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TH E ART OF 
PARTICI PATION
J u l i a  C o o k e

Pablo Helguera
The Parable Conference

In 1826, when a German archaeologist named Mattheus 
Eisenacher finally discovered the cuneiform tablets he’d 
been searching for in northern Iraq, he’d already spent four 
years digging, finding nothing, convinced of his own failure. 
He brought the tablets back home and began working with 
other scholars, including his mentor, Christian Lassen of 
Bonn, to translate them. It turned out that they were all 
identical: Eisenacher had discovered a scribe school.

Eventually, Eisenacher discovered that one series of 
tablets had been made more carefully than the others, a 
strand he kept close, keeping it from the scholars who had 
dismissed the overall textual importance of his tablets. He 
rejected their opinions. He was convinced that this particular 
series was a letter, and that it had been written to him across 
the centuries. Eisenacher read these tablets like an erotic 
novel, like a self-help book, like the work of a favorite writer 
who guides a bookish adolescent through the awkward pains 
of high school. These tablets so obsessed him that he fell into 
madness, a slow descent marked by hours in his study alone 
with his work and a conviction in the connection between 
the past and the future. After an attempted suicide, emerging 
from his room one night bloodied and screaming, Eisenacher 
was committed to the madhouse. The doctors ordered the 
tablets destroyed in front of him as he stood there and wept.
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Eisenacher’s story was written in the fourth letter; the first letter I received, in 
January, was a cryptic invitation from the artist Pablo Helguera to participate 
in The Parable Conference. This project would consist of letters, missives that 
Pablo would write to me and dozens of others. I was obligated only to read 
them and attend the Conference itself, on October 18 in New York City. He 
offered no details on what would actually take place. “This lack of clarity, for 
better or worse,” Pablo wrote, “is an inherent aspect of this project, as I am 
unable to spell out all that will happen at the event at this time. I can say that I 
have given a great deal of thought of who to invite… I would be very honored 
by your presence.” It was the perfect combination of enigma and flattery.

I knew Pablo through mutual friends and, though we’d never spent much 
time together, had attended his exhibits: A gallery he turned into New York’s 
only Spanish-language bookstore last year, complete with a paint job, faux-
oriental rugs, chess sets, tatty mid-century modern chairs, and an heroic number 
of books gathered from his acquaintances. Visitors were encouraged to pick and 
take one book. And the 1969 lecture series “On the Future of Art” he reprised 
at the Guggenheim, weaving contemporary stories into the language of the 
talks in the museum’s packed basement theater. Actors stood at microphones 
around the room, as a projector at the front showed shifting slides of Chilean 
mines owned by the Guggenheim family and destitute miners. They addressed 
statements like, Art is, after all, only a record of people living in a time, and Art is 
defined by its ability to compete with theater, to the audience. The event hovered 
just above the art world’s persistent fascination with itself. While his work had 
struck me as smart and engaged—alternate education schemes, almost—I’d 
found only glancing emotional resonance. 

I felt the same way about the next two letters Pablo sent as part of this 
new piece. Both letters followed the same pattern (as would the rest of the 
letters)—an anecdote about Pablo and his life in New York; a connection to 
a parable about someone else; an abrupt ending, still in the past. Neither of 
them fully ignited my attention—it was difficult to suspend a sense of being 
at an arm’s length from the work, cloaked as it was in mystery. 

All art requires its audience to participate in order to function, but this 
work in particular would run in large part on projection. The mystery and 
promise of the performance; the spontaneity of the letters, inserted into the 
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lives of willing participants and subject to reflecting whatever was happening 
around them. How this might come together, I wasn’t sure. 

Something changed by the spring. When Pablo’s letter about Eisenacher 
arrived in April, I’d recently published a book and had been more or less unable 
to write for six months. Eisenacher and his cuneiform tablets, attempting to 
understand what he was to them and they to him, to connect one thing to 
another, growing detached from his own reality in order to immerse himself 
fully in his work, convinced that he alone could access their truth—his story 
resonated off the eggshell stationery, in the typed story below the Parable 
Conference letterhead with its black-and-white image of a beehive in relief. 

Each letter, the pairing of subject and form, was a koan of sorts, to be worked 
through passively, like pouring milk into tea and watching it billow to the 
surface. May’s letter told the story of an artist named Madigan Proliux. In 
the 1840s, Proliux was a math professor at the Sorbonne who made futuristic 
machines that no artist of his era would have deemed art. He disdained his 
own era enough that he locked his works away, boxed them up and hoped 
they would be discovered by someone in the future, by the Eisenachers of art 
history’s future. He thought, in the moment in which he made each of these 
pieces, that he was in dialogue with a more comfortable future, a future in 
which the calluses of his day—the awkward spots in which Proliux pressed up 
against his present, leaving an angry red mark in his psyche—would soften. 

