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 CONTEXT

I make videos, video installations, photographs and drawings surrounding stories from traveling. I am concerned with; the place of story/narrative in contemporary art video, the intersection of fiction and documentary including accompanying notions of representation and authenticity in contemporary art video, the interplay of constructed-ness and chance as well as the role of mediation in contemporary art video, the interview releasing/realizing narrative as relates to ideas of globalization and dislocation through storytelling within contemporary art video and the crossover of portraiture between video and photography/the portrait of an individual as a portrait of many.

The place of story/narrative in contemporary art video. 

Eija-Liisa Ahtila brings stories/narratives into the gallery in works such as ‘Where is Where?’ (2008), a moving image installation comprised of eight large projections. When entering the space of the installation the viewer is faced with a projected drawing of a clock spinning time leading to animated images of a theatrical space. Around the corner six walls of a room are covered floor to ceiling with projections on which the main narrative unfolds. The staged scenes are interrupted at times with documentary footage from the Algerian war. On leaving the space the viewer encounters one more projection, a short loop of black and white documentary footage, considerably slowed, of dead bodies.

The narrative is woven around a female character, a poet, whose work leads her into contact with war and death. As she sends her sons to school a male figure, who is greeted as death, enters her house and asks for words. From then on the poet’s space-time gets more and more entangled with the past and an elsewhere of a village. This is identified towards the end of the work as a site of an infamous raid, where French soldiers killed dozens of villagers. First a staged village is shown, yet later characters dressed as French soldiers and Algerian civilians enter the rooms of the writer’s house. Cut in between the scenes with the poet unfolds another story, based on a case study discussed by Frantz Fanon
 – that of two young Algerian boys who kill their French friend. When interrogated, at the end of the work, the boys can only explain this deed as the single contribution they could make into the ongoing battle.

In a recent talk on the work of Eija-Liisa Ahtila,
 Stuart Croft suggested that the radical aspect of Ahtila’s work is “not the introduction of cinema into the gallery, (but) it’s narrative story telling”.
 Croft’s assertion leads to particular understandings of narrative that differ between the space of the gallery and the space of the cinema.

A narrative is a story. It is an account of a sequence of events in the order in which they happened. It is also the art or process of telling a story or giving an account of something.
 However, within the theories of film and art there are divergent understandings. Film/video artist Michelle Deignan articulates the difference: “film theory's use of the term specifically relates to beginning - middle - end structures” which equate “to presentation - development - climax - resolution.” She suggests this is “what is considered to be the purpose of narrative = conclusive representation of journey/change built in.” Whereas “narrative as constructed or discussed within art can be a relatively static one - a proposition or presentation alone that may not represent development but an offer as a proposition to the audience.”

This is supported by Edward Branigan’s writing on narrative for cinema.

“In a narrative some person, object, or situation undergoes a particular type of change and this change is measured by a sequence of attributions which apply to the thing at different times.”

Branigan continues a bit further on:

“Tzvetan Todorov
 argues that narrative in its most basic form is a causal transformation of a situation through five stages:

1. a state of equilibrium at the outset

2. a disruption of the equilibrium by some action

3. a recognition that there has been a disruption

4. an attempt to repair the disruption

5. a reinstating of the initial equilibrium”

In contrast, Rosalind Krauss writes of narrative from a position within art theory.

“It is a recognition that is triggered by the object but is somehow not about the object. And, as a moment, it does not concern the time in which the object itself exists or in which the viewer experiences or understands it. That is, the moment does not resemble the linear passage of time from the seeing of the object to the cognition of its meaning. Instead of that kind of arc, the shape of this moment has much more the character of a circle – the cyclical form of a quandary.

Curiously, the shape that this moment takes (one of returning the viewer again and again to the beginning of the question “why?”) is related to the shape of the Rousselian “story” in which the last sentence is the “same” as the opening one. It is a shape that ironically undermines the “natural” course of a narrative which proceeds from beginning through middle to end.  Turning back on itself, this inversion of narrative substitutes the strategy of a self-critical enterprise for the production of an outcome.”

