Part I:  (by Etienne Van den Bergh)
(1) Fred Astaire & Ginger Rogers, Follow the Fleet, 1936 (2’20”, with sound) (Argos)

Can this one long moving image, this perfect performance in two minutes and twenty seconds be improved? 

In the history of cinema (feature films) performance has always been a vital element. But at a certain moment the visual arts also started interacting with performance, and vice versa. 

Moving image art and performance, and the multitude of relations between the two, is the theme we are proposing to ten art schools in Europe and is the topic of our explanation this afternoon. Later on, in the second part, artist Angelo Vermeulen will introduce the latest forms of new media and try to predict the digital and interactive future. 

Sources of illustrations that accompany this lecture: the video archives of Argos (Brussels, Belgium) and E.A.I. (Electronic Arts Intermix, New York, USA), visual material of Contour (international biennial for video art in Mechelen, Belgium) and of S.M.A.K. (Museum of Contemporary Art, Ghent, Belgium) and images supplied by the artists themselves.

In the past four decades, moving image art has evolved from an experimental secondary discipline to a dominant form of art. 

Proposition (thesis) 1: 

 The moving image is gradually becoming a central medium (a medium that is capable of adopting and absorbing elements from other media, and in its turn, passes its own features on to other media).
The moving image can be used in a highly pictorial sense, as a new form of painting. Several American artists, who are now world famous, did a lot of pioneering work in this field. Bill Viola and Gary Hill, among others, have been very conscious of the use of colour and composition and have explored the connection between the moving image and the tradition of painting and how to raise it to another level.

Another fine and more contemporary example is the British photographer and artist Sam Taylor-Wood (°1967, lives and works in London). Her work sometimes leans towards the dramatic and romantic landscape paintings in the style of Caspar David Friedrich. On other occasions it reminds us of the French still lifes of the eighteenth century. Or, in this case, the Italian Renaissance. Her Pietà (Maria with the deceased Jesus on her lap) resembles the one by the brilliant Venetian painter Giovanni Bellini, dating from the beginning of the sixteenth century (Galleria dell’Accademia, Venice).

(2) Sam Taylor-Wood, Pietà, 2001 (35mm-film transferred to DVD; colour, no sound) (Contour 2005)

Sam’s Pieta can be seen as a self-portrait that symbolizes her own suffering, an elongated painful cry (she recovered from cancer twice). But also as a performance; a frail and battered woman that holds the weighty body of a man (the actor is Robert Downey Jr. by the way).
Image: Pietà in the Saint Rumoldus Cathedral (Contour 2005)

During the 2nd biennial for video art in Mechelen we presented Sam Taylor-Wood’s Pietà in the side aisle of the gothic cathedral. 

You might have noticed the link to another famous fifteenth-century sculpture by Michelangelo that stands in the Saint Peter’s Cathedral in Rome.

Video art can play a role in the public space and become a kind of sculpture in itself.

The Belgian Marie-Jo Lafontaine (°1950) is famous for her sculptural constructions, built up of a multitude of monitors. She stacks them in columns and arranges them in an arch or circular shape in order to encircle the spectator and to bombard him/her with rhythmical image sequences. 

Image: Marie-Jo Lafontaine, I Love the World , 2006

Last summer she achieved international acclaim with her gigantic video installation I Love the World; a series of projections on ten tower blocks in Frankfurt-am-Main during the World Cup, covering 10.000 m2 in total. 

So a video installation can become a sculpture by the way it is presented in the public space. But doesn’t always have to be super spectacular. It can also be done on a smaller scale.

2 images: Janaïna Tschäpe, Blood, Sea (2004); installation in the Busleyden courtyard 

In summer 2006 we organized NOCTOUR (www.noctour.be) and showed two projections on two separate locations in Mechelen. 

In the courtyard of the local historical museum we projected a work by German-Brazilian artist Janaina Tschäpe, on four separate screens (3 by 4m).

