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1 Christ ian Metz 'Story/ 
Discourse (A Note on Two 
Kinds of Voyeurism) ,' in 
The Imaginary Signifier: 
Psychoanalys is and the 

Cinema, trans. Celia Brit
tan and Williams C. Bloon
ingto n: University of Indi
ana Press, 1982): 94 . 
This text rewrites the nar

rative or 'classica l' model 
of cinema according to the 
linguistic terms of Emile 
Benveniste 's histoire/dis
cours. The 'history ' is an 

utterance (writte n, verbal, 
or otherw ise) which eras
es all traces of its enun
ciative situation. As Ben

veniste states , 'no one 
speaks here, the events 
seem to narrate them 
selves.' Benveniste 
opposes 'history ' to the 

'discu rsive event' as an 
utteran ce that calls atten
tion to its own enunciative 
conditions (usually by 
organizing its verb tenses 
around the present and 

the use of pronouns like 
'I', 'You', 'this' and 'that'). 
The source for Benveniste 

is 'The Correlations of 
Tense in the French Verb,' 
in Problems in General 
Linguistics (Miami: Univer
sity of Miami Press, 1971): 

205 -215 . 
2 The term classical cine

ma refe rs to movies that 
are narrative in form and 
based upon an indust rial 
mode of production. 
Metz's discuss ion relies, 

as mine will as well, on 
Jean-Louis Baudry's cele
brated critique of classical 
cinema, namely 'Ideologi

cal Effects of the Basic 
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Film as Event 

Exhibit A 

The film is not exhibitionist. I watch it, but it doesn' t watch me, watching it. 

Neverthe less, it knows that I am watching it. But it doesn 't want to know.1 

Christian Metz 

On taking my place in the movie auditorium I enter into a curious scenario of disavow

al. A strange game of hide-and-seek ensues . What is this charade that I willingly succumb 

to in classical cinema?2 To paraphrase Christian Metz, our self-de lusion assumes the fol

lowing form: "I'm here and I'm present. I watch and assist at the birth of the film. Only in 

my gaze does the film exist, it lives within me." In other words, the story of the movie 

does not simply happen of its own accord, it does not narrate itself; it is I who assume 

the empty place of the narrator. I become, as it were, the apparatus of exhibition. That is 

why the fi lmed scene might be caught unaware - it remains oblivious to my presence, 

because I appropriate the function of mediation for myself. I do the showing without 

showing myself. And that is also why I rest comfortable in the perceptua l loop of exhibi

tionism , because I am removed from its tautological structure. The exhibition ist knows 

that the voyeur looks, derives pleasure from this look, and thus, at the same time, identi 

fies with the other's look. But in the cinema I do all the looking while remaining imperv i

ous to the look of the other. It is not just the actor who never acknowledges my stare ; it 

is the projective apparatus itself that is never caught in the act, which never shows up. 

Exhibit B 

A camera's identity, in relation to the spectator's perception , may be part of the performer ( ... ], 

or not part of him (a separate mechanical object) ( ... ]. Its image may be read as inside the per

former or outside of him, or can be seen as both inside and outs ide of the performer, appear 

ing as simultaneous ly subject and object. 3 

The confidence of the spectator of classical cinema - "I'm here and I'm present" -

crumbles on enteri ng the film ic theater of Graham. There is no story anywhere in sight, 

only the filmic event itself which keeps repeating itself. Graham does not erase the actu

al traces of the filmic performance, either at the level of production or projection , and 

therefore the spectator is revealed in the glare of the projector's light to be a perfo rmer 

who is not substantially different from the performers on screen. The discursive structure 

of this filmic event has not disappeared behind the object of exhibition, it has been put 

on display as well. That is to say, the subject of this cinema is simply revealed in its 

anonymity or, better still, its multiplicity : I am no longer incarnated in the camera/projec

tor for it is not one. Accordingly, I am led in a dizzying dance across the mirrored stage of 

Graham's cinema. We might be inclined to say that he returns to the "frenzy of the visi

ble" that convulsed an earlier epoch of capitalism.4 But he returns with a difference. If he 

can be said to restage such a historical moment then it is exact ly not to retrieve it as an 

imaginary scene or as curiosity worth saving, like the laterna magica, zoogyscope, stere
oscopes, and other optical inventions of the nineteenth century that are placed on view 

in film museums the world over.5 On the contrary, the past returns in these films only in 

order to convulse the present, to disrupt the endlessness of its horizon. If this dance of 

film celebrates anything, it is the commemoration of such a critical task. This history, 

then, is also a politics and, most specifically , a practical politics of the present. Defining 

this filmic mediation of the past in the present will form our topic. 



Cinematographic Appara
tus ; tran s. Alan Williams, 
Narrative, Apparatus , 
Ideology: A Film Theory 

Reader, ed. Philip Rosen 
(New York: Columbia Uni
versity Press, 1986). 
3 Dan Graham, 'Films and 
Performances/ Sixs Films,' 

in Films (Geneva: Editions 
Centre d·Art Contempo 
rain/ Ecart Publications, 
1977 ) : 7. 
• Jean-Louis Comolli, 
'Machines of the Visible,' 

in The Cinematic Appara
tus, ed. Teresa de Lauretis 
and Stephen Heath (New 
York: St. Martin's Press, 

1980 ) : 122. 
5 These devices are men
tioned by Graham in the 
essay 'Photograp hs of 
Motion; End Moments 
(New York: Artist publica

tion, 1969 ). 
6 The adject ive 'cinematic' 
crop s up frequently in Gra
ham's phenom enological 
descriptions of the multi
ple surfaces of th e pavil· 

ions which alter their 
aspect under the changing 
conditions of atmosphere, 
lig)lt and the position of 

the viewer. 
7 A clear link between the 
films and the pavilions is 
established by the Cinema 
project. I consider Cinema 
to be one of Graham's 

most brilliant, and sadly 
unrealized, designs. The 
present text is concerned 
with locating t he fi lms in 
their historica l context; a 
main oversight in the 

existing literature on the 
artist. My story will, there
fore, end around 1973. 
Were I to include Cinema 
then I would need to give 

careful atte ntion to the 
gap between 1973 and 
198 1 in which Graham 
develops his mirrored 

video installat ions and 
pavilion structu res, which 
is not possible in the cur
rent space of my text. I 
hope to return to this 
'post -history' of t he films 

in the near future. 
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The Film Series 

While rarely mentioned , Graham has produced a small but distinctive group of films 

between 1969 and 1973, alongside his other activities in the area of performance, 

video, and writing. Listed in chronologica l sequence the films are: Sunset to Sunrise 

(1969 ), Binocular Zoom (1969-70 ), Two Correlated Rotations (1969 ), Roll (1970), Body 

Press (1970-72), and Helix/Spiral (1973). After 1973 Graham did not return to the actual 

practice of making films, but the cinematic mode of experience that was first developed 

in these films would remain a reference point throughout the later pavilion projects and 

his writing.6 My discussion shall not take us beyond the point of 1973 , however its rele

vance to the later work shall be evident by the time of its conclusion. 7 

Before I continue, I need to insert a note on the quality of the cinematic experience 

projected by Graham's work. First of all, this experience , as mediated by the filmic appa

ratus, needs to be defined both in terms of the phenomenological situation of the 

observer versus the work of art and the historical condition of this relationship. The exhi

bition of this perceptual situat ion alongside its socio-economic conditions constitutes the 

actual 'subject matter ' of Graham's films, which implies that the experience they have to 

offer is not aimed to please the self -identical spectator of classical cinema. In fact, to 

speak of 'an· experience at all is somewhat misleading , for Graham's films do not present 

a coherent, symbolic message to the spectator, not to mention the absence of any cen

tral point of view. His films unravel the perspectival field of vision that narrative cinema 

projects. Their space of projection is differentiated between the mobile, overlapping 

planes of observer, performer and apparatus. Therefore, I shall prefer to speak of these 

films less in terms of a specific experience than in terms of their exhibition of a perform

ative event. I shall clarify this contention in due course, but let me stress right away 

that this filmic function entails a certain indeterminacy of the image itself. While narrative 

cinema basks its spectators in the glow of its radiant scene, there is an aspect to Gra

ham's films that always exceeds the symbol ic framework of representation . These films, 

in a manner of speaking, are unknowable, not only in a descriptive but also in an existen

tial sense, for there is literally no 'single one' who has the experience, but only a multi

tud e. 
I do not wish to get too far ahead of my argument, but let me provide a brief glimpse 

of what lies in store. We might desc ribe Graham's films as operating in the bipolar region 

between what Foucault identified as a physics and phylum of socia l ident ity. Physics 

refers to the historical regularity that underpins a social order, the phylum, which appears 

to its natives as a natural habitat, a cultura l organization of genetic inheritance. Yet this 

physics of society is not a static structure, it concerns a relationa l and multiple power 

that is perpetua lly in motion. It consists of a technology that is not localizable, but mobi

lized as a disciplinary force within the social economy. The phylum might be called the 

imaginary horizon of tota lity aimed at by this physics. The former, namely, cannot form 

more than an ideolog ical compromise as long as the latter remains at grips with the pri

mary inertia of matter . To be sure, the mechanisms of power have a material fie ld of 

application , but this field is not immediate ly apprehensib le. The regularity of the social 

order must be extracted from a "region of irregular bodies, with their details, their multi

ple movements, their heterogeneous forces , their spatial relations."8 The combinations 

and identities that are established within this homogenous order will therefore also 

include many gaps and discontinuities. Graham's films can be understood to show th is 

physics of technology at work. They depict the spectacle of a body poised between a 
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In an interview with the 
author, Graham has 
offer ed some useful sug

gestions regarding the 
connection between Body 
Press and his Two-Way 
Mirror Cylinder Inside 

