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Om an improvised football pitch atop a
roof in Algiers, a smiling man holds his
arm aloft to offer a seagull a piece of food.
‘The gull hovers above him, its wings pushed
forward. Their gazes seem 1o meet. A look
of wonder has spread across the man's
face. Neighbourhood boys hang around
behind the encounter. One looks away;
another tries to pull himself up to sit on
the ledge; and two more cast their eyes
towards the sky. Henri Cartier- Bresson
wrote that everything in the world has

its decisive moment, and for this bird and
this man, this might be i." The photograph
has captured a fleeting instant the human
eye could never apprehend with such
precision, and has inscribed it as an
enduring representation.

Erika Balsom considers the imaginary
moments created by David Claerbout’s
digital manipulations of photographs,
finding in the artist’s return to

pictorialism a deep-seated desire to
represent time past.

The notion of the decisive moment
would provide an excellent way of under-
standing the temporality and affective
pull of the image of man and bird if only
it were a single, still photograph snapped
{rom reality. Instead, as a part of David
Claerbout’s The Algiers’ Sections of
a Happy Moment (2008), it is one of
180 digitally composited images that
are integrated into a timed sequence of
images and exhibited as a 20-minute video
projection. A solo electric guitar slowly

plays a North African air as each black-
and-white image dissolves into the

next. An even, warm grey pervades the
successive views of neighbourhood boys
looking on at the scene. As this series

of perspectives on the rooftop and its
occupants unfolds, all the while the man’s
arm remains extended above him in

its images inhabit the same instant, with
the camera roaming through space while
time remains frozen. It is a scene at once
quotidian and extraordinary. A moment —
often taken to be an indivisible unit of time
~ is here exploded to reveal the enormous
potentiality that resides within it. Siegfried
Kracauer believed that the cinematic
close-up was capable of magnifying our
environment so as to ‘blast the prison of

conventional reality, opening up expanses
which we have explored at best in dreams

before’.? Claerbout has here accomplished

this same simultaneous dilation and

contraction, but in time instead of space.
The work is one of a series in this

Arena (2007), The Algiers” Sectionsand,
most recently, The Quiet Shore (2011)."
While the mobilisation of a timed sequence
of still photographs might invite compari-
sons to James Coleman's slide shows or
Chris Marker's La Jetée (1962), Claerbout's
focus on the instant differentiates it from
the extension of narrative time one finds
in both Coleman and Marker. Nor does
Claerbout organise his stills according

to a vague adherence to the principles of
continuity editing, as one finds in La Jetée.

Rather, in its panoptic comprehensiveness,
The Algiers’ Sections seeks 1o exhaust every
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cormer of the visible. [t provides a radically
unbuman way of seing that happens

to cotncide with a deep human desire

the re materialination of the past in all

its chetmil, Baat for all that i offered by

the work, the decisiversess of the mesmenit

et wwwen ran andd bird s host feicr over

lis excrptional status gradually ades with
the adddition of numerous other detaiks and
it s of i, brfore baring] unscdone entirely
by thee realisaton that thes masment never
dad
here
photrgiraphs al onoe w ithouat appearing
in esch other's lines of sight? We are ina
cul-and-pasted world. This instant is not
real, et alone decisive, so whal s g7

v could = exist an il rrpn--rnlnl

Afier all, borw comild 1 B0 cameras take

The I.f‘l..*rl * Ko tions of a fl'-rrr'i Mownend
is part of a practice marked by & constitutive
impurity, regotisting between photography
andd cimema, stillness and moverment, past
and present. Throughout, an interrogation
of tome standds as an absding concerm
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Bocwrlossheueg, 190011957 thut bring
e i et ks 10 berar on archival
photographs. For this piece, the artis ;
appropriated a postcard of a Dutch

lansiscape fraturing a windmill and village

in the background, and a largr tree and

several onlookers in the foreground

and

from a distance the viewer might mintaler

Mot of the image remains siill

the entirety of the twelve square metre
progection as ssch — but the leaves of the
trew have been dogtally andmated 1o ﬂl‘ll”_b
rusd be in Uhe brevae. Claerbout brings the
livelimess of cinerna to the deathlinerss of
the photograph. The oo presence of stasis
arsd omw wlacits am evree ERSCiruml por, o
ihat is similarky explored in progectons
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Runirlo, Bocurioscheweg, 1910
presents a vision of the land drawn not

from nature but from pictures of it A debt
1o Dutch landscape panting i discernible
im the low horizon line, tiny figures,
windmill and ‘heros iree’ that dwarfs
all ele." Claertout is one of a mumber of

actively cultivate the pictorial capacity

of the video image and pursue its alliance
with figurative painting, Bill Viela, Sam
Taylor Wood and Eve Sussman, amonygst
othuers, havee turmed 1o the Obd Masters