(° 1973, München, Germany; lives and works in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, and part-time in New York, USA; 4 DVD’s, projected on four screens 3 x 4m)

A mermaid is filmed from different angles. She is a water spirit with the upper body of a woman and the lower half of a fish. In many cultures she is the primal goddess, the womb from which all life originats. The spectators stood amidst the walls of water, mesmerized by the gentle movements of the swaying body. Here again, we have another example of a performance. 

The second artist we programmed last summer in public space was Anri Sala  (°1974, Tirana, Albania; lives and works in Berlin, Germany).

Sala is a painter turned video artist. After his training as a painter at the academy of Tirana, Anri Sala continued to study in Paris and Tourcoing. His work spontaneously evolved in the direction of the moving image. Sala: “Je suis arrivé de manière intuitive de la peinture à la vidéo. Ce qui m’était donné à voir de la représentation du monde en Albanie était trop faible, j’ai eu besoin d’utiliser le flux continu des images. Peut-être est-ce une faiblesse de ne pas pouvoir tout dire dans une seule image. L’ambiguïté qui existe dans les images en mouvement m’intéresse davantage que celle qui peut exister dans un cadre fixe. Qu’il s’agisse d’une situation, d’un personnage ou d’une histoire.” His work remains close to the tradition of painting. Framing and composition are very important. His camera work is usually static. Often limited to several shots or sometimes to one single continuous shot, which he sometimes manipulates afterwards. Although there are always a lot of things happening in this image. Sala often plays along with random situations, sudden revelations and visions, often involving light. To him, light represents the white a painter uses to obtain claire-obscure. But Three Minutes is also a kind of performance. The performer, however, remains off screen. The video shows a cymbal (part of a drumset) trembling under the light of a stroboscope.

 (3) Anri Sala, Three Minutes, 2004 (3’, without sound)

Image: Anri Sala, Three Minutes projected on the side wall of Lamot during NOCTOUR (Mechelen, 2006) 

This image was projected in summer 2006 in Mechelen onto the sidewall of a brewery turned congress hall, located on the bank of a river. The building has recently been renovated using a lot of glass and concrete. Sala’s video, on a screen of approximately 6 by 8m, and the architecture of the building have become one, as if the video had always been a part of it. The projection illuminated the whole area around the building and the pavement cafés on the other side of the river. A clear example of moving image and architecture. 

Moving image art is also often associated with documentary film. This is demonstrated in the next example.

During Contour 2003 – first biennial for video art we showed a video by Flemish artist Els Dietvorst, in which she follows Luigi, an elder Italian immigrant, who herds sheep and goats on the outskirts of Brussels, on the banks of a canal and along highways. She documented his daily life without adding any commentary and without contextualizing it. The absurd and almost surrealistic situation is slowly and carefully revealed to the spectator.

(4) Els Dietvorst, Song for the price of a goat (Contour 2003); 3’ excerpt, with sound 

(°1964; lives and works in Brussels)

Obviously, there is also connection between the moving image and cinema. This explains why film directors such as the Belgian Chantal Akerman, the French Agnès Varda and the British Peter Greenaway also make videos and video installations, not as a sidestep, but as a specific additional subject they wish to explore. 

Conclusion: the boundaries between media are becoming blurred and the moving image plays a decisive role therein.

Second proposition: 

The most far-reaching crossover is the one between moving image and performance (in more than one aspect).
- performance on video

- dance and video

(Part II)

- video as part of a performance

- interactive art and games (where the spectator becomes a performer himself) 