Employing a filmic appreciation of Ahtila’s work, Croft sees this as a response to avant-garde, materialist film that was itself a response to the domination of Hollywood, dramatic narrative. This refers to structural/materialst film that is defined as that film which attempts to be non-illusionist resulting in the demystification of the film process
. For example Michael Snow’s ‘Wavelength’
 which is one long uninterrupted slow camera zoom in, parts of which declare the film material through color or scratching of the surface of the film, or the videos of Peter Campus
 that employs chromakey processors and video mixers in creating the video thus allowing for Campus’ self perception to be included as part of the work.

“At the risk of over-simplification, the more oppositional the film, then the more rigorous the work, so the proposition went. The more distanced from the mainstream, then the more forceful the film. The more reflexive, and the closer to film’s actual mechanistic properties, the better. Now we are in post-dogmatic times, and it’s often debated that there are various problems with these practices.”

Summarily relinquishing stories/story-telling to the rubbish heap as a matter of practice is an outmoded reactionary stance. The pleasure of narrative engagement need not be limited to the space of the cinema, whilst within the gallery narrative need not be limited to the elliptical and static. The movement of differing definitions surrounding narrative and stories between gallery and cinema enriches both.

Another example of narrative brought into the gallery is Stan Douglas and his presentation of the subjective experience of storytelling with ‘Nu•tka•’ (1996). Using visual representation to move between subjects, this dual channel video installation interlaces two distinct images on the same screen. ‘Nu•tka•’ weaves one image track, visible on the even raster lines of a video projection, with another, presented on odd raster lines. As the video loops two disembodied voices drift around the exhibition space recounting distinct narratives, which, like the images, are woven into one another, sometimes speaking simultaneously and sometimes in exact synchronization.  

“The work is set in the late eighteenth century at Nootka Sound, with conflicting tales told by the Commandant of Yuquot’s first Spanish occupation, José Estéban Martinez, and by his captor, the English captain James Colnett – each of whom believed he had the right to claim land already occupied by a peculiarly ‘absent’ third party, Chief Maquinna and the people of the Mowachaht Confederacy. In monologues derived from historical documents and their personal journals, the delirious Englishman alternates between recollection of his capture and the fantasy of escape, while the Spanish commander betrays signs of paranoia as he becomes increasingly uncertain of his ability to dominate the region. 

 The two image tracks were shot in two continuous takes from a vantage point on San Miguel Island, the original Spanish defensive site at Yuquot. The interlaced images are mostly in continual motion, panning and tilting, presenting various features of Nootka Sound – but they briefly come to rest, and into exact registration, on six occasions. At these moments, the uncanny apparition of a landscape subject to conflicting winds and opposing tides is seen. Concurrently, one hears Colnett and Martinez describing their respective delusions in exact synchronization with exactly the same words (excerpts from Gothic and colonial literatures of Edgar Allan Poe, Cervantes, Jonathan Swift, Captain James Cook and the Marquis de Sade). As the narrators go their separate ways – recounting their contempt for one another and inability to endure the situation in which they find themselves – the interlaced image pulls apart also. Outside of the six synchronous moments, the narratives, like images, are blurred, doubled and at the limit of legibility.”

 ‘Nu•tka•’ is as much about the telling of the story as it is about the story told. 
The intersection of fiction and documentary, including accompanying notions of representation and authenticity, in contemporary art video.

The work I do straddles formal boundaries of the documentary, the narrative and the poetic. I refer to ‘documentary’ in the sense of that practice of filmmaking that relies on the presentation of facts and information over the telling of a fictional story.  That said, in Representing Reality, Bill Nichols writes 


“Documentary as a concept or practice occupies no


fixed territory. It mobilizes no finite territory of


techniques, addresses no set number of issues, and


adopts no completely known taxonomy of forms, 


styles, or modes. The term documentary must itself


be constructed in  much the same manner as the world 

we know and share.”

Nichols then goes on to suggest one definition of documentary might arise from the point of view of the filmmaker. From this perspective, Bordwell and Thompson, in Film Art: An Introduction, write: 


“We often distinguish a documentary film from a fiction film on the basis of production. Typically the documentary filmmaker controls only certain variables of preparation, shooting, and assembly; some variables (e.g. script, rehearsal) may be omitted, whereas others (e.g. setting, lighting, 

behavior of the figures) are present but often uncontrolled.” 

