
Brief description of the context and content of the work 
 
 
‘How do we relate to the gaps in a story, a history, a myth? Do we fill them with our personal 
speculations? Do we try to sense their edges and listen to their echo?’ In an international cross-
departmental project, spring 2021, students from Sandberg Institute, the University of Amsterdam 
and Amsterdam Conservatory were invited to create digital operatic shorts through a process of 
translation, reworking, undoing or abandoning of Palinuro, a video artwork by me as a multimedia 
artist, inspired by the myth of Palinurus as it is told in the Book V and VI of Virgil’s Aeneid. Central in 
the project were the myth and my speculative approach.  
 
The students were encouraged to find their own relationship to questions as: ‘where lie the gaps in 
our imagination and how do we deal with them? How does our understanding of our current time 
allow us to imagine a future, a past or a different present? And what could we learn from De Koning’s 
work as a historic work of speculative art?’ (All questions are quoted from the project’s open call.) 
Whereas my own speculative approach as elaborated in my closet drama The C of Scylla - a further 
elaboration of my own Palinurus myth - had been the initial trigger for the idea of the project, the 
video artwork Palinuro from 1989 has been taken as the jumping off point for the cross-departmental 
project. 
 
In my project The C of Scylla - a platonic phantasy, started in 2009 as a closet drama - I give my own 
answer to those questions by using the common Dido-motive in a personal, ‘opposite’ way: Helena 
Neaira, the abducted daughter of Helen of Sparta and Troy as Palinurus’ Dido. When he deserted his 
post and left the ship, Palinurus had made his aim to rescue Helena Neaira of sexual slavery on Sicily, 
as Aeneas had designated her as priestess of his mother Aphrodite in the temple to be built for her 
after leaving Sicily to continue his mission to Italy. In spite of his great ability as Aeneas’ chief 
helmsman, Palinurus was killed by the sea monster Scylla on his way back to her. (NB this whole story 
is based on my own research into a whole range of ‘problems’ around the Aeneid - anachronisms, 
contradictions, incongruities, omissions etc. - and has to be seen as a personal myth, a myth invented 
by myself and sometimes ‘prompted by the Muses’.)  
 
For myself the cross-departmental project has led to the idea of a new artwork, entitled Et in Utopia. 
Helena Neaira’s song can be considered as a digital operatic short for my work in progress Et in Utopia 
as a (chamber) opera. On this moment the song is part of a spin-off of that work as the two channel 
video installation Et in Arcadia - Helena Neaira’s song (2021). 
 