Cube and Video Salon: 
Roof top Urban Park Pro
ject for the Dia Center for 
the Arts, New York, 
198 1/91: "The Dia piece 
has all the things that the 
films have: there is the 

relation to the body of the 
spectator. the spectator 's 
relation between a rectilin
ear form and the curved 
form . The film's rectilinear 

form was the box of the 
camera. There is the rela
tion to the surrounding 
horizon line ( ... ) the pro
jection situati on. the walls 
of the interior." See Two

Way Mirror Power: Select
ed Writings by Dan Gra
ham on His Art, ed. 
Alexander Alberro (Cam

bridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 
1999 ): 106. 
8 Michel Foucault, Disci
pline and Punish: The Birth 
of the Prison, trans. Alan 
Sheridan (New York: Pan

theon , 1978): 208. 
9 Two-Way Mirror Power 
1999 : 105-106. 
10 Films 1977: 11. 
1.1 This same procedure 

had already been followed 
in March 31, 1966 , a 
piece that mapped in a 
series of decreasing steps 

the distance between the 
outer 'edge of known uni
verse· to the ·retinal wall' 

of the eye. Dan Graham 
referred to this work as a 
"(solipsistic) insight repre

sented as a one-dimen
sional point-of -view exten 
sion making up a 
perspective from (at) my 
(its ) limits of inception 1 ... J 
the 1nterior' plane inverted 

'outside' as it is 'inside'." 
See 'Information ,' in End 
Moments 1969: 54. 

Filmlc Topology 

331 

state of lucidity and dispersal. The films do not replicate this physics but neither do they 

simply negate it. What the films do achieve is a momentary suspension of the 'natural' 

progress of this disciplinary force. And in this interim, they indicate the historical thresh

old of its first appearance. 

To return to the six films, what is immediately apparent is the rarity of this series. They 

manifest a stringent economy of structure and means. Graham has observed that there 

was no reason to continue beyond this limited group because the logical possibilities on 

which the set was based had been exhausted. 9 The six films constituted a permutational 

series that ran its full course. From the beginning , then, it is clear that Graham was not in 

the business of stocking the image banks of film history. He has not invested in the 

med ium of film as such, for reasons that we shall yet come to explore. 

Perhaps I seem to have contradicted myself. First I emphasized the differential state 

of these films, while I now propose that they constitute a closed ser ies. But this contra 

diction is only apparent. The regularity of Graham's permutational ser ies concerns the 

spatial and temporal deployment of their variables: camera, screen, performer , obsen.er. 

etc. However, this regularity is not plotted according to the same code of a monoctiiar 

space that governs narrative cinema. While these films might demarcate the boundaries 

of a logical space, it is not one that is geared to the position of an ideal spectator . Space 

is composed and decomposed before our eyes as we watch these films. To track these 

filmic interruptions of continuity is what deserves our close attention. 

What are the empirical facts in so far as they can be established? 

According to Graham's own notes, the first film, Sunset to Sunrise, was shot accord-

ing to the following procedure: 

The film is made by continuously moving a 16 mm movie camera from a position oriented 

toward the sun on the horizon line at the moment of sunset, and proceeding in a slow spiral 

with gradual upward inclination toward the top of the sky ( ... ] The next morning at sunrise [ ... ) 

a reverse spira l downward in opposite right-to-left rotation is filmed, ending on the sun rising 

above the horizon.10 

Leaving a discussion of the temporal hiatus within this movie aside for the moment , 

the fundamental gesture of Sunset to Sunrise is to instate a sp iraling motion of the cam

era within the visual field. The film traces the outline of the viewer 's visual hemisphere 

from the horizon to the zenith and back, and this rotating pattern will appear in all films 

but the following, namely Binocular Zoom. 

Binocular Zoom, like Sunset to Sunrise, is shot directly against the light of the sun 

that in this case remains partially obscured by clouds rather than sunken behind the rir,-, 

of the horizon. Yet the film applies another method than Sunset to Sunrise in order to 

map the interstitial space between the perceiver and the perceived object. u Instead of 

the spiraling motion of the camera, Binocular Zoom traverses the distance betweeri :..-,e 
sun and the eye by zooming outwards. The sun, thus, appears to move further awa) '"'om 

the viewer. It diminishes in size to a 'distance ,' as Graham puts it. But there is ar ereo 

more striking difference between Sunset to Sunrise and Binocular Zoom. Tr.e .ia::er-, 
namely, requires the simultaneous use of two cameras, as will be the case ... -tt- a.. s..::>

sequent films made by Graham. In fact, Sunset to Sunrise was shot with a 16 r.=:? car:1-

era, while Binocular Zoom uses lightweight Super 8 cameras which are ~ ~...sr to 

the eye. The manipulative quality of these cameras, which had only recentl) made it orto 

the market, forms a technical condition of Graham's film performan ces. The use of two 

cameras in Binocular Zoom necessitates also the synchronized projection of the two 



Film strips of Dan Graham's 
Body Press (1970·72). 

12 Fi/ms 1977: 15. 
13 Films 1977: 21. 
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films. To this purpose, Graham has stipulated that Binocular Zoom be shown on a split 

screen. 
Binocular Zoom is followed by Two Correlated Rotations and Roll. These films return to 

the concentric movement described by Sunset to Sunrise, but the rotation is now execut 

ed by two cameras in tandem. In the case of Roll, one camera is placed on the ground 

facing the performer who rolls slowly toward the right of the framing edge of the cam

era's view. The other camera is attached to the performer's eye while he rolls in an 

attempt to keep it centered on the stationary camera opposite from him. The film is not 

destined for a split screen viewing as in the case of Binocular Zoom, but is projected on 

distant opposite, parallel walls. The exhibition of the fi lm, therefore, reflects the spatia l 

situation of the film performance. Two Correlated Rotations introduces a further dupli

cation of a filmic 'unit': besides two cameras, this film also requires two performers. 

Graham describes the shooting procedure of Two Correlated Rotations in the following 

manner: 

The two cameramen each hold cameras so that the ir viewf inders are extensions of their eyes 

and visual fie lds. They begin facing each other one foot away. They walk in counter spirals, the 

outs ide performer moving gradually outward while the inside performer walks inward 

approaching the center.12 

The installation of the film is again different from the preceding cases : Two Correlated 

Rotations is projected into the corner with each reel screened onto a separate, yet adja

cent wall. 
Two more films remain to be described, namely Helix/Spiral and Body Press. In these 

works, Graham adds yet another factor to the cinematic equat ion - the camera is not 

only treated as a 'viewfinde r,' it also acquires tactile properties . In Helix/Spiral, for 

instance, the spiraling choreography of the camera harks back to the camera movement 

in Sunset to Sunrise, but it maps the outer surface of the body rather than tracing the 

inner surface of the celestia l dome. Helix/Spiral calls for a stationary performer who 

slides the back end of the camera downward across his body, describing a gradually 

descending helix in space. A second performer places the camera's viewfinder before 

the eye and spirals inward towards the center axis occupied by the first performer. The 

second performer attempts to keep his camera centered on the first performer's camera 

while remaining within the fie ld of vision of the latter's camera. The resultant fi lms are to 

be projected simultaneously on opposite walls, as in the case of Roll. 

The performative structure of Body Press is similar to Helix/Spiral except for the fact 

that neither camera is permanently attached to the eye or even the body of one per

former. Furthermore, placing the performers inside a mirrorized cylinder doubles the 

reflective relationship between one perfo rmer and the other (and between one camera 

and the other). Let me draw once more on Graham's own lapidary style of description: 

Two filmmakers stand within a surrounding and complete ly mirrorized cylinder, body trunk sta 

tionary, hands holding and pressing a camera's back-end flush to, while slowly rotat ing it 

about, the surface cylinder of their individual bodies . One rotation circumscribes the body's 

contour, spira ling slightly upward with the next turn. With successive rotations, the body sur

face areas are completely covered as a temp late by the back of the camera(s) until eye-level 

(view through cameraman's eyes) is reached; then reverse mapping downward begins until 

the original starting point is reached. The rotations are at correlated speed; when each 

camera is rotated to each body's rear it is then facing and filming the other where they are 

exchanged so the camera's 'identity' 'changes hands' each performer handling a new 

camera.13 



14 Films 1977: 7. 
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T-he films are projected as loops on two opposite walls that stand close to each other. 

The tight compartment in which the original performers stood is therefore replicated in 

the compact space of project ion. As a result, the loop projectors assume the nature of a 

physical barrier, acting like proxies of the origina l performers. The spectator must navi

gate these mechanica l objects while straining to fol low the orbital path of the cameras, 

which cross in virtual space from one bodily horizon to another, while remaining literally 

attached to one screen in the gallery space. 

The preceding description has established in sufficient detail the permutational logic 

of Graham's artist-film . I have demonstrated the different comb inations and series based 

upon the variab les of camera and body, place and movement , recorded and reflected 

image, which are gathered together within the framework of a 'binocular ' schema of film. 