i video works that take up

as a key concern.* Many others have
avorded specific citation while nonetheless
embracing compemitional strategies and
genres drawn from the history of painting,
such as landscape or portraiture: one
migght think of Willem de Roodj and Jeroen
de Rijle’s near-static views of Jakarta,
Hantar Gebang (2000) and Usewled
{z01), or of Fiona Tan's Corvection series
(@o04), comprised of somw thiree bundied
three-quarter video portraits of prisoners
and guards from US prisons. The mise rn
scéme of cinema, 100, has been embraced by
artists as diverse as Eija Liisa Ahtila, Doug
Asthen and Ormer Fast. This is all 1o suggest
that the video of the Last twenty years has
been marked by an interest in the very

kinds of representational strategies it once
avended — in short, it has become fascinated

by phcture making.

This interest in pictorialism represents
a tremensdous shalt aw ay from the iniial
concerns of video art, which wended 10
privilege the material actuality of the
viewr's phenomenaologic sl encointer
with the medium over any intevest in the
screen as a virtual window. Nancy Hol
and Richard Serra’s Roomerang (1974)
or Bruce Nauman's Live Taped Video
Carvidor (1970), for example, do not
olffer the viewer a world 1o inkabit, but
irvsti-acd manilest a concern with livenes

anal ferdback loops. To some degree this
change is & resull of sdvances in technology
particularly the increase in scale and image
quality afforded by progection. Bat for
Claerbout, the interest in pictorialism

in gereral and the hastory of painting in
particular must abs by understond as
inextricable (rom the desire to confrons
what happens to the specificity and
autonomy of a sngle medium o an age

Inter media contamination of formerly
distinct image regimes. To be between
images bs, bn Bellowr's words, a matter
of ‘drawing lines of flight in s universe
in fusion’, of thinking through what
happens 1o medium specificity when
weambess re-mediation and transcoding
are the norm.” In Ruwrio, the scale
and monvernent of cinema minghe with
the stillness of photograply and the
conography of painting to creste
something that both reflects upon and
extenuds the traditions of all three.

sevm to care musch abowut the actual wpace.
Sometimes of doesn 't matier uhen you
walk in, or even whether you do. Ity as if
the work doesn 't care whether you're there
or mod. This 13 beyond disembodiment:

s habitwaiing us to a kind of condition
of post subjectiviey.
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The implication s that viden's new
prctorialism cofstitiiles 3 regressine
instance of art sucoumbing to the ideodogti
< al mryst i ation and banality of mass
merclia spectacle and the subyect positions
one finsds within it. In net “car]ing | mach
abwuit the actual space’, morving image art
becommrs meore likor ilbussonistic, supposedly
passive enieriainment — in particular, it
bevomaes maary like the conemma, According
1o Fomter, paciorualist video i unanvosdably
a kimad off perceptual training growrsd
frer liffe wrder mibvanced capitalism. His
cordention (urther assames that & crtically
sctive spectator must be a plysically active
sprctator, inw w b completes the work
through interaction rather than simply
garing at i

Foster’s argument relses on a sparious
v :l‘llpﬁ‘ ol Phr v prg i oo ph‘v“l.l{.l.l
and meerital sctivity and & remnaricabdy
chroumscribed motion of inferactivily
to dismyiss an extremely broad category
of work." Against this, | would srgue one
nerdds to take acorunt of previsehy e
strategies of pectorialism and or virtuaslivm
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operale o6 a case-by-case basis, rather than
engaing in an eonophohic condemnation
of video's lurn 1o representation. The

critical valance of artists sach as McCall s
in large part tied 1o a rigorous perrogaton
of the medium, sometheng that remacns
forcefully present in Claerbout’s practics
and that is inextricable from his mberesi
in pictorialism. In particular, one
firkds a direct engagement with hoas the
photographic image has been transformad
by digiitisation. As the computer-assisted
manipulations of Kuwrio amd The Algers”
Sevions suggest, Claerbonnt demmonstirates
Lirthe smvestmenil in the testumaonial value
of the image and iostead aists on i
as fabwication, as icon rather than index
Though Claerbout never dispenses with
profilmic reference entirely — his works
cotimase 1o rely on photographs capture
and are never whaolly computer generated
e dhowrs mutiglate any mathom of the
photogiraph s an immediate traoe. As
with painting, one finds an image that i
human made, one inowhoch the buman
hamd intervenss, albeu through the prouy
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ol @ CompRiler Mok L Laertssut Casteris
cailis Lhee abalaty of diginal mwdia 1o