But when his works were discovered in a house in Brussels, where he’d spent 
his last years, in the 1980s, they were hailed as a singular window into Proliux’s 
own time. He became a symbol of the very anxieties which had plagued him. 

Each of the fables in his letters suspended reality to differing degrees. 
In some letters, Pablo wrote, “let’s call her…” In others, like the story of a 
gallerist he had once known who was all bluster and exploitation, he presented 
the story as fact, or close to it—anecdote or history smudged by its recounting, 
but factual in intent. I thought I remembered hearing something that matched 
the skeletal outlines of Proliux’s story, but couldn’t find anything matching 
it online. 

All of the letters could have been patently false. But as Pablo’s stories 
grew more fantastical, I realized that I would have found their sheer invention 
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unsettling. I couldn’t reason myself out of this sentiment, though it was absurd. 
I was growing attached to Eisenacher and Proliux, but also to the unknowns 
whose stories I expected to appear in my mailbox, to be disassembled in their 
own contexts and reassembled in mine, even if I couldn’t entirely connect each 
story to one another or to what might happen in October. I had begun to write 
again, determined not to mimic Eisenacher and his unproductive obsession—the 
experience was more immediate than reading a book yet required no admission 
of my own thoughts or weaknesses. To feel that an objective connection existed, 
aided by Pablo, folded like an origami to expose the most beautiful angles of 
the story and how it might connect to me—I found this thought reassuring.

Yet truth was very clearly not the point. Time and events that occurred 
between each letter lent the parable its dimensions. Pablo was using time itself 
as a medium, as the individual daubs of paint that build into a 3-D impasto. 

I had sent a letter to Pablo in April, rambling about Eisenacher and the roles 
we all try to play in our own lives and the lives of others, invisible circles of 
connection among people and places, art and life, complicity. It was genuine. 
Now I wanted to write him again, but the intent was different. Another letter 
would be meant mostly to prove my engagement with his work—the pedant 
at dinner after an art exhibit demonstrating profound understanding—in order 
to encourage more letters. The truth was that I was greedy for more. 

Letter, July 5: “Ed Koch, the recently deceased mayor of New York City, was 
a colorful character,” Pablo wrote. “My favorite comeback line from him was, 
‘I can explain it to you; but I can’t comprehend it for you.’ … I often wonder 
what it would be like if we could devise a way in which we could, as Koch 
suggests, ‘comprehend’ things for people. And this leads me to the story of 
Justiniano Quiles.”

Justiniano Quiles was a Peruvian acquaintance of Pablo’s from his days as 
an art student in Chicago in the 1990s. Quiles had studied clinical psychology 
before art, and had a theory about “art experiencing”: he wouldn’t teach people 
about art, he would experience it for them, using psychological profiling and 
interviews to become a surrogate viewer of artwork for his clients. But client 
sessions maxed out his empathetic capabilities. His face and body showed the 
strain, and until he quit, he aged at a reverse-Dorian-Gray pace. 
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With each letter, Pablo carved a physical presence in the lives of who knows 
how many people, a constellation of heads peering into mailboxes that I found 
vaguely comforting. Of course, he was also sculpting our perceptions of him.

The information he included ranged across the basic and the philosophical. 
His full name was Pablo Helguera Lizalde. He was a father. His own father, now 
dead, was forty-two by the time he was born. Pablo’s obsession with history dated 
back to when he was four years old, though he didn’t say what had happened 
when he was four. (These glimpses into his life were sometimes maddeningly 
incomplete.) In his letters, he took the future implications of his artwork quite 
seriously, wanted to live in perpetuity through it, but was timid about expressing 
the full grandiosity of his intent; he revealed it instead in dribs and drabs. 

At a cocktail party in the West Village one night in September, I struck up a 
conversation with an artist I’d never met before. As we talked, I realized that 
he was also receiving Pablo’s letters—two a month, he said, which he and his 
partner would read to one another when they arrived. Our letters were not 
the same. We traded business cards. The following week, I learned that he’d 
received a video. The envelope in my mailbox that week included a photographic 
slide, clad in aluminum, fractured horizontally, four cracks stretching across 
the glass and labeled Constable, The Grove (Admiral’s House) Hampstead. Tate, 
London. A red-dot sticker hovered toward the bottom right corner. The image 
was pastoral: billowing clouds, erect trees, a white castle in the background, 
a herd beneath the mid-ground foliage, a man in a red vest on horseback in 
the foreground.