Within this structural scheme, the artist subjects filmic space to a constant principle of 

temporal inversion between the inner and outer horizon of subjecti ve perception. There 

is a truism of classical cinema that Graham likes to repeat, namely that the spectator 

tends to identify with t he camera's viewpoint: "A movie camera's viewfinde r is placed on 

the performer's eye to identify the image seen on the screen by the spectator with the 

performer's perception of the world at the moment of performance ."14 Yet this perceptu

al process of identification is simultaneously disrupted in Graham's films by foreg round

ing the alterity of the camera as an object. He radicalizes the 'freedom' of the camera , so 

often celebrated in avant -garde cinema, to such an extent that it no longer will subm it to 

the authority of an ideal eye. The result of this procedu re is to split asunder the visual 

field, literally, through the use of a double screen, but also in a phenomenological sense, 

for the spectator is dissociated from the 'objective' world projected on screen. To sum

marize, the effect of Graham's serial method is not to institute the continuity of a medi

um. Not, that is, to estab lish the continuity of the Modernist series wherein every 

instance manifests a comp lete idea of the medium as such. To the contrary, Graham's 

films release a surfeit of different ial energy within the economy of perception that cannot 

be contained . These films stage, as it were, the downfall of the idealist subject of Mod

ernism. To be at all times and everywhere, they seem to state, is to be at no time and 

nowhere. 

There is another context, though, that might seem more relevant to Graham than 

Modernism, namely Minimalism. Indeed continuity exists between the fi lms and Minimal
ism, however there is also an important difference . To consider the films as a 'cinema-

tized ' version of the Minimalist series would be a mistake. I will arrive at a discussion if 
Graham's reception of Minimalism by way of his earlier work in publishing . Although~ 

might seem a circuitous root to take, my reasons for this approach shall become deer 

due course. The period in question begins around 1966 and leads up to 1969 ere s 
usually considered as Graham's 'conceptual' phase but I shall apply this terrr r a dlr

cumspect manner. The discursive procedure that Graham unfolds in these -~ 

advertisements and data grids will directly inform the filmic work. And this disc:rsne 5e!c 

is itself informed by the topos of Minimalism. What shall emerge from my ar:a!)ss ct ·oe 

publications is their fundamental principle of bivalency; a principle put to :::::cx:a ac---~ 
tage by the artist. 

A similar hybrid ity courses through the film notes that I have extens:.'Efy ·:.o:ce:: -=-- -

- a fact that I have deliberate ly avoided up to this point. Less than a «!l")""l"s ~'e d 
ing, this hybridity concerns a variance of enunciati ve positions ,,_, .. i'cr. ~ ~ e:ie 

descriptive and the instructional, to the interpreti ve and aJUlOta:ti\-e.. Gt:. ::-e ere ta:::c. 



15 Baudry 198 6 : 292. 
16 I deliberately cite thi s 
passage out of context, to 
once more draw attention 

to the functiona l continuity 
of the Cinema project With 
his films. Dan Graham, 
'Cinema,' 1981, in Two
Way Mirror Power 1999: 

95 . 
17 End Moments, 19 69. 
18 Examples of the data 
grid are formed by 
Scheme (1965 ), Schema 

(1966), Side Effects / 
Common Drugs (1966 ), 
March 31, 1966 (1966 ) 
and Extended Distance/ 
Extended Time (1969). 
Instances of the poem are 

Figurative (1965 ) and /
They (1967 ), while the 
advert isement category is 
represented by Likes 
(1967 -69 ), Income (Out
flow), Piece (1969 ). I refer 

to Homes for America 
(1966 -67 ) as an updated 
vers ion of the avant-ga rde 
typophoto essay, but its 
case is obviously far more 

complex. 
19 Dan Graham. 'Other 
Observations,' 1969 / 73, 
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these texts formalize a kind of experimental method, provide it with a script of sorts , 

while, on the other hand, they propose a quasi-scientific mode of analysis. In a later sec

tion, I shall expand on this imitation of scientific procedures in Graham's writing and 

films . For now, what is significant about this shifting range of enunciative registers is that 

it points to the evasion of the filmic experience which happens, precisely, somewhere in 

between . The films, we might suggest, are experiments that happen to us. 

Again, these considerat ions raise the problem of the mode of spatiality that is por

trayed by Graham's films. Since I shall brief ly retreat from the territory of the films to the 

earlier period of the publications, let me summarize the differences between the space 

of classical cinema and Graham's film in so far as they have appeared thus far. It will be 

helpful to bear this difference in mind while looking at the field of publications because a 

similar opposition will appear there as well. This opposition will be phrased in terms of a 

distinction between topographical and topological space. 

The basic topography of the apparatus of classical cinema is quickly sketched: the 

projector beam originates from behind the immobi le viewer and is directed at a screen 

rimmed in blackness . The phenomenological effect of cinema is to transform these limit

ing conditions of the apparatus into a spectacle of empowerment. The captive moviego

ers, shackled to their seats in the dark of the auditorium, believe themselves nonethe 

less in total control through their primary identification with the apparatus of restriction. 

They experience the projected image to be more intense than reality itself because the 

world seems to exhibit itse lf, without reserve, on the screen. And this screen is not 

placed at an external distance, but seems to exist within some virtual depth; the viewer 

has internalized its physical limitations. There is no one who challenges the spectator's 

fusion with this projection , no other who threatens to divest this horizon of its subjective 

meaning: "Limited by the framing, lined up, put at the proper distance, the world offers 

up an object endowed with meaning, an intentional object , implied by and implying the 

action of the 'subject ' which sights it." 15 Such is the viewer 's pleasure of self-confirmation 

in the space of narrative cinema. 
This topography does not survive in Graham's cinema. By distributing the viewer 's 

attention across the room and catching this subject in the crossbeams of projected light, 

Graham disrupts the central perspective of classical cinema. Through this logic of dupli

cation, he cancels out the viewer's illusion of supremacy. The screen does not repress its 

properties as a physical object but stands in a very real relationship to us, denying the 

transcendental operation of the frame in classical cinema. Moreover, Graham institutes a 

dynamic within the visual field, a mobility of reversible surfaces or 'switching termini ' as 

he calls them . He uncovers a screen, that is, that has more than one side - "topological

ly, an optical 'skin,' both reflective and transparent inside and outside. "16 To define this 

topological skin as it first appears in the magazine pieces of Graham will form our next 

assignment. 

A Topology of the Page 

The message is united with the schema (the schema being) used being its own definition so 

that the structure , in effect , structures itself (in place) as the language, in-forming an inter

mediate object between concept and material; the process consists in uniting both while 

simultaneously decomposing them.17 

Graham initiates his filmic practice in 1969, around the same time that he discontin

ues the 'conceptual ' strategy of the magazine pieces. I am not referring to the artist's 



in Dan Graham, For Publi
cat ion (Los Angeles: Otis 
Art Institute of Los Ange
les County, 1975): n.p. 1-

. They exemplifies the argu

ment I will present in the 
following concern ing the 
shift from a narrat ive to a 
perfo rmative mode of 

address in Graham's work. 
In this 'poem ', Graham has 
mapped the personal pro
nouns into a grid. The pro
nouns of direct speech, T 

and 'We', are entered into 
separate boxes at the top, 
while 'You' has been dou
bly inscribed in the two 
boxes below. The remain

ing two boxes conta in on 
the left the series 'He
She-It' and on the right 
'They.' 
20 See Graham's own illu

minating commenta ry on 
this period in 'My Works 
for Magazine Pages: A His
tory of Conceptual Art' 
[1985] , in Two-Way Mirror 

Power 1999 : 10-13. 
21 'Other Observations' 
1969/1 973 : n. p. Schema 
can actually induce an infi
nite spiral of feedba ck 
rather than simply reflect

ing its own materia l base. 
See Graham's 'Thoughts 
on Schema (March 1966 ),' 
For Publication 1975: n.p. 
22 All subsequen t discus

sions of Michel Foucault's 
The Archaeology of Know
ledge (New York: Pan
theon, 1982 ) are indebted 

to the excellent study by 
Hubert L. Dreyfus and 
Paul Rabinow, Beyond 
Structuralism and 
Hermeneu tics, 2nd ed. 

(Chicago: Chicago Univer
sity Press, 1983 ). 
23 A speec h act forms a 
type of discursive event 
that involves a speaker 
and a listen er and, more 
important ly, concerns a 

speaker who intends to 
influence the latter in 
some manner. The speech 
act, therefore, holds a 
'perfo rmative' aspect. For 

more on th is subjec t, see 
Oswald Ducrot and Tzve
ta n Todorov, Encyclopedic 

Dicti onary of the Sciences 
of Language (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 1979 ). 

Filmic Topology 

335 

writing in general - Graham would cont inue to be prolific in this area - but to such works 

as the 'data grids,' the drawings and 'poems,' and other hybrid adaptations of the 

'typophoto ' essay and the magazine advertisement. 18 Without question the hybrid char

acter of these pieces is key. Graham has suggested this typology of the data-grid , poem, 

etc., but never insisted on the absolute status of these catego ries. Quite the opposite , in 

fact. The magazine works do not comfortably fit within the conventional genres of mass 

publicat ion. These works are designed to transgress the spat ial 'architectur e' of the mag

azine: the author ial perspective and the editorial and typograp hical framework that sup

ports it. 'There is no composition,' as the artist observes. A data grid , like Schema, or a 

poem, like I-They, "subverts value" rather than express ing an art.istic or authorial 

insight.19 

This princip le of de-composition forms at least one similar ity between the magazine 

pieces and the films. They share a definite lack of conformity to established categori es of 

the 'work.' Furthermore, the magazine pieces deny the authent icity of the art object that 

henceforth exists by sheer grace of exhibition alone.20 The 'object' exists, that is, by 

virtue of its publicity and not despite of it, as Modern ism was prone to argue. This object, 

i.e. the publication, assumes a discrete existence but only in the disposable form of print

ed matter. Hence, the magazine pieces acknowledge the basic modality of the art work, 

its exhibition value, which had been a constant subject of disavowal under Modernism. 