Nichols takes issue with Bordwell and Thompson’s definition as not only overly qualified (in the extensive use of qualifiers) but also as overlooking the slippage between narrative films that ‘mimic’ documentary style or documentary films that employ just such typically narrative techniques in the creation of poetic or classic expository documentaries
 as well as staged scenarios as employed by the likes of The Thin Blue Line. 
 In addition, his argument focuses on the sidestepping of “all the social (versus strictly formal) issues that a consideration of “control” invites: what relations (of power, hierarchy, knowledge) pertain between filmmaker and subject; what forms of sponsorship, or consent pertain; who will own and distribute the film and to what end?”
 

Nichols goes on to elucidate the delicate work of observational filmmaking, a style of American cinema verité that attempts to minimize the effect of the situation of filming (i.e. the presence of the camera and crew) in order that events might unfold as though there was no filming taking place.
 Nichols points out the directorial strategy involved in eliciting “highly naturalistic performances that conveyed the vivid impression of people “being themselves.””
 Here is where the work (activity of making) lies behind the work (artwork produced). 

“This required a sophisticated form of nonintervention which, like the techniques of participatory observation or sociological and anthropological fieldwork generally, placed considerable demands on the filmmaker to exercise a type of control that was largely unnoticeable.”

The type of documentary called reflexive documentary relies on Foucault’s ‘discursive formation’
 of recognizing the extent to which an object of study is constructed and reconstructed. Within documentary culture this is still relatively underdeveloped. It is also the closest, conceptually to contemporary art practice.

In attempting to define the field of documentary, Nichols might just as well be talking about the field of art. 

“Rather than proposing any ground or center outside the practices of documentary, such a definition stresses how the field operates by allowing itself to be historically conditioned, unfolding, variable, and perpetually provisional, based on what documentarists themselves consider admissible, what they regard as limits, boundaries, and test cases, how boundaries come to exert the force of a definition, however loosely, and how the qualification, contestation, or subversion of these same boundaries moves from inconsequential anomaly to transformative innovation to accepted practice.”

Substituting ‘art’ for ‘documentary’, and ‘artists’ for ‘documentarists’ creates a robust definition for the field of art.

Artwork of the visual and written is not limited to the form of evidentiary documentation nor do they sit solely within traditional definitions of movies, novels or straight photography. An example of this is Chantal Ackerman’s film ‘Hotel Monterey’
. This work navigates through a number of territories: structural filmmaking, cinema verité, constructed narrative, observational film, portraiture, and conceptual art making.

Conceptually the film’s agenda uses the camera to explore the Hotel from bottom to top, from sunset to sunrise. During this process there are distractions and sidetracks that rise to the fore. There is an examination of space and architecture in situ but attention is also given to the coming and goings of the residents and guests of the hotel. The camera records their reactions to the space, to each other and to the camera itself, especially in the elevator sequence as doors open on surprised faces deciding whether or not to enter as the camera stares at them. There are staged sequences of room furniture arranged and re-arranged. At one point there is a filmic portrait of a man in a room - a very long shot as he sits in the chair – gazing directly into the lens. Viewing this film is viewing a documentary of Ackerman’s thought process as much as of the Hotel Monterey.

Later in her film ‘Jeanne Dielman’
, Ackerman uses many of these approaches in the service of a narrative. There is the same slow pace of waiting and seeing in the cinema verité use of the camera. From the static shot of the comings and goings of the hotel lobby in the former film, to the routine of Jeanne cleaning her house in this one, Ackerman allows events to unfold before the viewer. Of course in this instance one is staged and the other is (mostly) not. One records random people at a hotel and the other is carefully choreographed, but both rely on the formal aesthetic of a presentation of everydayness in real time. In contrast to the large or heroic subject, it insists on the slow unfolding of time that such actions occupy. To achieve this the style of recording focuses on the lessening of distractions, for instance by the use of the static rather than moving camera and on the long, uninterrupted film-shot. 

Today the reference to real-ness includes the camera as another part of the experience of the quotidian. The situation of actual physical existence, rather than that of dreams or the imagination, can easily include the camera. The camera is a common part of everyday life and as such is part of a moving, so to speak, back and forth between this real-ness and recorded real-ness, between physical presence and internal activity such as imagination and memory, and from one place to another.

