Perhaps, 
as Georges Bataille has suggested, what  we seek in eroticism is something we have lost but which we 
longingly and perpetually yearn to recover – namely, a feeling of “profound continuity.” Since there is no 
profounder continuity than that  of death, erotic love and death represent  not polar opposites but 
contiguous – and at times indistinguishable – bands along the same continuum. The return to nothingness, 
then, becomes not just  the negation of life but  also the ultimate return to this lost continuity, and one that 
we continually pre-enact throughout our lives through erotic passion. In his introduction to Erotism: 
Death and Sensuality, Bataille states:

We are discontinuous beings, individuals who perish in isolation in the midst  of an 
incomprehensible adventure, but  we yearn for our lost  continuity. We find the state of 
affairs that  binds us to our random and ephemeral individuality hard to bear. Along with 
our tormenting desire that  this evanescent thing should last, there stands our obsession 
with a primal continuity linking us with everything that is.1

Indeed, the sense of transcendence one experiences while immersed in Nine Gates is nothing if not  a 
feeling of being, however fleetingly, intimately linked with something larger than our “discontinuous, 
isolated” selves, of merging with something that far exceeds our imaginary lover’s body.

2

1 Georges Bataille, Erotism: Death and Sensuality, translated by Mary Dalwood (San Francisco: City 
Lights Books, 2001), p.15.