Graham's procedure does not so much show the gallery in its naked state as it reveals 

that the exhibition is always already 'covered' elsewhere. The procedure of de-composi

tion enters into Graham's critical strategy, as it were, to exhibit the exhibition. To mater i

alize this socio-economic condition of the art work, to sight its mediatized structure, is 

the prime point of overlap between the magazine and the film works. 

How, then, is this moral of de-composition applied in the magazine pieces? First of all, 

it is achieved through a spatial inversion of the self-reflective principle of Modernism. The 

subject matter of Schema (March 1966-67) , for instance, consists of the statistical infor

mation created in the course of its own typesetting. The typographical event records 

itself in a potentially endless loop. Structuring itself in place, Schema "defines the limits 

and contingencies of placement. "21 It takes its own measure as place. But to structure 

itself does not mean to create a self-enclosed, autonomous object. To the contra ry, 

Schema is contingent upon placement and therefore will exhibit the material conditions 

of enunciation that underpin this place. By which I mean to say that there is no individual 

subject of speech - any editor can fulfil l the role - and there is no subjecti ve message 

being relayed. Schema suspends all criteria concerning the legitimacy of Who speaks and 

the validity of what is said, for it lacks a Modernist seriousness . Accordingly we might say 

that Graham puts his status as 'amateur' and 'autodidact' to good use here. 

To clarify the discursive structure of Schema a slight detour will be in order. What I 

propose is that this work functions as a kind of performative event or speech act that in 

its anonymity bears comparison to Michel Foucault's notion of the stateme nt (enonce) 

that is expounded in The Archaeology of Knowledge.22 Obviously, I do not hold that Gra

ham explicitly followed this theoret ical model. Only that it offers a tactical advantage in 

the present context. 

Foucault's archaeological method disinters speech acts of a special kind. Foucault is 

not concerned with those everyday utterances that are pronounced within a local, prag

matic context and form the ordinary object of speech act theo ry.23 He is exclusively inter

ested in those 'serious ' speech acts that can reveal the historical regularity of an epis-
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temic formation. These utterances do not constitute a kind of topographical atlas of this 

discursive field, but indicate its structural rules of operation. The discursive rules are 

therefore not the menta l property of individuals, but organize a discursive space as an 

"uniform anonymity."24 It fol lows that within such a linguistic domain of performance only 

certain utterances will 'make sense.' In fact , serious speech acts are exceedingly rare, as 

Foucault mainta ins (a fact already ascertained in relation to the filmic 'statement ' of Gra

ham). On the other hand, the regularity of the discursive formation does not exclude the 

appearance of contradiction and conflict. The statement, namely, functions in the logical 

space of a permutational series that allows the potential "of arousing opposed strate 

gies, of giving way to irreconcilable interests, of making it possible , with a particular set 

of concepts , to play different games."25 To get at this performat ive function of the state 

ment one must the refore suspend belief in the seriousness of individual utterances 

because it is grounded at the relat ional level of meaningfulness as such. And this foun

dation of intelligibility is not ontological but fully historica l in nature. 

Where does this slight digression leave us in relation to Schema? I contend that Gra

ham's piece exhibits , exactly, the performative function of the statemen t. It constitutes a 

statement, that is, of the exhibition as such. Schema does not locate us within the truth 

game of Modernist art. Schema does not assume the same seriousness of tone, 

demand the same kind of aesthetic conviction . Rather it manifests and subverts the rules 

of the game as it was played during the sixties. This means, furthermore, that Schema 

does not take the tautological form of a proposition. A proposition has an apodictic char

acter that remains ignorant of its historical field of use. Joseph Kosuth's 'art as idea as 

idea' forms a contemporary example of such a proposit ion. A statement like Schema, on 

the other hand, depends on a specific, material set of conditions for its realization. 

Accordingly, there is no ideal version of Schema: "a specific variant, in a sense, does not 

actually exist, but under certain conditions can be made to appear. "26 Indeed, Graham 

seized any opportunity that emerged to publish Schema in order to make its contingent 

value apparent. 

I would like to add one more comment regarding the perforrnative structure of the 

magazine pieces before taking up a discussion of Homes for America, which in due 

course shall lead us back to the films . Graham was quick to realize that he was not just 

dealing with the anonymous rules of a discursive field, but also with the question of pow

er. Foucault makes an important remark that resonates strongly in the context of Gra

ham's work. His remark concerns the truth claims of scientific language. Science desires 

to speak a context-free tru th, but to speak truth in a void is impossible, Foucault 

obse rves, as long as one wants to be heard and understood . To speak , in short , is to 

invite a 'policing' of speech . Graham's earliest work suffered from this fact. They were not 

accepted in magazines because they seemed to lack sense in the combined game of art 

and publishing. He decided , therefore, to mimic the language of publicity more closely by 

designing advert isements. An add itional advantage was that he could play off the direct 

mode of address employed by advertising . 

The basic statement of the advertisement, as Graham explains, takes the discursive 

form of tautological speech: 'You like it. It likes you.' His tactic is to decompose this play 

of mirrors. By empty ing the enunciative place of the subject , he throws the discursive 

axis of speech into a kind of tailspin that incessantly alternates between private and pub

lic, inner and outer space: "There is a relat ion of a public figure 's private piece to public 

exposure or the reverse.''27 This reversibility of intent was programmed to sidestep the 
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magazine's insertion of the reader into a predetermined framework of reference. Rather 

than the editoria l content acting upon the reader, Graham sought to activate the reader 

and offer him new possibil ities of use. Through means of this discursive feedback , an 

alternat ive network or collectivity might take shape. To that end, he would place the 

same ad in different magazines irrespective of their editorial identity (e.g. news, sports, 

fashion, science , and art). Furthermore, the advertisement would allow a multiplicity of 

messages: "it's art and it's science and it's the sociology of art (no history) or none of 

these definitions. "28 With the ads he remains poised, then, between an utopian moment 

of communality and a counter -moment of individual dispersion. He develops , that is, a 

kind of dialectic in suspension, which informs the films as well and to which we shall 

return. 
The discursive function of Graham's magazine pieces is now suffic iently established in 

order to consider his Homes for America. This essay first appeared in the December 

1966-January 1967 issue of Arts Magazine and has since received an almost canonical 

status. I do not presume to add to this rich fie ld of historical interpretat ion, however it 

deserves our attent ion since it is the hinge on which his later films will turn.29 The refer

ential content of the page is not our primary concern - it is there to be read and not 

insignificant as such. Instead, I want to scan the temporal surface of this discursive 

event. What Homes for America presents is, as it were, a switchboard of information: 

This was the f irst published appearance of art ('Minimal' in this case) as place conceived, 

however, solely in terms of information to be construed by the reader in a mass-readable

then-disposable context -document in place of the fact {neither before the fact as a Judd or 

after the fact as in current 'Concept' art). Place in my article is decomposed into multiple and 

overlapping points of reference - mapped 'points of interest' - in a two-dimensional point to 

point ·grid'. There is a 'shell' present placed between the externa l 'empty' material of place 

and the inter ior 'empty' material of language; a complex, inter locking network of systems 

whose variants take place as information present (and) as (like) the medium - information -

{in) itself. 30 

Leaving the question of Minimalism aside for now, it is Graham's concept of 'place' 

that deserves elaboration. Graham resists thinking about space in topographic terms or 

what he likes to call an 'architecture' of information. A proposition supposes exactly such 

a neutral support of communication, but Graham prefers the more confounding notion of 

a 'shell.' (Which even registers in the parenthetic style of the quote above). In doing so, 

he disrupts the binary logic of container and contained , inside and outside , figure and 

ground. This space is not the Cartesian extension but a malleable, shifting surface ; a sur

face that is susceptible to the transformative processes of bending, stretch ing, and twist

ing (but not, and that is essentia l, of cutting). 31 In other words, Graham projects a mode 

of spatiality that is described by that branch of mathematics popularly known as 'rubber 

sheet geometry ' or topology. And I am merely following the cue of Graham in suggesting 

this spatia l figure as a basic model in his early work.32 

Homes for America demonstrates how such a topologica l space might be conceived 

in print.33 This shell binds the surface of things to that of language but not to make the 

one transparent to the other. If anything, Homes for America parodies an idealist model 

of language which considers the sign as standing in a motivated relation to its referent. 

Homes for America forces the arbitrary structure of the sign into the foreground; it is 

entered into a permutational series. Hence, the several lists of names which just as easi

ly could have been substituted by others or could have been chosen to designate some-
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thing else, such as the series of housing developments (e.g. Belleplain, Brooklawn, Colo

nia, etc.), the standard house plans (e.g. The Sonata, The Concerto, The Overture, etc.), 

or the pre-programmed color schemes (Moonstone Grey, Lawn Green, Coral Pink, etc.). 

Most importantly, this dispersion of the sign entails a dispersion of subject positions . 

Homes for America does not estab lish a single point of view, but juxtaposes an array of 

intersecting perspectives. It does not present so much a static tabulation of information 

as places in mot ion a series of discursive transformations and combinations . If this pho

to-essay recycles the figure of the grid ad nauseam then, it is not to survey a stat ic, uni

fied 'architecture ' of place. He dismantles the totality into its variable units, releasing 

them to a performative function of distribution: "Thus the art 's in-formational structure 

upholds the breakdown (collapse, decomposed parts, deposition) of its 'architecture' in 

terms of the base constituents of place. "34 This ruinous topology of Homes for America 

forms a far cry from the ambient space of Modernism, which knew no distinction 

between occupied space and space at large. For the Modernist viewer was offered a 

transcendental framework onto this transparent continuum, while the subject of Homes 

for America threatens to dissolve into an atopic space where each point might exist any

where and everywhere at the same time . 