The letter it accompanied told of a retired doctor with “a great passion of 
art.” Rather than collect art, the task he’d given himself in his retirement was 
to photograph every single piece of artwork on display in every single museum 
on the planet. He moved swiftly, snapping photos on cameras hidden in his 
lapels or held in his hands, if photography was allowed. A museum researcher, 
Francesca Walton, found him, interviewed him, eventually went to his apartment 
on the Upper West Side, where she found a hoarder’s den of disks, video tapes, 
and other forms of physical documentation. He claimed to have visited 345,000 
museums in his lifetime and photographed all art on display in each. When 
he died, he left the collection—five shipping crates worth of moments spent 
taking photos of pieces of artwork, which the doctor never looked at again—
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to Walton, who sought a willing recipient. No library or foundation wanted 
the doctor’s images, though, because they were blurry, off-kilter, the result of 
seconds, not minutes or hours of focus.

Time was the overt subject of this letter. Pablo wrote that his life was 
overscheduled, as were the lives of everyone around him. At MoMA, he wrote, 
he observed visitors focused on taking in all of the art as if it were a job or a 
checklist, how they took images on their phones of the artwork and mediated 
their experience through its documentation. It made him think of how we exhibit 
artwork in chronological, linear fashion, which “translates to the sensation that 
we are in a production line of experience, and we become factory workers of 
perception.” And there it was: the whiff of a statement of purpose, of Pablo’s 
attempt to free this work from linear presentation, to penetrate the home edifice 
and its rituals. My growing affection for Eisenacher and Proliux and the ghostly 
circles of letter-receivers, my habit of saving the letters for quiet mornings—all 
were facilitated by the control that Pablo had given me over his work. 

Inside of that letter was also an invitation to write to another participant, 
through Helguera and his assistant, who would field letters and pair off 
anonymous participant pen pals. I did. And the letter I received later in the 
month, my letter from another participant, echoed my own in nearly every 
way. Down to the Post-it on the front of the letter—hers blue, mine yellow, 
both beginning with “Pablo- here is…”—her penmanship is, I’m afraid, better 
than mine—they related similar experiences. We had both, somewhere in 
the process, begun to look forward to seeing the cream-colored letters in our 
mailboxes, both waited to open them until time and attention were available, 
both wondered over specificities and consequences of stories, were both unable 
to entirely draw the threads through each letter. Both letters ended with a 
question posed to the anonymous participant: “I wonder what your experience 
has been?” she asked me. 

“Has it changed anything about you or how you view art?” I had written 
to her. I found myself trying to give art to which I was not initially drawn 
more time than I had before. 

The final letters began to arrive two weeks before the performance. The first 
was not a letter but a small cardboard envelope, very clearly handcrafted from 
the sides of a cardboard box and clear packing tape, prosaic. Inside was a blue 
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HP CD with a slim slice of paper on which had been scrawled, après un rêve. 
The disc contained one audio track, 2:51. A woman sang in operatic French 
against a single piano. Her voice soared and dipped, the piano banging along 
in minor keys beneath her curled fs and long, low vowels, under the occasional 
scratches. Clear audio quality overall, but the song’s rendition came from the 
past. Images conjured: cigarette smoke curling; tablecloths sloppy with wine; 
the earnestness of a performer, wistfulness pealing through elongated vowels 
(je di-ii-ii-ii-re); the alternate unruliness and engagement of a crowd, though 
there was none audible on the track.

The song was “Après un Rêve” by Gabriel Fauré, written in 1878. Over 
time it’s been interpreted by Barbra Streisand, a capella choirs, Arturo Sandoval, 
amateur singers on YouTube, and more. The song was a Rube Goldberg 
machine of interpretation and creation. And that’s it; there was nothing else 
on the CD. 

A week before the performance, a postcard arrived. “Dear Julia, the spirits 
speak, in spite of the hypnotist and the hypnotized. See you on the 18th. 
Pablo.” On the front was an image of a painting: a vaulted bridge over a 
shining river, white square houses in the background, a rower in a boat, his 
red hat the single point of focus.

Followed three days later by Pablo’s final letter. A small piece of browned 
paper fluttered out as I opened the envelope. It was a torn-out page from a 
small book, an Act of Consecration issued with the Evangelical Letter of his 
holiness Leo XIII, dated May 25, 1899, on the Consecration of Mankind, to 
the Sacred Heart of Jesus. The text of the letter began, “this is my final letter 
to you.” Pablo thanked me for being “an avid reader and loyal interlocutor.” 
“In life,” he wrote, “I am convinced that there is nothing more important than 
human connection through communication.”