Examples of this include David Thorne and Julia Meltzer in how they bring documentary into the gallery with works 'not a matter of if but when' and Thorne’s collaboration '9 scripts from a Nation at War', demonstrating the rifts within documentary representation. 'not a matter of if but when' presents Rami Farah, a young Syrian performer, employing various modes of address directly to the camera (and hence the viewer) isolated within a white seamless background. In a series of uninterrupted scenes, Farah ranges from promises to threats to curses to jokes to laments to premonitions in an attempt to speak to the current state of affairs in Syria and the Middle East.

'9 scripts from a Nation at War' by Thorne, Katya Sander, Ashley Hunt, Sharon Hayes and Andrea Geyer is a 10 channel video installation presenting a multiplicity of positions in response to U.S. invasion of Iraq by military forces. The work presents a constellation of videos, each staging the speaking of a script performed by actors and non-actors, some re-speaking their own words and some learning the words of others. The figures include a veteran, a student, a citizen, an actor, a blogger, a lawyer, a journalist, and an interviewer whilst the settings range from a court tribunal to a rehearsal session.

In these works, representation itself becomes a part of the narrative. The blurring between the authentic reading of one’s own words for camera with the performed reading of legal transcripts calls the nature of what is constructed into question.

Walid Ra’ad and the Atlas Group Archive
 examines fictional constructions interwoven with actual events, extending fiction into authorship, and engaging the role of lens based work in both the evidentiary and the aesthetic in works such as 'Miraculous Beginnings’ and ‘No, Illness is Neither Here Nor There’ both listed within the archive as found films by Dr. Fadl Fakhouri.

“From 1975 until 1991, Dr. Fadl Fakhouri was in the habit of carrying two 8mm cameras with him wherever he went. With one camera he exposed a frame of film every time he thought the wars had come to an end. With the other camera he exposed a frame of film every time he came across a sign of a doctor’s or dentist’s office. Dr. Fakhouri titled the two rolls of film, Miraculous Beginnings and No, Illness is Neither Here Nor There.”
 

The work is presented as a silent two channel video installation. Without the context of the narrative surrounding the archive and the character of Dr. Fakhouri, the imagery on its own sits firmly within the formality of structuralist filmmaking, easily akin to Snow’s ‘Wavelength’. But the story surrounding it is part of the work, the presentation of both films includes a title card detailing its position within the archive and a brief summary of Dr. Fakhouri’s narrative. 

The interplay of constructed-ness and chance as well as the role of mediation in contemporary art video.

There exists a dynamic between observer and observed that is made evident with the camera. In a way the portrait is evidence of a contract between the subject and the artist. Activities must take place to allow a recording to be undertaken and a portrait to emerge. (This of course does not address the surreptitious or clandestine portrait.) Therefore there is a participatory nature inherent in the portrait, examples of which are heightened in works where an interviewer is apparent, either visually or aurally, or as in Sharon Hayes’ ‘Symbionese Liberation Army (SLA) Screeds #13, 16, 20 & 29’  2003.

In her 'SLA Screeds' videos Hayes performs a re-speaking of each of four audio tapes made by Patty Hearst during her kidnapping by the SLA in 1974.
 In each instance, Hayes partially memorized the transcript of the audio-tape and spoke the text in front of an audience to whom she gave a transcript of the text. She asked them to correct her when she was wrong and to feed her a line when she needed it. The video presents the artist against a white background speaking, when she falters or errs a chorus of off-screen voices are heard ‘correcting’ her.  Hayes further addresses issues of control as stacks of copies were made available in the gallery for individual distribution and dissemination.

The deliberately constructed and thus in one sense artificial nature of the documentary ‘evidence' used in Sophie Calle's work questions the nature of truth as a construction of deliberateness and chance.

For ‘Suite Venitienne’
 (1979), Calle followed a man she met at a party in Paris to Venice, where she disguised herself and followed him around the city, photographing him. Calle’s surveillance of the man, who she identifies only as Henri B., includes black and white photographs accompanied by text.