The subject threatens to dissolve , but does not completely do so. We should not be 

too hasty to conjecture that Homes for America collapses all difference into a simulacra l 

realm of equivalence. Certainly, its recipient is placed within a rhythm of repetition, but 

there is always a factual difference that reappears from one moment to the next. What 

Homes for America literalizes is the enunciative function of the topological screen. If only 

in the process of reading, for this differential surface can never be complete ly grasped in 

isolation . We do not survey the total discursive field of "coordination and coexistence," 

but embody certain stations within its "space of use and repetition." 35 Space is thus con

stituted as a reversible 'shell,' but there is no perfect symmetry of inter ior to exterior . 

Placed within this medium of 'in-formation ' the subject will be both the subject and object 

of performance. 

This same paradox is contained, for instance, in the objective procedures of the social 

sciences, which would take its own background practice for granted. 36 The problem is 

compounded by the fact that its skills, e.g. the use of statistics, are internal to the disci

plinary field to a degree that laboratory skills are not. Hence, the systematic grid of 

socio-economic categories employed by politica l science threatens to replicate the very 

reified , calculab le order of late capitalism that forms its object of study. This was the 

problem of Max Weber who attempted to give an objective account of the administrative 

regulation of everyday life, while he realized that his own theo rizing could not escape 

from this dominant mode of self-realization. This is also the political question of Foucault 

(and Jean-Luc Godard who Graham greatly admired) who argues that to render society 

visible, to analyze its distributions and series, is also to police it.37 Such is the contradic

tion that is so brilliantly exhibited in Homes for America. 

There is· perhaps one alternative to the self-objectifying approach of the human sci

ences . Namely, the observer who adopts the actor's point of view within the social game 

and considers what these background practices mean to him, rather than silently impos

ing the objective grid of rationality. For the generalizing methods of social science could 

not foresee or explain the emergence of countercultural practices during the sixties. The 

Hippies, for instance, were to contest the contra~tual relationship of individuals in capital

ist society by establishing other forms of collective existence. But if these socia l actors 
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understood for themselves the significance of their counter-practice , they could not be 

clear about its place within the progressive administration and rationalization of society. 

Such was the losing game of the late sixties and it is one that Graham mimics with equal 

duplicity in his contemporary performances , just as he parodied the disciplinary matrix of 

sociology in Homes for America. I shall address the ambivalent structure of Graham's 

performance in the last section, but first I need to estab lish the genealogical link 

between the page and the filmstrip. 

Photogra phs of Mot ion 

One way to fight the dogmatism was to take a comp lete ly empty area that was undefined and 

then to give it definition in terms of itself, but looking at it from a very peripheral point of view, 

like photography. I always liked it because the work was sort of art but it wasn't art ; it had pre

tensions of being art but it was really very empty, it was really a technological thing.38 

The foregoing raises a host of quest ions, but I shall stick to only one. What I am 

essentially getting at is the coupling of visuality and technology in Graham's work . In 

Homes for America the material apparatus, i.e. the grid of the printed page, is what both 

implements and manifests the shifting topology of 'multiple and overlapping points of ref

erence.' While a full explication of this discursive logic would benefit from a further con

sideration of the printed medium, a task already initiated by Graham's Informat ion essay, 

I prefer to switch my approach at this moment. Actually, we have been shunted onto a 

sidetrack by a retroactive act of history. I introduced Homes for America in its printed for

mat since that is how it is primarily known today. However, this was not the first version 

of the work. Graham first conceived of the piece as a slide projection. He started shoot 

ing the slides of the New Jersey housing developments in 1965 , after the demise of the 

John Daniels Gallery he had worked for. They received their first public presentation during 

the 'Projected Art' exhibition at the Finch College Museum of Art in 1966. 39 The Finch 

College projection thus initiated a trajectory that would lead Graham from the serialized 

space of Minimalism via the rotating mechanism of the slide projector to the spiraling 

loops of fi lm. 
The slide project ion was intended to adopt the basic techn ical procedures of Minimal

ism, namely mechanical production and serial logic, without the need of fabricating 

objects. The 35 mm slide literalized the spatial structure of Minimalism, what Graham 

called its "transparent 'flat ,' serialized space." 40 The artist suggests, in other words, an 

isomorphism between the translucent, colored surface of the slide and the semi-trans 

parent, planar constructions of Minimalism. One might think , as Graham obviously did, of 

the Donald Judd box of 1965 that was assembled from sheets of pink Plexiglas so that 

that the inner suspension wires that held the structure together were revealed on the 

outside. 41 In this manner, Graham marks a topological series from the Plexiglas planes of 

Judd, to the 'shells' of tract housing, to the celluloid support of the slide. A planar series 

that can easily be added to or subtracted from as he writes of the structure of the hous

ing developments. 
In December 1966 , during the 'Projected' Art exhibition , Graham conceived of a sec

ond piece for a slide projector that introduced a more direct form of self-med iation than 

the slides of housing developments allowed . A structure st ructuring itself in terms of 

place, to adopt Graham's terminology, this work superimposes the function of decompo

sition onto the material apparatus of the slide projecto r and projects it into the gallery 

space. As a result , the viewer is situated within the time and place of product ion. What 
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this procedure emphas izes, above all, is the inability of the viewer to fully ident ify with the 

projective apparatus. The rotary movement of the carousel (and the camera) occurs, 

namely, outside the representational frame of the static slides. 

Graham's instructions for the construction of the piece, as always, are exceedingly 

precise: 

A structure is built utilizing 4 rectangular panes of glass joined to form a box with 4 sides. The 

top is open and the base is a mirror. A 35 mm camera takes a shot on a parallel plane direct 

ed dead on focused on that plane and including nothing more than that plane in its periphery. 

Shot #2 is made similarly but of the next side of the box rotating clockwise and the lens 

focused further back - on a point inside the box. Shot # 3 is focused still nearer the center of 

the box and an equal distance from the first to the second one as the camera is aimed at the 

third side. #4 follows the same scheme, the focused point now at dead center of the box's 

inter ior. Next, 4 new planes are added to form a box with in a box, building up a mirroring per

spect ive within a perspect ive.42 

And so forth , until twenty shots have been taken. The slides are copied four times and 

then inserted into the carousel first in proper sequence , then flipped over and placed in 

reverse sequence; this disposition is then repeated with the remaining forty slides. 

We might now comprehend how this work implants the architectural theme of Homes 

for America within the medium itself and its physical context of exhibition. The work con

structs and deconstructs itself in time, while the superimposed planes of glass endlessly 

shift on the screen from a state of transparency to opacity and back again. In doing so , 

Graham pushes a specific Modernist logic of ambient space to a point of breakdown . 

Ambient space refers to a crossing of sculpture and architecture in what Greenberg 

called the 'new construction -sculpture .' He located its properties in an appearance of 

openness and weightlessness and notes the use of translucent, industrial materials, 

such as glass, plastics, and celluloid that are handled as architectura l units to be assem

bled and arranged .43 The new sculpture, he holds forth, is characterized by its preoccu

pation with 'surface as skin' alone. While this skin metaphor might echo the discursive 

terms of Graham, the comparison clearly does not hold at a structural level. For Green

berg assumes the existence of a projective self who can provide a transcendental frame 

of reference for this optical space which dissolves thinghood into a modality of light. Gra

ham, on the oth er hand, materializes the dispersed modality of the viewer who can never 

fully meet up with the project ive apparatus, just as the intervals of 'negative space ' are 

made absurdly palpable by focusing the camera on an empty point in space.4 4 In the 

process , Graham addresses Modernism's disavowal of the functionalist strategy of Russ

ian Constructivism, without necessari ly subscribing to its utop ian figure of the glass 

house.45 

It would take too long to recapitulate the full series of transformations that this histor

ical figure of the glass house underwent, from Expressionism through Constructivism to 

the modern office building (and Minimalism), although its relevance to the later pavilions 

of Graham is abundantly clear. What I want to draw attention to in the slide projection is 

the making and unmaking of this narrative series before our very eyes. This discontinuity 

of the narrative axis, i.e. ·the projected slides, is offset by the emphatic presence of the 

discursive axis, i.e. the projector, in the gallery space .46 The obsessive repetition of its 

clicking mechanism patiently constructs the flat, serialized space like a stack of cards, 

only to dismant le it again and again. What this exhibition underscores is an insurmount 

able difference between the narrative and discursive axis, the two never quite aligning 
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themse lves with the position of the spectator, as in cinema, or falling together , as in the 

absorptive space of Modern ist opticality. And to get at this difference , we are in need of 

another historical figure. One that is placed between the stat ic photograph and the 

mobile image; a figure, moreover, that was introduced by Minimalism. 

On more than one occasion, Sol LeWitt has advised us that his serial method of pro

duct ion was prefigured by a specific technological device, to wit cinematography. The 

artist , in fact, has likened the systemic logic that drives his artistic practice to the narra

tive structure of cinema. However this parallel is not drawn so much in the present but in 

relation to the prehistory of cinema: 

A man running in Muybridge was the inspiration for making all the transformations of a cube 

with in a cube, a square within a square, cube with in a square, etc [ ... ] it led to the motion pic

ture that was the great narrative idea of our time. I thought that narration was a means of get

ting away from forma lism: to get away from the idea of form as an end and rather to use form 

as a means. 47 

Such is the curious twist that LeWitt gives to the primit ivist legacy of Modernism. Not 

only does he stake out a difference from the recent past of 'formalism' through his 

embrace of the present of serial production and industrial materia ls, such as baked 

enamel and steel. The artist registers this difference, as well, in an archaic trace of nine

teenth-century technology. Graham will repeat this archaeological discovery, with the 

help of LeWitt, but we shall see that Graham arrives at another conclusion. By which I 

mean to say more than the simple fact that LeWitt did not make films. 

