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One of the central problems in con-
temporary art is a profound lack of novel-
ty. Defining exactly what that means gets
complicated quickly, but for the sake of this
article it suffices to say that art today seems,
perhaps for the first time, nearly incapable
of producing work that is meaningfully
“of its time.” Pop reference-jamming and
self-righteous moralising abstracts from the
material facts of the present, just as surely
as historical nostalgia and tech futurism
try to simply sidestep it; artists everywhere
operate as a horde of bad consciences si-
multaneously trying to repress their inse-
cure awareness that they aren’t quite sure
what they should be doing. Precious few
exceptions to this trend have emerged in
the past decade—artists with a certainty of
creative direction that leads them to make
work that reflects the world back at us in-
stead of shying away from it—and one of

my favourite examples from this category
is the Dutch film collective KIRAC.
Also known by its full name, Keeping
It Real Art Critics, the collective is helmed
by the couple Stefan Ruitenbeek and Kate
Sinha. KIRAC have been making web vid-
eos in Amsterdam and abroad since 2016
with a large, revolving cast of personalities,
who appear as KIRAC affiliates or as the
subjects of the films. Ruitenbeek is tall,
gregarious, and imposing, with an infectious
cackle and a dishevelled, slightly unhinged
appearance. Walking around Amsterdam
with him feels like tagging along with the
local madman, in a good way. By contrast,
Kate is small, composed, and reflective,
and has transitioned to a more behind-
the-scenes role in recent years after the
births of their two children; they take up
most of her time. The pairing might seem
unlikely if it wasn’t such a well-balanced
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Photographs of KIRAC members.
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combination—the Dionysian with the
Apollonian in equal measure—or if there
was any doubt regarding the intelligence of
either of them, but there isn’t. Their earlier
films consisted of barbed and insightful
but relatively straightforward critiques
and documentaries on art exhibitions
(Jon Rafman at the Stedelijk Museum,
for instance), curators (an exhibition by the
architect Rem Koolhaas), dealers (Stefan
Simchowitz), and academics (Mondrian
scholar Hans Janssen).

Considering that I'm a critic myself
and that their work was a not-insignifi-
cant influence on my own, my affection for
KIRAC is somewhat predictable. They’ve
evolved far beyond what was already a
uniquely articulate analysis of contempo-
rary art into a much more singular form
of “gonzo” documentary filmmaking that
interpenetrates both their own lives and
the world around them, moving away from
art to more general and personal subjects,
such as their relationship with Philip van
den Hurk, an art collector and their bene-
factor, and, more recently, sex. Certainly,
they’ve stepped on more than a few toes
and hurt their fair share of feelings on the
way, but what has come from these volatile
interventions is a body of work that aspires
to actually grapple with the conditions of
the present. Their work breaks through the
middling niceties of contemporary art into
something that’s anything but superficial
provocation-baiting; rather, their incite-
ments create a sense of artistic stakes that
are precisely what the rest of the art world
fails to achieve.

I visited Amsterdam to spend a week
with KIRAC in May of this year, with no
specific purpose in mind. Ruitenbeek and

I had talked on the phone occasionally

for about a year, knocking around ideas
about how to get the art scene in New
York (where I live) interested in KIRAC.
That problem had recently resolved itself
thanks to the group’s notoriety following
the announcement of their upcoming film,
which would feature the novelist Michel
Houellebecq having sex on camera, and
that attention was only magnified when
Houellebecq filed lawsuits to block the
film’s release. In April, Ruitenbeek asked
me if I would fly over to visit sometime
in the next month; I'd just received some
grant money and was feeling flush for once,
so I said sure.