The disconcerting thing about Pablo’s work is its utter lack of irony. 
This last letter broke something of a six-month spell for me: I’d enjoyed the 
interiority of the project, the conclusions I was drawing on my own, the haze 
of other participants, the image of Pablo, who I hardly knew, up at night, 
typing away to a chosen few, the letters secreting through the postal service, 
my moments with them. The guilelessness of Pablo’s work could, in certain 
contexts, feel as self-conscious—the thank-you letter alongside an article of 
faith—as a hug that lasts a moment too long.
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On October 18, at Pablo’s request, we arrived at the conference in formal 
attire. As we entered the Brooklyn Academy of Music’s Fisher Theater, the 
room revealed itself exuberantly, as if with a flourish of an imaginary arm: a 
Nina Simone song sung in a quavering voice at the front of the theater; a suited 
man bowing at the waist as I entered, telling me that I should pick up a glass 
of champagne at the table to my left; a line of tuxedoes and black-and-white-
dresses snaking slowly toward the table; the participants, champagne glasses 
in hand, fracturing out to the round tables and the rest of the theater, their 
white tablecloths seeming to float in the bluish light amid the many black satiny 
shoulders and diaphanous gowns. From the cavernous ceiling hung dozens 
of pale wood birdhouses, hovering a few meters above the crowd’s shoulders, 
as well as a few sheer white banners with ghostly gray birds printed on them.

In the center of each of the twenty tables stood a vase with branches 
stretching toward the hanging birdhouses. At every place setting—for we had 
been assigned tables when we walked in, and, I saw, seats at each table—sat 
a small bird’s nest. I didn’t need to peek at the name card next to my seat to 
know that it was the woman with whom I’d traded letters. We sat, cloaked in 
an odd, not uncomfortable intimacy, waiting, chatting.

Pablo stood at a microphone at the front of the theater, singing Nina 
Simone to the crowd as we filtered in. The tails of his tuxedo reached the back 
of his knees; his mostly-gray hair was swept back and his face serious. Like 
Justiniano Quiles, he wore some strain around the edges of his appearance. 

The talk stopped. Pablo had begun to sing “Après un Rêve.” A handful of 
suited men and women separated from the crowd and retreated to the murky 
edges of the room. They arranged themselves in seven clusters of three, one 
standing atop one of seven dais around the room, more visible than the flanking 
two. A spotlight shone on a man at the front of the theater. He began to talk.

Our emotions, he said, were rarely appealed to in art these days, or at least 
that was how he felt it. Or at least he had not felt emotion in some time in 
response to a work of art, and he wondered if this emotion was now relegated 
to his youth. He found himself yearning for the work of art that might move 
him indelibly.

Another one of the suited men interrupted him as the spotlight shifted. 
“Today, as in many other days, I think about my father.” Then a tuxedoed 
woman spoke—“Ed Koch was a colorful character”—and another, seven letters 
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read paragraph by paragraph, round-robin style, an avalanche of personal 
statements bearing the same cadence and theme, but spoken by different 
voices, male and female.

The presentation anticipated the experience of its audience: as 
monologues—a single confession split into different bodies—began to feel 
overwhelmingly personal, a woman spoke. She addressed the confessional 
as an art form, her skepticism of it, the narcissism that sits at the core of the 
presumption that the personal can and should be elevated to art. Then, once 
each letter had reached the inflection point where it shifted away from Pablo’s 
experience and into the central parable, the theater’s lights went down. 

Three members of the audience stood and approached the three 
microphones in front of the piano. They read letters they’d written to Pablo 
in response to his parables, echoing common thoughts: How many people in 
this ghostly community of letter-writers? How factual are these stories? Why 
do your parables echo so indelibly what’s happening in my life? How much 
stock am I justified in putting in this? What is the point of art?

The audience members returned to their seats; the spotlight again shone on 
the actors at the room’s edges, though they had shuffled around. And suddenly, 
a new atmosphere was created. In the same way that the individual thoughts 
that Pablo told grew sweatily intimate when put together, the fantastical 
parallels that followed wore their invention clearly. Dosified, hovering within 
daily life, they had pressed on the fruitful, reassuring soft spot between fact and 
fiction. Together, though, these letters became a tall tale, the ridiculousness 
of their propositions swelling into fantasy castles in the air above, turrets and 
skybridges to nowhere and frank absurdity, rather than the humble house in 
which the magician may or may not reside.