rial into

crrpemdte heterogereruns
a whaole lacking an antecedent reality
Sapch commpesite workds might recall the
CGT unmiverses of sumrmer blockbusters
twat his images differ {rom their conematic
counderparts in an important respect
thee woosrldds they create are mever seamiless,
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in contemporary flm-making has caused
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[ david Rochorwick, for example, has
¢ladrmed thar the dighital will never be
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verrirrii i ale durathon due 1o i
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I Claerbout's early work ook the
coexistence of stillpess and movermen

as ity primary temporal preocoupation,
the recent slide shorers have interrogated
the category of the instant. The slide
shoras provide none of the direct reference
to the history of painting that one finds

i Rpuarido, yet remain connected o that
medium through an insistence on the
iconicity of the image and the ilea of

time advanced. In his foundationa)
treatise on mednam Laocodn:
An Essay [ipon the Limits of Painting and
Poetry (1766, Gotthold Ephraim Lessing
characterised the ideality of the painted
momment as such: Painting, in its corvistent
compositions, can use but s sngle moment
of an action, and must therefore choose
the most pregnant one, the most suggiestive
of what has gone before and what is to
follow."** The pregnant moment is nol

the culmination of the action, for this
womld keave nothing for the spectator

o imagine. Hather, it is the moment of
highest tenmion, & symbolised, dramatic
instant. It is an imaginary moment,

for the authenticity of the event, the reall
with an immediacy and fulliess of
meaning, for “meaning has no place in
the real”.”"* The ugnificance of the painted
imatant is determined in adhvance, with
the image crafted 1o communicae i,
Photographic and filmic instants, by
comnirast, are wedded 1o contingency,
which ‘presupposes a certain originary
evacuation of meaning’. ™ They have no
predetermined sgnificance, but may gain
onw after the fact.

and ground into a single image that will
becume one slide among many. In so doing,
b forges a composite inatant, laden with
significance but estranged from the real.
Chance i subondinated to a fastidious
mise e scéne. The process might be
inberred by paying close attention 1o the
slicde works, but is fully revealed in the
mined media studies Claerbout produces
as 3 part of the planning stage and which
Later become ancillary srtworks. *

Video of the last twenty
years has been marked by an
intevest in the very kinds of

representational strategies
k:cﬂlﬁd—hﬁ;
it MM
picture-making.

The instant of The Alghiers’ Sections and
Claerbout’s other alide warks is, then, an
udeal instant that keapfrogs back over the

idiosyncratic instant of the pluotographic

of obd and new, painting and diginal media
both offer a plasticity of time that is here
exploited to maximal effect.

The pregnant moment traditionally
provided & way of unifying the pacture
plane through dramatic vension; Claerbou
uses it to unify 3 diegetic world made
up of dozens of composite photographs.
This strategy is deployed in Arema, which
takis place at a hasketball game st as
the ball is about to go throwgh the hoop
lor not). This central event serves as a
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David Clasrhemnt,

Thae (it Share, 2011,
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muagnetic force that draws together
the many fragments of the instant

Such a coniriprtal pull also characterises
Clagrbsmit s first foray o the dide show,
Sectioms of a Happy Moment, in which

a small child, standing amidw a group

of pevapie in the courtyard of an apartmend
building, has thrown a ball into the air,
Hirwwrver, il is with The Algiers Sections
that Claertenst begin to purase the bogical
outcorme of endowing the instant with
such & mult-perspectival extenseon

its alreacy benuous univocality begins

to give way, While still maintaining a
degres of coberence, the sngularity of

the fromen moment begi to disperse

@ it unfolds over time. 11 s perhaps not

& happy moment for all on the rooftop.

T jowy of thee rman feeding the bind is
maiched by unease on the face of another
While rothing as firm as a story emerges,
multiphe bints st narrativity are offered

to the viewer who chooses to spend time
with the peece. To wse & term deployed 100
bomely anad 1o often since Roland Rarthes
introduced it, The Alghers ' Sections is truly
a writerly text. ™ 1t i riddbed with gaps
that call upon the spectator to speculate,
mumumoning e imaghnaton precisely as
Laensanyg saind the pregnant moment rmust.
The decisiveness of the instant, of any
wrmtant, is revealbed (o be a hotion, By

endovwing his pregnant moments with

duration, Clasrbout rislo compromising
their pregnancy

This inberent indec iiveness of the
instant is the central preoccupation of
Claerboui's most recend slide work, The
Puiei Shore. In the 37 -mimute-loog video,
the dispersal of significance is evacerbated
and 3 blind spot opens where the central
everdt might have taken place. [n place of
the rules based grid of sport found in Arena
ansd The Algiers’ Sections, The Guiet Shore
i st by & shimmering sea that the arts
has sand rerminded hum of the sibver of
photographic emulsion. " Chne does nol
need 1o have seen the fimal shots of Frangom
Truflsut’s The go0 Rlowws (Les g0 compa,
1345} to know that the ocran is a site of
ambiguity. It is where the stability of the
lamed gives way to Uhe amworphousmess of
water, where fluy replaces permanenor.
Iy thiks weosrke, a group of figures wares
ouat at the horizon, but i s unclear what
tuas caughil thetr ailentinomn FHas somevme
drraned ? O of the stills shows a sign
warnityg veimmers about the strong
tickes. Or are they imply watching s child
splashing in the surf Unlilor in the earlier
workos, bere the muclous of action remains
undhear.