In the winter of 2022, Ruitenbeek shot
footage of Houellebecq having sex with Jini,
a KIRAC affiliate and OnlyFans model,
as well as a later selection of scenes with
another KIRAC affiliate, Isa, who ultimately
decided not to sleep with Houellebecq. This
content was supposed to be the central
subject of the next KIRAC episode. But
when the trailer was released, Houellebecq
immediately filed lawsuits with Ruitenbeek
in both Paris and Amsterdam (where the
scenes with Jini and Isa had respectively
taken place). The French case was rejected,
and the Dutch suit ruled in KIRAC and
Ruitenbeek’s favour. Houellebecq then ap-
pealed the Amsterdam case. This appeal
was ongoing when Ruitenbeek asked me
to visit, and it was assumed by everyone
(including Houellebecq, as revealed in his
book Quelques mois dans ma vie: Octobre
2022 — Mars 2023, which we’ll come to
later) that KTIRAC would win the appeal
as well. However, a week before I arrived,
the courts ruled against the film being re-
leased, in effect if not explicitly. The official
decision was that the film could be released,

but KIRAC would have to show the final
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cut to Houellebecq a month before the
release, and he could sue again if he had
objections to its content. Since he has no
apparent goodwill towards KIRAC or any
interest in their work, this is effectively a
ban—unless a financially insecure couple
with two young children feel like getting
sued again by one of the most successful
authors in Europe. KIRAC has, sensibly,
opted to pursue the case itself as the subject
of their forthcoming episode.

'The Dutch appeal court’s ruling centred
on the strict terms of the filming agree-
ment giving complete creative control to
KIRAC, but Houellebecq’s more specific
argument was that the film was damaging
to his reputation because it did not play a
“game of fact and fiction” in the way that
he had anticipated. Houellebecq had worn
a wolf mask during the Parisian sex scenes
(but not before or after) and had stipulated
that there be no shots that included both his
penis and his face at the same time, ostensibly
for the sake of plausible deniability. In a
later Vice interview, Ruitenbeek described
Houellebecq as a person of surprising sexual
prowess who likes to sleep with groupies,
like Jini and Isa, and in the appeal those
statements were considered to undermine
the eventual film’s ambiguity. That seems
like a stretch to me because Ruitenbeek
didn’t mention the film itself, and it also
reveals the court’s incomprehension of the
project. They took this plausible deniability
to be a means to obscure whether or not
Houellebecq participated in the sex scenes,
but it was really an artistic decision. Nowhere
in the lawsuit has he claimed that he did

not have sex; he just doesn’t want the film
to be released. Moreover, KIRAC films
are in a state of extreme flux until they’re
completed. Ruitenbeek hadn’t yet figured
out a form for the film while I was there,
and he tells me that he has completely
reworked its structure several times since
then. Whatever deniability there may be
in the film and how plausible it will be is
still to be seen, but it never had anything
to do with Houellebecq’s chastity. This
misunderstanding indicates a major gap;
the very nature of the film is impossible
for a convention-bound bourgeois court to
grasp. Reasonable government employees are
fundamentally ill-equipped to understand
a dispute between a pallid, chain-smoking,
world-famous sixty-seven-year-old novelist
who wanted to make a porn (and may have
planned from the start to sue his way out
of the film’s release), and the controversial
film collective interested in facilitating and
filming that sex as the foundation for a
work of art. The logic both parties operate
by is at odds with the logic of the bourgeois
European society that Dutch courts uphold.
It’s this contradiction of conventional social
norms in every part of the case that makes
it such an inscrutable spectacle.

'The encounter between Houellebecq
and KIRAC seemed at first to be grounded
in a mutual understanding as transgres-
sive artist-libertines, and that similarity on
some level still holds true. The conflict, as
far as I understand it, came not from any
misunderstanding but essentially because
Houellebecq’s unorthodoxy goes further than
KIRACs; he plays the role of a bohemian