LeWitt's interest in Muybridge is made explicit in such early works as RUN I- IV (196 2) 

and Muybridge 11 (1964). One might easily observe how the example of his sequent ial 

photographs enabled LeWitt to break with the self -conta ined logic of Modernist painting. 

These two works even introduce a rare imagery into his work, Muybridge II being the 

most cinemat ic in its use of photography and blinking lights. Consisting of a rectangular 

box with ten separate compartments , the viewer must draw near in order to view a pho

tographic sequence of a seated, female nude shown at an increasing closer range of 

focus. LeWitt thus shifted Muybridge's vector of movement from the viewed body to the 

camera and from the lateral, or narrative axis, into the perpendic ular, or discursive axis (if 

still requiring a latera l shift of the spectator's body).48 This displacement in depth is liter

ally mirrored in the contemporary Wall Structures that project physical shapes beyond 

the frontal plane of the painting. But this shift of the visual axis does someth ing more 

than just change direction in an otherwise neutral and objective space. There is a phe

nomenological difference in that the work now points direct ly at the viewer. It addresses 

itself towards the viewer and physically engages him. In other words, we are dealing with 

a performance of sorts , which is staged for the viewer 's body in relation to a kind of pro

to -cinematic apparatus. We will need to sort out this spat ial disposition of the seen ver

sus the seeing body and the body versus the viewing apparatus itse lf, in order to define 

Graham's own overlap and discont inuity with Minimalism. 

Narrative, as we know, suppresses the enunciative conditio ns of speech. 'No one 

speaks here,' linguistics explains. The narrated events seem to happen by themselves . 

Which is how one might be tempted to describe the appearance of Muybridge's photo 

graphs , as Graham in fact does. The empty spatial continuum that Muybridge's series 

portray forms an exact precondition for the thematic development of narrative. Yet these 

photographs are also performed, which is to say, there is an observed performer - the 

running man - and there is the discursive performance of the camera. The 'no one' who 
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is here is the camera. To identify with this empty place clears a narrative horizon of plen

itude before the subject by suppressing the physical conditions, the irruptive force of the 

discursive event itself. LeWitt, of course, did not actually propose a narrative art since 

that would invoke the authoria l presence of the artist. Nonetheless, one might argue that 

his modular series provide the support for a more abstract mode of narrative, not bio

graphic but ontogenetic . A narrative, that is, of the formation of subjectivity itself. 

As I mentioned, LeWitt's 'narrative idea' of seriality does not inscribe an authoria l 

position within itself. The number systems function as anonymous rules along the lines of 

a Foucauldian statement. They simply serve a logic of spatial distribution. Not a proposi 

tion, therefore, the idea bears no claim to seriousness and does not illustrate a mathe

matica l or philosophical truth.49 Indeed, in this respect we might adopt the motto of Gra

ham's Schema, namely that a specific variant does not exist, but can be made to appear. 

LeWitt's idea can take various discursive and material forms: 'scribbles, sketches, draw

ings, failed works, models, studies, thoughts, conversations .' But, as the statement of a 

certain series of permutational possibilities, all are equally acceptab le - even without the 

fabrication of an actual object, as the artist asserts. 50 Hereby, LeWitt opened the door to 

a conceptual strategy of art, as the 1967 'Paragraphs on Conceptual Art' confidently let 

us know. But this essay did not condone a theoretical method, which was to read the 

reader out of the text, as Graham came to deplore in some contemporary examples of 

Conceptualism. 

Still, Minimalism never completely bracketed the seriousness of art that was its Mod

ernist legacy. At least, not to the extent of Schema or Homes for America. Let us not con

fuse, by the way, Graham's suspension of seriousness with a lack of crit icality. What the 

magazine pieces refuse is a referential order of the sign, while Minimalism retained a 

lodestone in the authentic experience of the lived body. Which is to say, such is the phe

nomenological reading of Minimalism which, by now, has become well established. 

According to this perceptua l model, the embodied existence of the viewer, in the organic 

wholeness of its image, provides the world with an inner horizon of meaningfulness. This 

anterior depth of the body, as Merleau-Ponty writes, is "the darkness needed in the the

atre to show up the performance, the background of somnolen_ce or reserve of vague 

power against which the gesture and its aim stand out." 51 In sum, if there is a narrative in 

Minimalism, then it is formed by the gradual exploration of this inner threshold as it is 

projected outwards, opening an intentional clearing within the world. 

Graham's take on Minimalism, however, is slightly different. And this difference is 

highly pertinent to our discussion. The artist distinguishes two separate moments in the 

perception of a Minimalist work. The first moment is static in nature. In this immobile 

space, the passive observer receives the Minimalist 'idea' as a mere representation of 

itself. As a result, the viewer is distanced from the work of art: ''the artist and the viewer 

are read out of the picture," while Graham adds, "both concepts (first definitions) and 

objects are either before the fact - as in fact is the viewer in relation to viewing the art 

object - or after the fact (re-presentations), thus defining an a priori (static) 'architec

ture' between what is sent and what is received."52 However, once the spectator is 

placed in movement, this conceptual edifice crumb les before our eyes: 

As the viewer moves from point to point about the art object, the physical continuity of the 

walk is translated into illusive, self-representing depth: the visual complication of representa

tions 'develops ' a discrete , non-progressive space and t ime. There is no distinction between 

subject and object. 53 
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And with a sudden leap we have entered the domain of performativity. This leap 

occurs 'in depth ' - like Muybridge 11 - for it involves the discursive axis of enunciation, 

but the subject does not determine this situation , he is also modif ied by it. In other 

words, the discursive axis has been placed in alternat ion: subject and object , self and 

other become interchangeable: "object and subject are not dialectical oppositions , but 

one self-contained identity : reversible interior and exterior term ini."54 In this topological 

space, there is no center to occupy, no interior perspecti ve, only an infinite regress of 

self -reflectivity. Here, we are not in the presence of seriousness, i.e. the intentional 

'depth' of a Minimalist phenomenology, but face the sophistry of an artist who revels in 

the antinomies of reason spun by Epidemes the Cretan who stated that "all Cretans are 

liars."55 

The slide piece of 1966 was not fully successful in entering this reversibility into the 

visual field , although we saw how it already caused a visual dispar ity between the narra

tive and discursive axis (which repeats the transition from the stat ic to the dynamic 

moment in his reading of Minimalism). A further doubling of the mechanism was required, 

which was achieved by the introduction of a binocular structure in another slide projec

tion piece from 1967. Graham provides the following instructions for the piece: 

The device to be used is a square fence constructed with rectangular slats spaced at regular 

intervals coming to neck height .... There is a walker (me) with a camera at dead center inside 

the enclosure and a second walker with a camera at one of t he corners outside the device 

and maybe 3 feet away from its sides . The exact distance is determined by having both 

performers aim their respect ive cameras at each other so as to locate the top of the slats 

with the top of each other 's headlines ... They walk when the piece commences counter-

directionally to each other, spiraling .... They walk at the same speed , aiming the camera at 

each other.56 

Graham has made it clear that the idea for this work derived from an optical device of 

the nineteenth -century, namely the ste reoscope. The stereoscope is an apparatus that 

employs two separate eyepieces or lenses to impart a three-dimensional effect to two 

photographs of the same scene that are taken at slightly different angles. The work also 

makes a reference to Peter Mark Roget's accidenta l discovery of the stroboscopic princi

ple of apparent motion. The British physician and compiler of the Thesaurus happened to 

notice that the spokes of the wheel on a passing cart seemed to stand still while he 

looked through the bars of a slatted fence . This experience lead Roget to the realization 

that the periodic movement can be decomposed into static units and then recomposed 

again, a realization that would greatly contribute to the invention of cinema . 

The motives behind Graham's archaeology of technique will be examined in the next 

section, but there is another historical figure which has already been alluded to, namely 

the photographic series or 'chronophotography ' of Muybridge, which can further clarify 

the structure of the slide installations . It will also illuminate why he could afford to elimi

nate the 'discontinuous aspect'of the slide projects at the forma l level of their narrative 

axis. An elimination which was the result of his taking up a Super 8 camera.57 He discov 

ered, namely, a more fundamental principle of disruption at the technical level of the dis

cursive event. 

Graham is the first to admit that the figure of chronophotography provides a 

genealogical link between his films and Minimalism: 

Ironically it wasn't the new medium of cinema which devolved from Edison's invention, but the 

steps along its path - the analysis of motion - which fi rst 'moved' artists. Marey's work is 



' - " . j • ~ ·, . .,.. ---, ~-J 

Etienne-Jules Marey, 
·Seagull , transverse flight' 
(1886 ), chronophotograph 
B.N. Cabinet des Estampes. 

ss Benjamin H. D. Buchloh 
was the fi rst to identify the 
importance of this pas
sage in his essay 'Process 

Sculpture and film in 
Richard Serra's Work,' in 
Richard Serra: Arbeiten 
66 -77 (Tubingen: Kunst
halle, 1978) . 
59 Two Parallel Essays 

1969: 2. 
60 See Crary's discussion 
of the kaleidoscope as a 
composite figure of the 
modern spectac le in Tech
niques of the Observer 

(Cambridge, Mass.: M IT 

Press. 1990 ): 113-116. 

