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STRAIGHT TO CAMERA:
PERFORMANCE FOR FILM

Project Space
17 October — 14 December 2015

This programme asks questions about the nature
of performance and how it is recorded, shown and
experienced, in an attempt to deconstruct what can
happen when the audience is watching but is no
longer in the room.

The practice of making and filming performance
in the studio away from the gaze of an expectant
audience has proved consistently seductive to artists
since the mid 20th Century. Straight to Camera is a
changing exhibition of artists’ films examining the
practice of making performance for the camera.The
programme maps the relationship between film,
theatre and the nature of live performance. It aims
to more clearly identify this form and give a sense
of the possibilities it suggests in a digital future.
Straight to Camera is not a comprehensive history
but rather an attempt to describe an important link
in the history of performance and film.

Prior to the late 1960s performance art was
documented primarily through stills photography
as a static record of an ephemeral moment. The
invention of small handheld cameras presented
artists with a new set of parameters within which
to explore the possibilities for performance art.
Whole works, happenings and performances could
now be repeated, restaged and recorded - live
audiences are no longer a necessity. Artists from
a range of disciplines including visual art, dance,
theatre, music and filmmaking began to exploit the
freedoms suggested by this marriage of film and
performance.

The genesis of this genre in NewYork, which quickly
migrated to Europe and beyond during the late
1960s, is vividly brought to life by the film critic J
Hoberman in his essay, Like Canyons and Rivers:
Performance for it's Own Sake and gives a strong
sense of the atmosphere of the time. Hoberman
describes how the ephemeral dynamism of the live
event merged with the controlled reproducibility of
film to produce an exciting process led paradigm in
which there were no fixed points of reference.

Watching these films exposes both the manipulation
of the film but also the process of performance-
making. Something often denied to the audience
within a live work. In the intimacy of Warhol’s
Screen Tests, the theatricality of Beckmann's
productions or more latterly the self possession of
Atay’s vision, the audience is not only witnessing
the performance itself but also the artists’ process,
the practicalities and choices of production.

The early process led activities; staging events in
the studio at midnight regardless of who might
come, performing solely to the lens of a camera or
in the anonymity of the street are now often lost
or destroyed and can no longer be seen. But from
those beginnings performance art has evolved and
grown to be an established part of art’s mainstream,
with numerous exhibitions and biennales devoted
to its production. However the early intertwining
of film and performance continues to resonate in
the practice of artists working today, applying the
same techniques to examine the nature of comedy,
reality TV or performed personal rituals.
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THE FRENCH REVOLUTIONARY
CALENDAR

In early summer 1789 a revolution in Paris led to the
fall of the French absolute state and its replacement
by a constitutional monarchy. Three years later, in
August 1792, radicals overthrew the constitutional
monarchy and established the First French Republic
which survived until 1804 when Napoleon was
declared emperor. The revolutionaries of 1789
wanted to make a clean break with the past. They
divided the old French provinces into eighty-
three departments named after the rivers that
passed through them and set up a new currency
and system of weights and measures based upon
the number ten. The republicans went one stage
further and created a new calendar built on the
decimal system. France no longer had a past. Year
| began on 22 September 1792, the day after the
abolition of the monarchy.

The Revolutionary calendar bore no resemblance
to our own. The year was divided into twelve
months of thirty days. Each month contained three
weeks of ten days, each day ten hours, each hour
100 minutes, and each minute 100 seconds. Every
care was taken to ensure there was no connection
with the old calendar. The months were given
appropriate climatic or agricultural names; the
week was called a décade; and the days were
numbered one to ten. Each day was also given its
own individual name drawn from animals, plants
and minerals. Thus, Christmas Day was the day of
the dog (Chien) and the fifth day of the month of
snow (Nivose). As there were only 360 days in the
Revolutionary calendar, five extra days had to be
added at the end of the year. These were known as
the Sans-culottides, after the people of Paris who
had provided the troops that had swept away the
monarchy.

No-one, even dedicated republicans, found the
calendar easy to use, and constructing a clock
which kept decimal time was an engineering feat.
The revolutionary week was particularly disliked
by workers and France’s Catholic majority: people
got only one day off in ten rather than one in
seven, and they could not usually attend church
on the Sabbath. Although the republicans saw the
calendar as a key plank in their campaign to destroy
religious superstition, they gradually bowed to
the inevitable. The decimal day was abolished in
1795 and the decimal week in 1802. The months
eventually reverted to their traditional names in
1805. By then, as is clear from correspondence,
nobody was using the Revolutionary calendar. It
was revived briefly in 1871 when the collapse of
France's Second Empire led to the temporary
establishment of the Paris Commune. It has never
been taken up again. Modern revolutionaries have

frequently carried through root-and-branch reform
but they have never been tempted to change the
calendar. Presumably, the alienation that this
would engender is seen as a step too far. This
raises the interesting question of how the Christian
and lIslamic calendars were ever successfully
established to begin with.

Laurence Brockliss

Professor of Early-Modern French History,
the University of Oxford, and Tutor in History,
Magdalen College



cultural events of recent history. Brimfield’s films
use and reference the forms and tropes of popular
entertainment to question our reverence for the
sacred cows of culture.

A tragicomic humor runs through the work, in
particular her films, often utilizing washed up
theatrical archetypes and artist stereotypes as
conduitsto deliver her texts and narratives rewriting
the history to which they grimly aspire.