Left: Photograph of Michel Houellebecq (centre) at Houellebecq’s Ascent From Hedonism, 27 May 2023, The
Unsafe House of Jaafar E1 Hazred, Amsterdam. Photo: Sean Tatol
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or a respectable figure as he pleases, and
apparently alternates these positions to ma-
nipulate the public or for little more than
the amusement of screwing people over. It
seems to be a sort of fetish or pastime, as
evidenced by a recording Ruitenbeek showed
me of a conversation with Houellebecq'’s
wife, Lysis, who cheerfully recounts agree-
ing to model naked for a photographer,
“because I like having pictures of my ass.”
Houellebecq sued the photographer af-
terwards to stop the photos from being
released. There are glaring dissonances at
the heart of Houellebecq’s erratic claims
of victimisation by KIRAC. He says he
cannot be held accountable for participat-
ing in porn because he was depressed; he
argues in his novella that he only agreed
to have sex on camera with Jini because
he respected her liberated spirit but was
horrified to learn that OnlyFans models
make money; he states that he only came
to Amsterdam (on a prodigious amount
of benzodiazepines) out of respect for the
Dutch rail system—as if such protestations
make his actions seem reasonable. Leaving
aside the fact that few people would find
themselves making porn out of malaise, most
accounts of this story conveniently neglect
to clarify that the porn was proposed by
Houellebecq and Lysis, not KIRAC. His
documented actions and his stated version
of the facts are irreconcilable with one an-
other, which suggests that the truth must
be more complex.

Houellebecq’s public persona is such
an opaque construction that middle-class
Europeans seem to accept him credulously,
which is one of the stranger and more in-
teresting elements of the legal proceedings.
He was a controversial figure at the start
of his career, and still is, but his literary

merit is now sacrosanct; he has become a
member of the intellectual establishment
and is therefore respectable. He seems to
lead a wildly profligate and antisocial life-
style—his only hobby outside of writing
appears to be intoxication, whether with
sex or substances. I don’t mean to pass
judgement on his lifestyle (although it
seems bleak). His dissolution seems to be
a cultivated choice. Rather, I'm baffled by
the establishment’s eagerness to take him
at his word when he so clearly treats his
self-image as a fluid formulation. Since all
his work is an intimately elaborate foisting
of the responsibility for one’s misery and
inadequacy onto society, prefiguring incel
defeatism and portraying contemporary
life in terms of nihilism, apathy, racism,
prostitution, and so on, his public image
has always been a game of, again, plausible
deniability. Are his miserable characters,
like Bruno, a pathetic, sexually frustrated
social outcast in Afomised (1998), derived
from his own experience, or are they dis-
tanced observations of modern life? When
he writes himself as a character in 7he Map
and The Territory (2010), is it a clear-eyed
self-reflection or a manipulation of his au-
dience’s assumption that he’s being honest?
He’s kept the ball in the air, deliberately
obscuring his authorial subjectivity. In the
end, the real dispute over the KIRAC film
may have not been over any publicly stated
grievance, or even caused by Houellebecq
idly toying with the lives of others, but
because its release would have revealed him
to his audience.

Since the beginning of the court cases
I had wondered why Houellebecq cared
so much about blocking the release of the
footage in the first place. This great legal

struggle seemed disproportionate to the
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inevitable banality of some naked flesh.
It’s only in retrospect that I've begun to
understand what he may have seen as a
vulnerability—what seemed dull to me is
actually a rare look behind the curtain at
the reality of his wearisome life. This image
casts a stark light on Houellebecq as a de-
pleted vestige of a person, as though he had
wholly sacrificed Michel Houellebecq, the
man, for the sake of Michel Houellebecq,
the author. The operation recalls Theodor
Adorno and Max Horkheimer’s analysis of
the episode from Homer’s Odyssey where
Odysseus transforms himself in the act of
telling the cyclops Polyphemus that his
name is “Nobody”: “In reality, the subject
Odysseus denies his own identity, which
makes him a subject, and keeps himself
alive by imitating the amorphous.” The
author possesses an enigmatic and amor-
phous subjectivity that grows in stature
while the man himself withers. Houellebecq
has mostly been able to manipulate this
disconnect to his advantage, but KIRAC’s
cameras revealed something he did not want
revealed. The cracks have started to show
in his reaction, even without the footage
being shown publicly.