Recorded performance 

There are many different aspects of performance in the field of moving image art. In fact, moving image art found its origin in performance some forty years ago. In the sixties, there was a strong desire to visualize the human body as a reaction against the dominating tendency towards abstraction, especially in painting: from monochrome to experiments with non-colour, white on white and black on black. A lot of artists were looking for a change and wanted to start over from scratch. A few early examples: Yves Klein’s anthropométries (instead of painting monochrome, he covered nude models in blue ink and used them as a kind of brush), happenings (provocative public appearances by artists), fluxus (Yoko Ono was one of the leading figures here), the Wiener Aktionismus (extremely erotic, theatrical, even bloody performances by Austrian artists). Later on, these artistic expressions were labelled as body art and even later as performance art. It all came down to self-investigation, but also an investigation of the artistic profession and a rediscovery of the body as a creator of gestures, a source of perception, a carrier of sexual identity and an expression of the psyche. Up until the sixties, all media and art forms were neatly separated. It was by performing artists that the first cross-overs were made, to moving images. Slowly, it became a point of interest to visualize these performances, to record them, as kind of documentation, in order to preserve them. The evolution of technology opened up a whole new range of possibilities: the 8mm or 16mm camera had become easy in use through television work. Shortly afterwards, around 1970, video also became accessible to artists, although in the beginning the heavy machinery still had to be set up on a tripod.

 In the beginning the cross-overs were rather primitive. This is clearly visible in the early video works by American pioneers such as Vito Acconci, Joan Jonas, John Baldessari and Bruce Nauman.

They made plain registrations of their own movements and emotions. Some of them have been working with performance in the late sixties and seventies, such as Acconci (°1940; lives and works in New York). Others have based their entire career on it, such as Marina Abramovic (°1946; ex Yugoslavia). 

Acconci as well as Abramovic often performed with a partner, an element that gave their performances a sexual, even morbid undertone. The spectator becomes an accomplice who gets sucked into the image. For some time, Marina Abramovic worked with her German partner, Ulay. Vito Acconci has also made some very special footage with a girlfriend, for example in Contacts. Acconci stands still for half an hour, blindfolded, while his partner slowly moves her hand alongside his naked body, but without actually touching it. Acconci tries to locate the moving hand.

(5) Vito Acconci (and his friend), Contacts (1971; E.A.I.) (3’ excerpt, total running time: 29’47”, with sound; I select a 3’ fragment because this is also the duration of a 16mm film spool, the precursor of video)

Some twenty years later, Paul McCarthy (°1945; USA) did a remake of this video, as a tribute to Acconci (Fresh Acconci, 1995).

These artists use video as a mirror. They often spend a long time looking at themselves, but also like to be watched. In one of his works, Air Time, Acconci literally talks to his mirror image for 40’. Like Narcissus, who lovingly watched his own image in the water until he drowned of exhaustion. The famous American art critic Rosalind Krauss provided a theoretical basis in her essay ‘Video: The Aesthetics of Narcissism’ (1976). 

Bruce Nauman (°1941; USA) made a series of narcissistic recordings between 1968 and 1970, first on film, later on video. The advantage of video is that you can make longer takes. For instance, Nauman filmed himself during 60’ jumping up against a wall in his studio until he collapsed. 

Repetition and length can be pushed to the extreme. It can even become torturous. A seemingly simple action can gradually become more and more difficult, as body and mind get completely exhausted. Some performances are an outright form of self-punishment.

(6) Bruce Nauman, Gauze (1969; E.A.I.) (3’ excerpt, total running time: 60’, with sound)

Nauman was the first to manipulate images, for example by using a fish-eye lens, by positioning the camera horizontally or upside down etc.

He is one of those artists who started all over again, by asking himself what it means to be an artist. In the first place, it means working in a studio. But can each movement I produce in my studio therefore have an artistic meaning? And so, he started documenting his own actions and gestures in trying to discover his own highly personal position as an artist. This became the starting point for his next projects. The next step involved the presence of spectators, or filling up the space with neon light and incorporating sound.

Self-torment in videoperformances can go as far as deformation of the face, the body, the voice etc.

Take for example the Swiss Charlotte ‘Pipilotti’ Rist (°1962), squashing her heavily made-up face against a window in Open my glade (2000) or showing off strange behaviour in I’m not the girl who misses much (1986). To stress the distortion she uses different techniques, like blurring, accelerating and tearing the image to pieces. 

(7) Pipilotti Rist, I’m not the Girl Who Misses Much (1986; E.A.I.) (3’ excerpt, total running time: 7’46”)

In another work of hers (Selbstlos im Lavabad, 1994), on entering the exhibition space, the only thing you hear is a cry for help. It is only after a while that you realize that the noise is coming from a hole in the floor. Looking through the hole, you see a tiny Pippilotti, at the bottom being devoured by flames. But it’s all still quite playful and ironic. Others are more grave and serious. 