Filmic Topology 

344 

recalled by the Futurists and most notably by Marcel Duchamp's paintings ( ... ) Leger, Moholy

Nagy and others did utilize the motion picture (also Duchamp at a later date), but only as an 

available tool and not in terms of its structura l underpinnings. It wasn't until recently, with the 

'Minimalist ' reduction of the medium to its structural support in itself considered as an 'object' 

that photog raphy could find its own subject matter .58 

What Graham admired in serial photography was the disjunctive appearance of its 

spat iality which subjects the body to a process of multiplication - the one repeated as 

many. ~·Each image is always in the present,' Graham explains, 'No moment is created: 

things - moments - are sufficient unto themselves .' What presents itself is a spatial jux

taposition of moments where 'things don't happen; they merely replace themselves rela

tive to the framing edge and to each other.' It follows that the series of Marey lack a tran

scendent subject for there is no single, fixed point of view. All changes from one frame to 

the next are strict ly positional, he remarks, and "only involve the motion of the reader's 

eye (not the artist's T) ."59 The eye is moved by the rhythm of photographic device, rather 

than intending a visual depth of field . There is no perspectival presence of the world to 

the viewer, but only a succession of locomotive phases against a flat , black ground . 

Before this lateral shift of planes, the viewer becomes disassociated from its object. 

The chronophotograph does nothing so well as picture the spatialized time of com

modified experience. No moment is created, each moment is sufficient unto itself: that is 

a perfect definition of the commodity image. Seemingly always lodged in the present, 

nothing ever truly 'happens' to the subject placed before this screen of perpetual return . 

Faced by this spectacle of shifting planes, the subject is transformed into the Baudelaire

an figure of a kaleidoscope gifted with consciousness, but for one major difference : the 

chronophotograph does not completely conceal the structural underpinnings of its dis

play. 60 Likewise, to use the camera not as an available tool but to disc lose its material 

conditions of performance is the difficulty posed by Graham's 'subject matter.' To do oth

erwise, is to condemn oneself to the losing game of phenomeno logy. 

How is this game of phenomenology played? A two-fold tactic is required. First, to ren

der the contingency of the body into a condition of transcendence , as in the 'vague pow

er' of Merleau-Ponty. Secondly, this inversion must be accompanied by the identification 

of the body as a projective apparatus. The techniques of the body, therefore, are given a 

more metaphor ical than literal sense. The lived body incorporates depth through its tools, 

it settles within the complex of instrumental practices as within a house. The alternative 

would be to face an 'unsettling ' dispersion of the body. And this alternative of a 

metonymic contiguity between body and machine has been presented by Merleau

Ponty's former student , Michel Foucault, in his genealogy of the corporeal techniques of 

disciplina ry power. Somewhere in the interstice between the two, resides a marvelous 

movie by Buster Keaton called the Electric House (1922) in which an engineer-impostor 

becomes increasingly controlled by the malfunctioning contraptions of modern comfort . 

Homes for America presents a less acrobatic if not less humorous version of the house 

as machine: an architecture not of place but of decomposition. 

We might now comprehend the motive behind LeWitt's shift into depth with Muybridge 11. 

We can, that is, provide a phenomenological rationale for this shift. The lateral series of 

Muybridge presents a model of subjectivity that exists within time, precipitating the need 

for another observer at the back of consciousness to string alo_ng this succession for the 

first, and then a third to do the same for the second , etc. To pre-empt such a scattering 

of the self, Merleau-Ponty insists, we must understand time as the subject and the sub-
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ject as t ime. In other words, subjectiv ity must fall together with the apparatus of projec

tion. At this moment, the inward collapse of consciousness halts and reverses itself. And 

subject ivity itself becomes the produce r of a difference : a temporality that temporalizes 

itself. Rather than tt:le decomposition of the bird's flight into static instants, we have the 

"grayish power of flight [ ... ] this f lurry of plumage still here, which is already there in a 

kind of ubiquity, like the comet with its tail." 61 Better still , we have the phenomenon of a 

'pure transition' in which the temporal dimensions of past , present and future perpetually 

overlap, each dest ined and implied by the other, 'aimed at as something othe r than 

itse lf.' Aimed at, that is, by the gaze of the subject who stands at the center of time. 62 

Muybridge II suggests but does not fully implement th is 'pure t ransition' of time. How

ever, a filmic analogy exists of such a project ive self that was well known to Graham. I am 

referring, of course, to Michael Snow's Wavelength.63 This movie consists of a cont inuous 

zoom across a loft interior, yet the backwash of past moments lap against the stern of 

the camera as it continues to plow a passage through depth. Within the span of its atten

tive gesture, Wavelength presents the temporal pulsation of a lived present through a 

superimposition of frames. The film objectifies, so to speak, the intentiona lity of a gaze 

that "holds a past and a present within its thickness." 64 And the directiona lity of this gaze 

becomes a head-long, 'ecstatic ' rush into the futur e, a kind of ingestion of space, which 

makes even the event of death that momentar ily intrudes before the camera seem irrel

evant. 

And, then, t here is Graham's Binocular Zoom ... 

A Topology of Skin 

The ego is first and foremost a bodily ego; it is not merely a surface entity, but is itsel f a 

projection of a surface. 6 5 

Sigmund Freud 

A photograph exists of Graham that could form an illustration to an instructional man

ual on cinematography, were it not that Graham's mode of instruction is utterly deviant. 

The image is quite unassuming in quality, a mere document of the artist at work. Yet, the 

camera is not handled in accordance with any industrial standard . The photograph in 

quest ion accompanies Graham's notes on the film Binocular Zoom of 1969 . The illustra 

tion is not a sti ll culled from the film, but a mise-en-scene of the film performance , which 

requires that the cinematogra pher zoom into the sun with two Super 8 mm cameras 

placed against the eyes. Looking downwards, the photograph projects the foreshortened 

contours of the filmmaker's body against the pebbly ground. Graham's head strains back

ward in order to stare into the sun. Or is it the look of the camera he returns? We cannot 

be sure, because instead of looking into his eyes, we only see the diaphragms of the 

Super 8 camera boxes. Two black holes rimmed in white like two strangely dilated pupils, 

which do not acknowledge our look so much as point at us with their wide, blank stare. 

In staging this photograph , Graham accomplishes a number of things at once. First of 

all, he indicates how the filmic experience itse lf exceeds representation. The two film

strips are aligned next to his portrait but this procedure does not unite cause and event 

within the 'architecture' of the whole. We do not survey a top ographical scene in all its 

spatio-temporal dimensions at once, because the perspec tive of Graham, which itse lf is 

internally split, never matches up with our own. We stra in to locate ourselves within this 

space wherein we are substituted by the sun 'behind our heads' like the projector beam 
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in the cinema. The photograph does not illustrate the film. It cannot because the media

t ion of one gaze by another produces a series of infinite regress, as Graham acutely 

observed in relation to the serialized space of Minimalism. 

And then there is an additional aspect to the photog raph that hardly bears represen

tation, namely its humorous quality. Graham handles the Super 8 cameras in an improper 

fashion, at least when judged against their marketed use. He diverts the instrument 

towards another end. He re-invents, as it were, the device as a scientific toy.66 What this 

strategy attests to, first of all, is the utter familiarity of the speech act it transgresses. We 

might encounter this statement on our daily tr ips to the store: 'Please read the instruc

tions. This device might cause you harm if used improper ly.' But the notion of the scien

tific toy in its welding of pleasure and reason, science and entertainment, is also a figure 

of the past . What the photographic mise-en-scene of Binocular Zoom seems to recreate 

most of all is the mythical event of the birth of cinema, which began, precisely, with a 

blinding of vision. Not 1896, that is, but the summer of 1829 during which Jacques 

Plateau could be encountered staring into the sun. The Belgian physiologist was studying 

the temporal effect of the after-images that were burned into his retina. In the course of 

these observations he was to lay the groundwork for the principle of the persistence of 

vision. Whether possessing scientific validity or not, this principle was to enable the later 

nineteenth-cen tury to conceive of a cinematographic synthes is of movement. Plateau 

lost his eyesight in the end, but not before he helped one phantasm beget another . The 

Belgian, in fact, constructed his own device to replicate his scientific findings , the 

phenakistiscope. This device consists of a slotted wheel, which the observer holds close 

to his eye while standing before a mirror. When turned, an image sequence depicted on 

the other side of the wheel is transformed into the animated illusion of, for instance, a 

horse galloping in place. And this scientific invention was also to enjoy a commercia l 

success. 

What the case of Plateau exemplif ies is the performative nature of the observer in 

modern ity. The observer, that is, in its histor ical construction as a specific modality of 

perception . Graham's portrait superimposes this past on the present. What Graham's 

snapshot resembles, therefo re, most strongly is Walter Benjamin's dialectical image of 

the past that, like "a flash of lightning" sudden ly disrupts the empty continuum of the 

eternal present. 67 In this spacing of past and present , in its super imposition of two 

moments, the myth of progress is shown to be a sham. Indeed, cinema did not simp ly 

improve upon the earlier devices such as the phenakistiscope, but submitted this earlier 

moment to a dialectical process of inversion and concealment. To stop the dialectic in its 

tracks , to produce an image of the dialectic at a standstill, is to conduct a politics of his

tory demanded by both Benjamin and Graham alike. 