As The Shaiet Shore progresses,
the viewer is introduced 1o the many
inhabitants of this cold Rriftamy beach,
each living this mstant in his or ber own

18 edand Berthes, 57 (e Fichaed Biller |, Nerw Tork: MUl snd Wiigg, 1974, g4 —8
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way. lhere are intimations of contentment,
dread, bliss, boredom and romance, all
in a landscape that ussrps prominence
from the figures that ishabat it The black-
and white images comsst prisarnly of long
shots, with the camera obwerving the figures
from a much greater remove than in the
previous slide worka, The viewsr is not
i ited 1o penetrate this scoene in the same
way; phctorial space remains planar rather
than broken down mto inhabitable
quadrants. This sense of exclushon s
reddoubled by the inabudity to discern
precisely what the amportance of this
nstant mught be W hereas the early shide
shurws used duration 1o impregnate the
fleeting instant with the fullness of meaning,
the instant unfobded in The Quict Shore
pomes a challenge 1o stable significance. It
becomes paradoxscally too full of meaning
o yiekd a single message and reverses o
ambiguity. Surfeit is transformed into lack,
as the work remains torn amidsi o series
of unresobved micro narmatives

The thaset Shire buiilids on the gestures
of The Algiers' Secttons wo suggest it is
ultimately invpossible 1o manage and
master a past instant, to fix its meaning
once and for all. The desire 1o grasp hold of
time and make it meaningful is a strong one
and has informed the sade works from the
beginning Hut in recent ierations of the
form, Claerbout's attitude towards it serms
to have changed. While the images of
Arenacongeal to confirm the ugnificance
of the moment, The Algiers” Section and
The Quict Shore are marked by dispersal

and Bux. In so dobng, they disrupt the
prognancy of panting's instant amd

hefve mito the foundational evacuation

of meaning that Doane cLaims is central

o the matant of photography and cnema.
Theis gesture functions as an important
acknowledgement of the specificiry

of Claerbout's invented form: again,
though the slide shors imobe extensnve
digrtal manipulation, they do rely an

a photographic base and thass retam

soume hint of the indexical bond, however
attenuated. This means that the pregnancy,
the meaningfulness, of these mnstants

will alwarys be achirved at & price: the
dermal of the authenticity and contingency,
the trsumph of ion over mdes. This is
preciscly what ocours in Arema, in which
the certainty of meaning i entirely shored
up. And yet, the retention of indexicality
s abwadutely crucial 1o the sense of
melanchaoly that pervades all of Claerbout's
captur o sumemnn the pathos of lost time,
i orider 1o then assusge this leeling by
ek ing the instant with an impossibsbe
plenitude via computer assisted
manipulation. They would undoubtedly
Eail if fabricated exclusively from paintings
or dygital mmulations, they wosld be

mere anemations, lacking the force of

timw mecessary 1o their affective resenance.
In The Algiers" Sections and even more

w0 it The Ghaiet Shore — with its allegory
of analogur photography i the figure

of the ocean - Claerboul acknow ledges
the continuing impaortance of the indexical
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Abwrrw and et trace to his imagination of tme, its
_;" ';: ...H::::; ': - persistence within and throwugh the
I.-.1.':: hannel vides  Ibricated worlds of digital compositing
protection, bisch and Tirue to the spirit of the entre-images,
whita, slhent, wills Claertsout engages in a contaminatiosn
of media that reflects upon the specificiny
of constituent parts rather than collapsing
thern all into the hosmogeneity of binary
code. This interrogation is, however,
a mrans rather than an eml. Clacrot's
cxploration of the medium seems not o
stemn fromm a belief that the political and
acsthetic task of art is to reflevively tum
imwards. Rather, this progect appears
to enmerie from a desire 1o explore the
affective dimensions of the visualisation
of time and the changing role of media
technologies in this enterprise These
works of ‘rampant piciorialism’ may mod
acknowledge the presence of the viewer
in thee romeem, bt they do acknos led ge
something else, something thai s perhaps
much more fundamenial our tortured
relatssnahip 1o The ineworable passage
of tume and our desire o refurn (o the past,
make serse of il and Grasp it as a frosen
sheet — even while knovwing that such a
thing is impossible.