One of Calle's first projects to generate public controversy was Address Book (1983). The French daily newspaper Libération invited her to publish a series of 28 articles. Having recently found an address book on the street (which she photocopied and returned to its owner), she decided to call some of the telephone numbers in the book and speak with the people about its owner. To the transcripts of these conversations, Calle added photographs of the man's favorite activities, creating a portrait of a man she never met, by way of his acquaintances. The articles were published, but upon discovering them, the owner of the address book, a documentary filmmaker named Pierre Baudry, threatened to sue the artist for invasion of privacy. As Calle reports, the owner discovered a nude photograph of her, and demanded the newspaper publish it, in retaliation for what he perceived to be an unwelcome intrusion into his private life.

Calle asked writer and filmmaker Paul Auster to "invent a fictive character which I would attempt to resemble"[4] and served as the model for the character Maria in Auster’s novel Leviathan (1992). This mingling of fact and fiction so intrigued Calle that she created the works of art created by the fictional character, which included a series of color-coordinated meals.

These works not only demonstrate how closely her life and her art are intertwined, but they engage with a limited public context that allows a participatory element to interfere with the work. There exists a continual negotiation with the chance that an unknown may arise and a strictly controlled set of actions. This negotiation interrogates mediation through participatory action, while presenting paradigms within which to work that are in part delineated and closed and in part receptive and open.

The interview  releasing/realizing  narrative  as relates to ideas of globalization and dislocation through storytelling within contemporary art video. 

Narrative emerges in the stories subjects tell through the question(s) asked of them. This interview style is reflected in the videos of Michelle Deignan, Kerry Tribe and Candice Breitz.

Michelle Deignan’s ‘Our Land’ 2008 presents a series of static shots from St Anne's Park, a former estate owned by the Guinness family, in north Dublin City. 

“Two actors narrate a complex web of information, culminating in an intimate conversation about the park while they overlook it from a window on the top floor of a new artists' studios complex. The narrative combines historical information about the location with rumors about the artist (making the video), ruminations on romanticism and art with stories about murder, mysticism, war and football. The actors refer to their 'British Asian' ethnicity, the use of accents in cinema and the film's audition process, drawing specific attention to their own roles in the film.”
 

The portrait that emerges here draws on the relationship of a British colonial past, paralleled through Asian actors within an Irish landscape in a video made by an Irish woman. It is a complex glimpse into the dynamics of power and representation. Through seemingly objective language that is ultimately undone, both literally and in the use of the documentary-style filmmaking, a portrait emerges that incorporates shifts of subjectivity and relationships with wider social narratives.

The narrative of Tribe’s ‘Here & Elsewhere’, 2002 (a two channel installation in which the videos are projected side by side) revolves around an interview between an older man who remains off camera (British film critic and theoretician Peter Wollen) and a thoughtful ten year old girl (his daughter Audrey). Periodically the visuals cut away to quotidian interior shots of the girl at home and exterior locations in and around Los Angeles. Although the video is structured as a loop, the questions the girl is asked trace a series of themes, each of which builds on the preceding dialogue. As the interview unfolds, their conversation touches on history, memory, intersubjectivity, temporality, epistemology, photography and desire. (Wollen’s questions are loosely adapted from FRANCE / TOUR / DETOUR / DEUX / ENFANTS (1978), an experimental video series made for television by Jean-Luc Godard and Anne-Marie Miéville.) The relationships that emerge between the images on either side of the central vertical seam serve as a structural score for ideas addressed in the interview, such that the continuity, friction, gaps and overlaps that result from their simultaneity underscore the girl’s desire to speak a coherent articulation of time, space, image and identity. The installation presents a portrait of a subject within and of a place.

Candice Breitz’s ‘Factum’
, is a series of in-depth video portraits of twins - and one set of triplets – exploring ideas of doubling, portraiture and identity. The videos are projected side by side in the portrait rather than more typical landscape format. (They are taller than they are wide). Again the camera is still and while one of the videos plays the other is frozen so that only one twin at a time ‘speaks’. The subjects speak about themselves and also of their sibling, resulting in portraits that present individuality as a negotiation with others or a conversation between individuals.

The crossover of portraiture between video and photography and the portrait of an individual as a portrait of many.