There are well-known examples of artists who lock themselves up in tiny places and start banging against the walls (the British duo John Wood en Paul Harrison, among others). These performances are consciously constructed expressions of powerlessness and existential fear. For some, it can also be an act of aggression towards the own body. Call it self-penetration. Mona Hatoum (Libya, °1952) actually performed an endoscopy on herself and literally made a series of intimate shots of her deepest insides, into unknown regions (Corps étranger, 1994). The video was shown in a cylindrical structure, which the spectator had to enter, obviously carrying a symbolic reference. 

Some artists like to explore the boundaries of their pain threshold. Marina Abramovic once carved a star into her belly. Luckily, digital technology nowadays gives artists the opportunity to manipulate the self-image without pain, and allows them to spill blood as much as they want. The self-portrait of Frank Theys, one of the pioneers of video art in Belgium, actually represents a fountain of blood.

(8)Frank Theys, Selfportrait (2002; Argos) (3’05”).

The fascination for bodily movements obviously goes hand in hand with an interest in the possible failure of that movement, i.e. the body that staggers, loses its balance and falls. Daredevil artist Paul McCarthy physically explored ‘the act of falling’. He let himself fall of a balcony, although not a very high one for that matter. But it wasn’t staged. Yves Klein had done this before in the form of a photomontage. He did it for real, in order to know how a fall works on a visual level.  In falling, a human being is shown at his weakest and most limited. This is clearly demonstrated in the early years of American cinema by the likes of comedians such as Buster Keaton. Even today, the burlesque is a genre that video artists continue to explore. For example, the French speaking Belgian artist Delmotte, who calls himself Messieurs, in plural, and who continually acts out these nonsensical situations (°1967, lives and works in Liège).

(9) Messieurs Delmotte, Ballon (1998; Argos) (3’06”, with sound)

This work was shown at Contour 2003. 

Delmotte lets himself fall from a ball, a tree, in a bucket, etc. His actions are doomed to fail. No matter how hard he tries, it always goes wrong. He attempts to transcend reality and its limitations and in doing so he ends up in a surrealistic situation, which is reminiscent of Magritte and Broothaers. It’s a play on life and on the arts. He presents them as something trivial in order to make them sustainable.

Su-Mei Tse has made recordings of her own musical performances. She contextualizes and stages them and in doing so adds a narrative dimension. But there is also a spatial element, in the videos themselves and in the way she presents them. Su-Mei Tse (°1973) is the daughter of a Chinese father and a British mother, but carries the Luxembourgian nationality. 

In 2003 she was awarded the Golden Lion at the Venice Biennial for her work in the Luxemburgian pavilion, in which she had set up a suite of rooms. In one of them, her video L’Echo filled the area with image and sound. Su-Mei Tse provided the score herself, as she is also an outstanding cellist. In L’Echo, video and space thus become one. 

(10) Su-Mei Tse, L’Echo, 2003 (4’54”, with sound; courtesy of the artist).


As an introduction to this video, Su-Mei Tse quotes the American composer and minimalist John Cage (1912-1992): "If something is boring after two minutes, try it for four. If still boring, then eight. Then sixteen. Then thirty-two. Eventually one discovers that it is not boring at all."

(Last summer Su-Mei Tse’s The Ich-Manifestation was screened in Mechelen during NOCTOUR. The video shows a ballet of turtles coming straight towards the spectator in an endless movement. The video was enlarged and projected onto five screens.)

Up until now we have only discussed the registration of one’s own performances. 

But, of course, video can also record the actions of others.

The work of Wim Catrysse (°1973) reveals a strong fascination with the human body and the way it relates to the environment. He explores the limitations and extremes of body language with simple means. In a recent video, called Catch-as-catch-can two men are threatening each other, as wrestlers do, but they seem to be standing on a revolving wheel. Even though their fighting positions indicate that the battle might break loose at any moment, the first battle of these men is with gravity. The camera records the intense internal conflict from the outside of the arena, but remains a passive witness, just like the spectator. 