Justiniano was there, and Ivana Korshnoi, who had tried to summon the 
spirit of Corot through one of his paintings, and Dr. Hikari and Francesca 
Walton. There was a story about a city called Elzaia whose residents spoke 
with birds, and how the bird-talking, initially an act of devotion and love, 
became an industry that eventually ruined the city, once the profession had 
been leached of its tenderness. Other stories told of a Shaker artist and her 
gift paintings and the hysteria that overtook one young woman when she saw 
them, and of a monk who invented the act of confession, and how confession 
in art can be a way to cloak the creator from criticism. Details shifted, teasing 
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the stories I thought I knew: “Après un Rêve” became the song that Ivana 
Korshnoi played in the background as she painted her way into Corot’s spirit; 
the painting she used was Le Pont du Mantes, the image on the front of my 
postcard, not Morning, as the letter I’d received had said.

The actors stopped reciting once again, now nearly finished. Pablo walked 
into a small table-sized opening in the center of the room, pulled up a chair, 
sat down and began to tell the story of a man who believed in the essential 
importance of parables. “Not me,” he said, looking intently at the faces around 
him. This man did not believe in god, but was a pastor; was in love with a 
woman, but would not marry her; was intellectually restless all his life. He wrote 
and wrote, letters and anecdotes and humor and fiction, trying to understand 
the importance of the parable to the existential questions that plagued him. 
He died having reached no conclusions. His name was Søren Kierkegaard, 
and he was the ultimate parable-teller. 

Pablo left the center of the room. An actor entered the circle of tables and 
chairs, finished the parable of Justiniano Quiles, and walked to the front of 
the theater. One by one, final paragraphs were recited; the twenty-one actors 
reassembled at the front of the theater below an image of Le Pont du Mantes, 
its red-hatted rower and its humid air, and then, to the sound of applause, it 
was over.

People stood but few left. Actors began to walk around the room, put 
their hands on people’s shoulders and asked them to please leave; the room 
had to be broken down. Bit by bit, clusters of people filtered out of the room, 
stood in groups in the foyer and on the sidewalk.

“I think the bird one was the central parable,” a man in a tuxedo said to me 
outside, as we waited for taxis. “Everyone at my table got that one. Didn’t you?” 

“It was kind of like a wedding for me,” Pablo told me four days afterwards. 
People had flown in from Los Angeles, from Mexico City, from Chicago. Then 
again, a few attendees had admitted to Pablo that they hadn’t even read his 
letters—they sat unopened still. Then Pablo said something that struck me. 
The genesis of this project, he told me, was in his desire to make art that was 
basically indistinguishable from one-to-one communication. This touched 
down upon reports I’d heard from attendees who hadn’t received letters—
there had been a performance earlier in the evening for people who hadn’t 
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participated from the beginning. They didn’t really get the performance. It 
was esoteric to them in a way that wasn’t productive or engaging. 

With the addition of a book that collected the parables and Pablo’s 
responses to individual letter-writers, the Parable Conference became a triptych. 
For one hundred people, there was the experience of receiving the letters, the 
ten-month cycle of the work: its rituals, its limitations, the simultaneously 
casual and reverent act of fishing a letter from a mailbox, entering into its 
singular vein of communication, shaking its contents into life. There was the 
event itself, two pieces of performance art attended by a total of nearly four 
hundred people; and finally, there was the book.

The second had fueled my interest in the first panel of the triptych. Still, 
I was partial to the experience of the first. Maybe, as art ventures far away 
from its recognizable incarnations and into what may or may not be abstruse 
spectacle, some people, myself included, require a turn inwards to connect with 
it. Sculpture, painting, film, abstract though they may be, call on other faculties 
for assessment: intellectual, critical, technical, historical. A piece of art can be 
loved for reasons that are not immediately emotional. But for performance-
based art that occurs on an intimate scale and over a predetermined period of 
time—I wouldn’t have stopped receiving the letters or walked out of the theater 
as easily as I could glide away from a painting on a gallery wall or turn off a 
film—the viewer/participant’s only recourse—no, my only recourse—is either 
to detach or call on emotion. When this works, it works entirely, miniscule 
though the audience may be. To feel fully seen, period, is powerful; to feel seen 
by another person in something that calls itself a work of art is ever more so. 

As I had walked out of the theater, someone who’d walked out alongside 
me, who hadn’t gotten the letters—a handful of tickets had become available 
at the last minute—asked me: what had I expected? It wasn’t until then that 
I realized that at some point a few months into the process, right around 
Madigan Proliux, I had stopped expecting or analyzing, stopped trying to 
envision what October 18 might resemble. 

Even if my critical mind had eventually returned, there was a period of 
months when I had suspended myself entirely within the world that Pablo 
had created, sensing that it wasn’t real, knowing that it would end, complicit 
nonetheless.