Bringing individuals in front of the camera essentially creates moving portraits. Using video this way is a well-established trope employed by artists from Rineka Dykstra to Bill Viola. In his first video, a self-portrait,
 Viola uses the power of the video portrait in a very straightforward way. The unmoving camera presents the artist entering a room, sitting in a chair and staring out at the viewer/camera. He allows the camera to linger on his face in a manner akin to still portraiture but carrying with it the important additions of motion and time. Like Andy Warhol’s filmed ‘Screen Tests’
, there is no movement of camera or action or subject but there is motion, live motion of the person breathing and being on screen. Scaling down to this level of activity serves to enlarge the smallest gesture and offers an opportunity for extended examination. Within this idea of extension there is time, and with time comes expectation. Even though the experience on screen may be slight, the potential for something else/more exists and thereby a tension is created between expectation and occurrence.  This is certainly portrayed in the final moments of Viola’s self-portrait as he breaks the tension with a sudden explosive scream. 

As regards the still video camera Rineka Dykstra presents  individual portraits that unfold over time, in a way mimicking the activity of gazing at a photograph as in ‘Buzzclub/Mysterworld’
. Here the subject shifts from self-portraiture to the other, in particular young club-goers, singled out by the artist to dance in isolation in front of the camera. Again the camera is static, unmoving. Dykstra’s videos record the young clubbers against a white background as they listen and dance to the club music. The dancers face or avoid the camera, are carried away by the pace, blow smoke rings or burst into a dancing frenzy. Whereas the isolation of Viola’s self portrait singles out the individual as the entirety of his world, the isolation of Dykstra’s clubbers works to remind the viewer of their separation and removal from their original context, the social milieu of the dance floor with its mass of like bodies engaged in similar activity. This view of the individual is also complicated by the gaze of the camera, or rather by the subject’s knowledge of this gaze.

In Viola’s portrait the subject stares directly into the lens, seeming to be looking right at the viewer upon playback. It is alternately uncomfortable, confrontational, hypnotic, and dull. And it is aware, aware of doing ‘being looked at’. It is conscious of being self-conscious and this might be the factor that leads ultimately to the scream. Dykstra’s clubbers are also in this position, and actively perform for the camera by dancing. In their case, the dance becomes a performative outlet in an acknowledgment of the presence of the camera. Here, the tension lies between each dancer’s internal trance realized as movement, with their movement as performance for both camera and, in their initial circumstances, other clubbers. Viewers of Dykstra’s videos watch subjects as they negotiate between these internal and external activities.

And so video portrait viewers watch the co-mingling of  subjects’ inside and outside experiences. Whatever it is that the subject of the portrait is doing, they are also thinking and that is in part what the portrait is of. In the video works of Martha Rosler and Anne Walsh, this thinking becomes externalized through language. Anne Walsh’s ‘Woman Saying Sorry/Woman Saying Hey’ (1996) presents the artist doing just that. Against a white background she repeatedly says “I’m sorry” in varying manners of inflection, fading to white after the last one. This is followed by repeated versions of “Hey”, which also ultimately fades to white. At the end of each phrase she points a remote control directly at the lens/viewer and there is a cut to the next “I’m sorry” or “Hey”. The connection can be made between the cut and the control of the artist being portrayed on camera controlling the mechanism of the camera – when it is on and when it is off. Setting this in relation to the spoken apologetic text of the portrait generates friction between actions and words. 

I look at the camera and say “I’m Sorry.” Each hard cut between “apologies” appears to be produced by the remote I’m pointing at the camera, its with its little red flash, and beep tone. The “apologies” proceed from forthright, possibly belligerent to abject begging. Fade to white. Same shot but now I am responding to myself, perhaps accepting the apology, perhaps not: “Hey,” I say, over and over again, with a hard cut between each iteration. The monosyllabic “Hey” becomes a multivalent, non-committal, non-statement when used for anything other than “hello.”

In ‘Semiotics of the Kitchen’ (1975), an apron clad Rosler stands in a kitchen demonstrating the functionality of various kitchen utensils alphabetically. Again the camera is static and Rosler’s movements relatively minimal. Her mimed actions with each item, from ladle to knife, bowl to mixer, etc are aggressive and at times threatening. But her demeanor is reserved as she repeats the name of the item before each demonstration and moves on to the next. In this instance language itself is interrogated, applied to a particular place it assumes the role of identifier. In this way place (kitchen) and subject (woman) become intertwined creating a portrait that is aware of and challenges itself.
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