Houellebecq’s novella, Quelques mois
dans ma vie: Octobre 2022—>Mars 2023 (Some
months in my life: October 2022—March
2023), is primarily an account of the KIRAC
exchange from the author’s point of view,
along with the details of the most recent
backlash for his frequent derogatory state-
ments about Islam. It is ostensibly intended
as self-vindication, though judging by the
near-universal negative reception online,
it seems to have convinced no one. I've
only read it through Google Translate, so

Above: Photographs of KIRAC members. Prevoius page: Photograph Houellebecq’s Ascent From Hedonism, 27
May 2023, The Unsafe House of Jaafar El Hazred, Amsterdam. Photo: Sean Tatol
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I can’t claim to evaluate it as writing, but
as an argument it ranges from unconvinc-
ing to off-puttingly strange to borderline
incoherent. Houellebecq gives KIRAC
afhiliates animal epithets: Ruitenbeek is
the Cockroach, Jini is the Sow, Isa the
Turkey, and Sinha, who he never met, is
named the Viper. Each is characterised in
kind, or rather just insulted. Queleus mois
dans ma vie paints Ruitenbeek as a plotting
deceiver (with undertones of anti-Semitic
caricature), Jini as lazy and talentless in
bed, Isa as vain and vacant-minded, and
Sinha, most fancifully, as the cruel misandrist

puppet master. This is apparently uncon-
vincing enough to his uninformed readers,
but for anyone with a cursory acquaintance
with the people being described it becomes
an absurd farce. The more his attempts at
excoriation seethe the more his desperate
rage is underscored. Despite this bad review,
the book’s release was the highlight of my
trip to Amsterdam.

'The day before Queleus mois dans ma
vie was published, I'd spent the afternoon
moping around town with Ruitenbeek and
his assistant, unsuccessfully racking our
brains for what the key to their next film

Photograph of Michel Houellebecq (left on stage) at Houellebecq’s Ascent From Hedonism, 27 May 2023, The
Unsafe House of Jaafar El Hazred, Amsterdam. Photo: Sean Tatol
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could possibly be, now that Houellebecq
had effectively vetoed their use of the seem-
ingly-crucial footage. We had no ideas, and
they seemed despondent. Ruitenbeek had
to go home to Sinha and their kids, and I
wound up staying out all night with a group
of KIRAC’s younger associates. Most of
the following day I read and nursed my
hangover in the apartment where I was
staying, before Ruitenbeek burst in in the
early evening, exultant, shortly followed
by most of the rest of the KIRAC gang.
He'd downloaded a PDF of Quelques
mois, read it that morning, and was over-
flowing with mirth at what he'd encoun-
tered. Yesterday’s roadblocks had turned
into a landscape of possibilities: Ruitenbeek
bounced excitedly on a yoga ball in the
sparse bohemian living room as we played
text-to-speech excerpts from the novella
over Google Translate and laughed; we chat-
tered about the absurdity of Houellebecq’s
naked vindictiveness over Lagavulin on the
balcony as the sun set; speculated on how
much of the content had been fed to him
by ex-KIRAC member Tarik Sadouma,
who had recently cut ties with KIRAC to
side with Houellebecq in the dispute (the
Aesopian animal epithets in particular were
a characteristic flourish of Sadouma’s). It was
generally a wonderful time. The blockage
before had been the sense of Houellebecq
as an albatross around the neck, an inert,
smothering weight that felt impossible to get
out from under. Now, the author’s attempt
at skewering had revealed his hand—he
seemed impotently spiteful and, more im-
portantly, boring. Yesterday, Houellebecq’s
looming presence had felt like a stagnant
pit of quicksand that ensnared us deeper
the more we tried to struggle against it, but
today the answer was as clear as day: he’s

dull! Who cares? KIRAC had been trying
to beat Houellebecq at his own game, but
they’d just been dragged down to his level.
If KIRAC simply went back to focusing
on their own world, they’d solve their rut
then and there. That night was a kind of
exorcism, a catharsis that purged us of the
Houellebecgian gloom.