(11) Wim Catrysse, Catch-As-Catch-Can, 2005 (excerpt of 3’)

It’s a kind of choreography. This is where video and dance intermingle. 

Dance video/ Video dance
Image: Rosas

In the dance scene, there is also a desire to work with moving images. And to fill up a space. And to play with pictorial elements. There has been an increasing interaction between dance and visual arts. 

Anne Teresa De Keersmaeker (°1960) is choreographer, founder and leading lady of the Rosas dance company in Brussels. In her choreographies, the stage resembles a canvas on which the dancers are appear to be a brush, painting coloured lines, in secure geometrical patterns. When you look at it from above, it’s like an abstract painting. 

“Each performance is a colour,” says Anne Teresa De Keersmaeker. “Kassandra was black, April me, the light blue of the sky. Rain just had to be pink, from flesh-colour to intense fuchsia. (…) And Love Supreme was white. I often end with white. It’s kind of a starting point and an endpoint: white embodies all other colours, but is not a colour in itself.” (De Standaard, 29 August 2006)

From the beginning of her career, Anne Teresa De Keersmaeker has worked with film directors and video artists to record her choreographies or to translate them to moving images, in such a way that it becomes a visual extra. 

This is what we could call dance video, a very specific form of performance video. 

Thierry De Mey (°1956) is a Belgian artist who has made several dance videos for Rosas. Each of them contains a large visual input when it comes to camera work and production.

(12) Thierry De Mey, Counter Phrases (2004; Argos), based on April Me, Anne Teresa De Keersmaeker, Rosas (3’10” excerpt, silence of a forest)

De Mey has also worked with other choreographers such as Wim Vandekeybus and his dance company, Ultima Vez. Vandekeybus himself is fascinated by the moving image; at present, he is even making a feature film. In his dance productions he uses self-made videos as an intermezzo between two choreographies or as a means to underline the action. It can produce amazing effects, such as a (woman) dancer floating by, elusive for the others.

2 images: Wim Vandekeybus (courtesy of the artist) 

In the history of video art there have been many efforts to go one step further, namely to merge dance and the moving image, and to present them as equal and mutually influencing forms of art. One of the most far-reaching and longest collaborations took place between American video artists Nam June Paik (1932-2006) and Charles Atlas (°1958) and choreographer Merce Cunningham (°1919). They investigated whether it was possible to discover new artistic territories through the interaction between video and dance.

Another example: the American film- and videomaker Ed Emshwiller (1925-1990) and the American choreographer Alwin Nikolais (1910-1993) have also created dance productions in close relation to moving image art. Already in 1973 they experimented with images of dancing bodies which they manipulated with computergraphics.

(14) Ed Emshwiller & Alwin Nikolais, Chrysalis (1973; Argos)

This video was made in the seventies. At that time, the technological means were not adequate enough in order for a complete merger between video and dance to succeed. But over the past few years, the evolution of digital technology has exploded.

It is now possible to create video dance. A type of dance based on the newest video technology and from which it derives its specific characteristics.

The young Antonin de Bemels (°1975), an artist from Brussels, works with American dancer and choreographer Bud Blumenthal. He takes the body apart and pulverizes it through live manipulation and the mixing of super8 with video images. What scratching does to sound, is what scrubbing does to the image. He recreates the movements of the body and gives them new meaning. The body expresses new sensations, in a rock-hard rhythm. 

(15)  Antonin de Bemels, Light Body Corpuscles (from his own retrospective dvd) (3’ excerpt)


Part II: by Angelo Vermeulen

Video as part of a performance
VJ art

Live manipulation of images as a performance

Interactive art
Video art works in which the spectator becomes the performer or one of the performers.

Video art works in which the movements of others interact with the image.

Digital interaction

Computer games
Games and film:

-
mainstream

-
indie games

-
art games & game art

Games and the body:

-
mainstream

-
indie games

-
art games & game art