Andy Warhol
Screen Tests #23, 1964-66, 16mm film
2 -7 December

Andy Warhol's Screen Tests series have become
icons, not least because of the stellar status of
many of their subjects. Made at the height of the
Factory’s notoriety — Warhol’s legendary studio in
New York — visitors to the studio would be asked
to sit before the camera. Often no further direction
was given and Warhol would wander away leaving
the subject to decide when the process was over.

Part of Warhol’s genius was to understand so well
the potential for the camera to both create a facade
but also to deconstruct it, eitherin an instant or over
time. Here we see arch performer Salvador Dali's
persona slowly disintegrate before the unflinching
eye of the lens.

Ryan Trecartin
Popular Sky (section ish), 2009 , HD video
9 — 14 December

Trecartin’s often epic, crazed and sometimes
terrifying films are super sized magnifications
of contemporary popular culture — a grotesque,
logical extension of a society obsessed with
communicating and consumption as subject matter.
Trecartin celebrates a brash, glossy, yet darkly
threatening world in which the camera is always
watching and behavior is adjusted accordingly.

Adapting forms of presentation and narrative from
reality TV, documentaries, You Tube and Facebook,
it is sometimes difficult to decipher reality from
fiction. This is precisely because these films are
product of a world in which this distinction is
increasingly blurred and the line between private
and public becomes ever more porous.
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LIKE CANYONS AND RIVERS:
PERFORMANCE FOR IT'S OWN SAKE

Space in New York was abundant and relatively
cheap. The work was incubated in particular
buildings: 80 Wooster Street, in which Richard
foreman staged his first performances; the
exhibition-cum-work space at 112 Greene Street,
where, as Peter Schjeldahl wrote, the exhibited
pieces were “scarcely distinguishable from the
ruined features of what used to be a rag packing
factory” filmmaker Jack Smith’s live-in-movie
studio-cum-theatre, the Plaster Foundation of
Atlantis, at 36 Greene Street...

...the Plaster Foundation served as both Smith’s
home and his theatre. Half of the loft's middle ceiling
has been removed.The remaining portion sheltered
a collection of old chairs and sofas — eventually a
rickety wooden grandstand — for whatever audience
appeared. By way of announcement, Smith’s on
going loft performances were listed in the Village
Voice’s Off-Off Broadway directory.Those spectators
who made their way to his theatre at midnight often
had the feeling that what was being enacted was no
more or less than Smith’s daily existence...

...Ericka Beckmann provided another amalgam
of object theatre and psychodrama. Beckmann
showed her Super 8 films at Artists Space in the
Spring of 1977 and, two years later, at the Kitchen
on a bill with movies that Stuart Sherman had
been making to supplement his Spectacles...
Using texts by Swiss psychologist Jean Piaget as
a script, Beckmann created enigmatic allegories for
competition, organisation and initiation. In Hit and
Run and White Man Has Clean Hands (both 1977)
people disappear; furniture collapses, then scurries
away as a pair of disembodied hands conduct a
minimal score on ominous drum rolls or repetitive
guitar riffs. The more elaborate We Imitate; We Break
Up (1978) features a set of life sized marionette legs
that teach Ericka how to dance and play soccer,
then chase her all over the lot when she runs away
with the loot...

...Television infected performance, prophesied by
Ralston Farina and introduced by Michael Smith —
who would make TV the subject of his March 1982
Whitney installation Mike's House — was the new
currency, even as video artists gravitated towards
the music video...Mike's House nevertheless
anticipated by fifteen years the logic of reality TV
shows the would dominate commercial television
in the late 1990s...

...For the most part these artists have left not
artefacts but traces. The work exists as fragile
recordings, random documents, impressionistic
descriptions, art world legends, and spectator
memories; and, in some cases, not even those.

J Hoberman is a film critic and writer based in New
York.

Extracts from Like Canyons and Rivers: Performance for it’s
Own Sake, J Hoberman 2013, a exhibition catalogue essay for
Rituals of a Rented Island: Object Theatre, Loft Performance,
and the New Psychodrama - Manhattan, 1970-1980, Whitney
Museum of American Art, New York. 31 October 2013 - 2

February 2014.
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Upper Gallery

1

Hille Fellowship
226 chairs
dimensions variable
1970/ 2014

Before The Mast

Ten archival print photographs by

Maya Balcioglu

each photograph 38 x 38 cm (unframed)
2013

State of Denmark
Iron, wood, clothing
dimensions variable
2014

Cutting Edge Primogeniture (Jerusalem)
Graphite on paper

52 x 67 cm

2014

Middle Galleries

5 Peterlee Project
Ink, paper and photographs, 46
boards, each 45.6 x 55.6 cm,
1976-1977 (courtesy Tate Archive)

6 It Can Be Done
Photographic triptych
77cm x 167cm
1986

1

10

5
7
6
Resource
Room
8
Piper Gallery

7

10

1

Royal Ordure

Mixed media on canvas
152 x 122 cm

1996

Missing Text, Interregnum 1 (6 May — 12 May 2010)
QOil on linen

135 x 196 cm

2012

Missing Text, Interregnum 2 (6 May — 12 May 2010)
Oil on linen

135 x 196 cm

2012-13

Missing Text, Interregnum 3 (6 May — 12 May 2010)
Oil on linen

135 x 196 cm

2013

Chair

Wooden chair, papier mache, PVA, acrylic paint,
hardwood parquet floor, tar

dimensions variable

20M