A couple of days after that auspicious
prelude, the capstone to my trip, was a highly
anticipated event where Houellebecq would
appear in person at the former KIRAC
member Tarik Sadouma’s “The Unsafe
House,” a cavernous garage space. Sadouma
has a penchant for a druggy Lovecraftian
decor: purple lights, Persian rugs, trance
music, baroque chairs, a chandelier of fruit.
I can only assume he gets something out
of it that I don’t. Aggressive promotion by
Sadouma and his own collective of hang-
ers-on had billed the event as a reconciliation
of Houellebecq with Islam, sure to be a
zeitgeist-shifting evening of revelation. I
was enlisted to attend undercover because
current KIRAC affiliates were forbidden
from coming.

Characteristically, KIRAC showed
up anyways: Ruitenbeek in a cockroach
costume with a grand cape, Jini wearing a
pig nose, and Isa in a turkey mask, with a
few more to film the proceedings. Sadouma
called the police and the group dutifully left,
and after some introductions Houellebecq
appeared from a back room, wearing an
ornately tasselled general’s cap characteristic
of the Unsafe House. He took his seat,
accompanied by a woman who seemed to
be a conventional member of the French
literary establishment—a rather boring
choice for such a hyped event at such an
unconventional venue. A third seat was
taken by a young man in a tan suit.
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'The interviewer informed us that he
would be translating the conversation to
English since she and Houellebecq had
decided to have their conversation in French,
even though Houellebecq knows English.
What followed was a trainwreck: the in-
terviewer acknowledged his new novella
as tersely as possible before moving on to
a dry caricature of high literary discourse,
detailing how Houellebecq’s portrayal of
female characters isn’t misogynistic, asking
him for his thoughts about characterisation
in Balzac, and other inane fluff that estab-
lishment interviewers make their livings
asking. At least that’s what I could make
out, because the interpreter, who knew some
French, was clearly a non-professional and
most of the time too shy to interject a
shorthand translation.

It’s difficult to convey just how un-
bearably tedious this all was just on its
own terms, let alone after being framed
as a grandiose event for the “controversial
return of Michel Houellebecq to Amsterdam
after his contentious lawsuit.” I left half-
way through; I decided I'd rather be at the
bar with KIRAC.

There’s an interesting story to be told
of this entire spectacle in the next episode
of KIRAC, but Houellebecq himself is, per-
haps, not it. A burst of enthusiasm passes,
and the film remains to be assembled, but
it was that evening of conversion, from
filmmaker’s block to elation, that for me
clarified what makes KIRAC an excep-
tional project. Naturally, shooting a porno
with a famous author nearing seventy is a
ridiculous undertaking, as have been many
of KIRACs exploits if they’re considered
objectively. But on their own terms they
take on a sort of logic, or at least a sense of
verve and intelligence. The integral operation

is the constant implication of KIRAC into
their own work; their films are not simply
a means to notoriety or reward. The films
function as a reflexive armature for shaping
Ruitenbeek, Sinha, and their associates’ own
lives in relation to the abstract entity of
KIRAC. This affiliation with their work
creates a propulsive dynamic, a sense of
significance that comes from being thrust
wholly into the work itself. Their creative
symbiosis is what so many artists lack today.

If Houellebecq’s work has carried any
of this intensity it has only been through
a life that neglects living, a denatured
mode of being that ultimately expresses a
lack in spite, or because of, its extremity.
Ruitenbeek’s perpetual quest for whatever is
strange or interesting radiates a lust for life,
a rare enthusiasm for the world’s capacity
to amuse us in spite of pervasive, stifling
idiocy and boredom. Houellebecq brings
with him the stale air of the dead, that
of a crypt-keeper whose complicity with
the two-faced deceivers of the world may
have once been subversive, if only because
he saw his collusion with clear eyes. Now,
thanks to the passage of time and his own
ensconcement in a position of power, his
well of insurgent or at least reactionary
energy seems to have dried up. What’s left
is a bitter, vindictive, and depleted old man
who is, most damningly, a bore.
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