Who is Rosse Yael Serb? 

Ruth Blue.

I. 

March 2000.


In February this year I encountered a man at the Whitechapel Art Gallery in London who called himself The Curator of Ordure. He had curated an exhibition of shit and legs in a small room upstairs at the gallery. I spent some troubled weeks following the activities of this character; I found myself returning to the room and listening to him day after day, hour after hour. I don’t know what compelled me and I may still have been visiting the Curator and the room to this day, but one morning I returned to find the Curator and his exhibition had been dismantled and removed. I was devastated. Without my realising it, I had come to depend on this space. And over the weeks I had been leaving him letters and clues so that he would know I’d been there, that I was trying to understand. Sometimes I would leave no more than a small 1c.m. square of paper on the floor. The next morning it would always have been cleaned away, but I was sure he had found it and got my message. Though come to think of it, he’d always acted as though I wasn’t there. 

I sat down now in the middle of the floor and massaged my left calf, which had been causing me some bother since I began visiting the Curator at the Whitechapel. As I gazed around at the now empty space, I realised I couldn’t leave because I had to do something here, something denied to me by the Curator’s presence. I had never been in the middle of the room before, that had been the Curator’s domain, I had always lurked around the edges. I felt quite liberated here in the centre, so I started to crawl around on my hands and knees for a while in a circle, beginning by covering a small area in the centre of the room and gradually spiralling outwards. This was much better than walking as I was so much closer to the ground and could see all the details I had missed in my upright position. I intended to continue this activity for ever, spiralling in and out from the centre of the room, convinced no-one would notice me if I was quiet and unobtrusive enough. I had almost covered the entire floor in this way, made it my own, when I noticed something from the corner of my eye. There was a solitary piece of shit lying glowing in a pool of acrid-smelling disinfectant. It was a small piece, not one of the Curator’s most impressive samples, but it displayed an interesting colour and texture. Perhaps it was down to the disinfectant which had obviously been used liberally over the floor since the Curator left, but the shit was almost emerald green in colour and reflected the light back in shades of yellowish green from its many facets. As soon as I saw it I knew I had to have it. 

[At this point, I have to say that I have since found out that green shit is an indication of not fully digested food, it is the colour of green only when it hits the first part of the large bowel, later becoming browner as it passes through the middle and lower parts of the large bowel. If I had known this at the time, I could have surmised that the shit was stolen from somebody’s bowel before it had completed its natural course. At this time, however, I remained innocent to the idea of faecal theft.]


 I took the small plastic bag from my pocket and donned my surgical gloves, picking up the piece and placing it carefully in the bag before sealing it with an elastic band. I knew now that I would have no trouble leaving this space behind me as I had something to take away with me. Perhaps this piece would mark the beginning of my own collection. I stood, smiled, bid farewell to the room and limped away.


Later on, at home, I had the opportunity of examining the shit more closely. I placed it on a glass plate under my microscope and shone the light down onto it. I noticed as the disinfectant began to dry out from its surface, that there were some tiny letters etched into it. To dry it out a little more quickly I used the blue hairdryer and gradually the words “© Rosse Yael Serb, 2000” began to emerge. Was the Curator’s real name Rosse Yael Serb? I had to sit down to absorb this possibility. If this were true, a whole vista of new research opened up to me. Because if the Curator  was really Rosse Yael Serb, I knew of his daughter.

Well, I’m sure the Yael Serb I have ‘encountered’ is Rosse’s daughter.
*     *     *     *     *

Diary entry for 1 January 2000. 


I was travelling on the Circle Line today, in rather a dream as I often am during moments of transit, when I realised I had been staring quite fixedly at a small pair of feet opposite me. The feet belonged to what must have been rather a small person in general as they didn’t quite reach the floor of the carriage but dangled, swaying with the movements of the train to left or right. I wonder now if I hadn’t been slightly hypnotised by this mesmeric motion as I no longer recall the moment when I began to stare at them, and I had gone past Euston Square where I had intended to alight the train, some stations earlier. It was only when the carriage filled up and blocked my view of the feet that I was brought back to myself as it were. And it surprised me when the carriage emptied and I saw the feet anew that it had not previously struck me as odd that the feet were bare. Now I noticed the details of the feet, the long yellowish nails and the hard skin that could just be seen surrounding the sole of the foot. This person was clearly long used to being a bare-foot traveller. 

I broke my gaze away from the feet and removed the newspaper from the carrier bag and opened it, pretending to read it by lowering my head in its direction, but keeping my eyes, which were safe as always behind mirror sunglasses, turned towards the direction of the feet. Not wanting to become mesmerised by the swaying of the feet again, I began to raise my eyes, keeping my head in the same position, so that I could take in more information about the owner of the feet. 

The ankle bones were quite prominent, bruised and slightly grazed on the insides of the ankle joints. Only about 5 c.m. of the lower calves could be seen, which were thin and finely covered with black hair. I raised my eyes higher up the legs, which were covered by a purple linen garment of some sort which clearly would have been long enough to reach the floor had the person been standing. The edge of the garment was dirty and frayed which must have been from trailing along the ground. The garment covered the entire body loosely so that the contours of the body couldn’t be clearly made out. It was a kind of dress, with long sleeves and a high neck. The hands, which rested on the armrests of the chair with a casual symmetry, were gloved, also in purple. I had to steal myself to raise my eyes towards the head and face, but I had already noticed the long dark hair which spread down over the shoulders, almost to waist length. As my eyes neared the shoulders and head, I could see that the head was lowered, the chin resting on the collar bones as if the person were asleep, so that the face was entirely hidden behind the curtain of hair and the purple hood of the ‘dress’ which was floppy and fell over the top half of the head, throwing it into shadow. I began to feel more and more convinced that this was a woman; the fall of the shoulders, the shape of the hands beneath the gloves, the size of the feet. I willed the person to raise their head so that I could see the face and locate my relationship to them more clearly, but they remained perfectly still, perfectly self-enclosed.

What made this person seem even more self-enclosed was the mass of carrier bags which surrounded them. On the seats on both sides of this figure there were carrier bags of all shapes, sizes and colours. It was lucky that no-one had caused a scene about wanting a seat, because I couldn’t imagine the person putting these bags anywhere else. Some of the bags appeared quite new, some looked worn and crumpled as though they had been carried around for a long time. All of the bags were filled with what appeared to be books; the shapes of books could be made out under the surface of the plastic bags and occasionally one of the bags had been torn, revealing a corner of a hard-back or the end of a spine. From what I could make out there were at least 10 bags of books, but it was hard to count them as they were piled up one on top of the other in a disorganised fashion.

I glanced back up towards the head, and that was when I realised the person had raised their head and was staring right into my eyes. It was an intense stare; most of the face was hidden behind the purple garment which went up over the mouth and nose and down over the forehead, revealing only the eyes. It was without doubt the stare of a woman, the eyes large and dark, heavy-lidded. At first I tried to avert my eyes, a fleeting thought that she could only see herself reflected back from my mirror glasses vaguely comforted me but didn’t last more than a second. These eyes were penetrative, there was no escape, mirrors wouldn’t prevent her from seeing through. And that was the last thing I remember until what must have been some time later as I have maintained a hazy memory of the train announcer saying the name of Euston Square - I must have travelled a full circle. When I looked up, the woman had gone. But she had left behind her one of the carrier bags which lay crumpled against the back of the seat, its handles pointing in my direction. It was an old Sainsbury’s bag, white and tattered and as soon as I saw it I knew I had to have it. Fortunately there was no-one else in the carriage at the time so I crawled on my hands and knees across to the bag as I felt too weak to stand, and dragged it down onto the floor with me without anyone noticing. I peeked inside, there were 5 small, thick hard-backed books. I closed the bag and held it close to my body. Now I felt I could leave the train because the woman had gone and I had something to take away with me.

*     *     *     *     *

November 2000.

Who the woman might have been and where she was going was a mystery to me at that point as I had not yet encountered The Curator (who I will now refer to as R.Y. Serb). When I got home that day in January and settled myself in the chair to go through the bag, I realised that these books were in fact journals and diaries. They were full from cover to cover with more or less untidy handwriting in purple pen, and each one bore what I assume to be the woman’s name embossed in silver on the front cover. The name was Iris Yael Serb. 

In January of course, this name meant nothing to me, nor in February when I encountered the ‘Curator’. It was only in March after I had found the shit with the name of Rosse Yael Serb embossed on it that I was able to make the connection. I have spent the time between July and now reading the journals in great depth. I have rarely left the chair and the microscope for eight months.

You may wonder why I should assume that Iris is the daughter of Rosse. At first I just guessed it might be so as the name Yael Serb cannot be a common name. But what finally brought things together was the middle section in the third of the diaries left to me on the Circle Line, which is a long section entitled, ‘My Father’. One only has to glance through this section of the diary to realise the similarities between the father Iris describes and the Rosse I encountered in the role of Curator. And through these diaries I have learned a lot about the history and character of Rosse Yael Serb and his daughter.