But what is it that cinema must conceal? That is what the 'instructional' image of Gra

ham truly demonstrates. For the photograph indicates both the archaeology of knowl

edge and genealogy of power that cinema suppresses. The optical techniques of physiol

ogy estab lished the subject's body as the combined site of the production and 

consumption of images. And here we approach the true lesson of the past as it figured in 

the physiologica l experiment of the nineteenth century and is defined , with superb intelli

gence, by Jonathan Crary in his Techniques of the Observer: the spectator combines suc

cessively the sites of viewing subject, object of observation and optical apparatus. 68 And 

within this institutionalized field of visuality there is no permanent synthesis, only a tem

poral spacing of subject positions in depth . 
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What is striking about the optical devices of the 1830 's and 1840's, such as the 

phenakistiscope or the stereoscope, first of all, is the exposure of their structura l mecha

nism. The observer is fully aware of his physical contiguity with an apparatus of vision, 

which, in its turn, openly displays its material procedure of subjectivication . This lack of 

mediation between body and technique is of the metonymic order of the machine not the 

metaphor ical order of the available tool. In short, the apparatus both enforces and 

exhibits the passivity of the observer who is captivated by the spectacle conjured within 

the coupling of body and machine. Secondly, these devices mater ialize a temporal differ

ential within the domain of perception . Rather than aff irming the presentness of the world 

to an ideal eye, this transcendent point of view is severed from its moorings_ Particularly 

the stereoscope, as Crary notes, attests to this eradication of an exte rnal point of refer

ence in the knowing subject. The perception of depth in stereoscop ic vision does not 

permanently coalesce , as in normal, binocular vision, but appears as a temporal effect of 

the spatial distanciation between the binary images. Moreover, this material difference 

irrupts within the perceptual field, which assumes an ambiguous, disjunctive quality.69 

Depth is arranged as a visual succession of planes, yet the intermediate space is difficult 

to comprehend and becomes strangely tangible in quality. In other words , the scenic 

relationship of the viewer to the world has been disturbed in this coition of flesh and 

machine. And that, we might say, forms the Copernican reversal of the ninetee nth-centu

ry, an age that established the body as part of a machinic assemblage. 

The physiological gaze reconfigured the body as a skin-like topology of "permeable, 

overlapping screens of planar space," but it also reproduced the world in its own image 

through its optical techniques.70 But this organization of the body as a mobile and multiple 

network was not restricted to science, but also operative in the realm of industrial produc

t ion which implemented its own disciplinary techniques of corporeal inscription, admired by 

the likes of both Frederick Winslow Taylor and Sergei Eisenstein. Where this technical sub

jectivication of the body was suppressed, however, was in the institutional domain of cul

tural production . Nevertheless, the autonomy of the Modernist beholder and the voyeurism 

of the cinematic spectator are both predicated on such a physiology of vision. From the 

hallucinatory presence of Greenberg's optical space, to the phantasmatization of reality in 

the cinema, we might continue to dream ourselves into the center of the world. 

Of course, Modernism and science did not need to be enemies (as Modernism and 

industry did). After all, they share the same cognitive subject who confirms his/h er self

identity by testing the laws of the discipline . But the complicity of the experimentalist in 

the experiment must not be spoken, for to pronounce this disavowal would cause a rude 

awakening. And, of course, this is exact ly the scandal performed by Graham's films. If ne 

returns to the prehistory of cinema, then it is precise ly to underscore the corrective func

tion of scientific technique that this toy was to repress. 'Learning exercises,' he calls ris 

performances , and not totally in jest. In fact , his films might be called experimental b:.. 
not in an artistic sense of formal investigat ion. Graham mimics the procedural approac;' 

of scientific research, yet this does not entail that he projects the methodolog;«::a. gro..."':d 
plan of science onto the gallery floor. Although the spectator of his films and perfol'rla."1C

es seems submitted to a kind of psycho-physical training or behavioral test. this does 

not make the museum into a laboratory. What Graham's procedure does state is his 

ambivalence concerning the disciplinary nature of these institutional spaces. 

The films also emphasize Graham's ambivalent response to the productivist strate

gies of the historical avant-garde . The artist was attracted to the possibilities opened up 
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by new technology but not to the point of succumbing to a utopian enthus iasm. For the 

avant-garde replicated the metaphorica l relationship of the body to the available too l. Its 

favorite figure of the camera-eye returns in an uncanny sense in Graham's films . There is 

almost something grotesque about the mingling of f lesh and camera, which underscores 

the weight of the historical trauma he exposes. 

The suspended dialectic of past and present in Graham's cinema is also a pause 

between a utopian and lapsarian moment of time . In order to comprehend the nature of 

this pause, we must realize what it means to perform an archaeology of the cinema in 

the sixties. Which is not the same thing as performing it today - a fact that often is 

occluded in the current resurgence of the artist film. The dialectical image of these films 

appear in a space marked by the passing of Minimalism and Pop art and the emergence 

of the expanded field of Post-Minimalist practices, such as Conceptual, Process and Per

formance art. Within th is already divided space of the present, the film ic 'shell' of Graham 

was wedged. And within this series a 'new' possibility was entered, that of the Super 8 

camera : 

A great thing happened when the Super 8 camera came in, or a particu lar one which had a 

fixed focus, which made possible all the fi lm pieces I did really. First that it was very small so I 

could put it right on my eye, so that it was an extens ion of my eye .. . And secondly being fixed 

focus you could have both the periphery of your body ( ... ) and also the horizon line. Also as 

you moved you didn't have to change focus. If it wasn't for that I wouldn't have been able to 

do Two Correlated Rotations or the Ro// fi lm ( ... )71 

The introduction of the Super 8 film camera during the mid-sixties made it possible 

for him to return to the historical figure of the camera-eye, not to simply repeat it but to 

transfo rm it under the varying circumstances of the current context. The Super 8 camera 

brought movie making home to a mass audience of producers , the industrial response to 

the revolutionary hopes of the twenties. But in this expansion of a do-it-yourself specta 

cle, the forme r ideal of productivism has been all but extinguished . Everyone a filmmaker 

did not quite live up to the pr9mise of its original statement. 

During the late fifties , experimental filmmakers could take heart in the transfiguration 

of suburban yards into movie sets . Graham's films do not regress to such a state of 

naivete, but neither do they cancel the essence of utopian thought: to disrupt the contin

uum of time. In the raking light of the twin projectors , endlessly repeated, endless ly 

decomposed, Graham catches the shadow of another time flitting across the seamless 

surface of the image: " I was interested in that same surface appearance [ ... ] which is a 

kind of optical surface somewhere ( ... ] the spectator, the thing itself ~ the camera, the 

lens, the mechanism, the time relationship in the mechanism being recorded and then 

played back [ ... ] the performance ."72 This performance is the malfunction of the 

machine, the differential that interrupts the perpetua l present of the spectacle. 

The Super 8 camera no longer formed the prop of a 'free' subject in the hands of Gra

ham. Ordinarily, the camera conceals the more disturbing aspects of the earlier optical 

devices, that is, their materiality and differentia l effect. The lightweight automatic camera 

releases us from our passivity while we take snapshots of our tour around the world. 

Improved shutter speed and sharpness of focus divest the visual fie ld of its more ambigu

ous qualities. But litt le is needed to turn this relation around, to material ize the difference 

it conceals. To show, that is, the neutrality of the instrument as a skin-like 'interface' : 

A camera on the eye or on the body is the interface between the visual world ('outside') and 

the body's cylindrical perimeter bounding its own ('interior ') 360° space.73 
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This interface is not a ground against which things stand out for me. It is a constantly 

shifting , reversible screen of consciousness. When Graham speaks of the phenomenolo

gy of his cinema, it is not one in which Merleau-Ponty would recognize himself: 

Phenomenologically, the camera, its representations , and the spectator 's view are the meeting 

point between, and can be seen to be any of, the elements of visual consciousness - if 

consciousness is partly external (situated in the object simulated in what is seen), partly 

internal (situated in the eye or camera), and partly cybernetic or interpr etive (situated in the 

central nervous system or the process of attention which, with the body's muscle/sk eletal 

systems , achieves orientations in the world). 74 

These switching termini of Graham's cinema, consciousness as both internal and 

external, present a kind of phenomenological project in ruins. The camera posited as an 

'interface ' does not just subtend a subjective vector of project ion. The camera will take 

on a material aspect, and it will exist not only as an object for the self but as an object 

for a possible other as well. It will, in short, manifest an "unpredictab le but still very real 

reverse side."75 To capture this reversibility of the visual axis, Jean-Paul Sartre has spo

ken of a drain hole in the middle of the world through which being is continually flowing 

off.76 Likewise Graham suggests that the body forms nothing but a cylindrica l "hole" with

in the 360° environment of outside space, although a more familiar source of this 

thought would be a statement of Carl Andre: "A thing is a hole in a thing it is not."77 

The phenomenological horizon of meaning has been thoroughly debased by the filmic 

function of Graham. Sunset to Sunrise of 1969 was the only film that was not shot accord

ing to a binocular schema of two cameras. 78 But it also rests on a structural principle of 

doubling which turns the horizon, as it were, inside out. We believe that we experience one 

extended pan, mirroring our own continuity in space, but it contains a temporal elision -

the gap between sunset and sunrise. But there is a further disturbance of our implantation 

in space. As Graham remarks, we observe "the inside 'dome' of the sky as if the observer 

was situated outside the spherical surface; so the earth rotates about itself and about the 

sun, the viewer rotates in relation to the sky."79 Man is not the center of this filmic universe. 

Body Press presents an altogether more complex experience to the spectator. How

ever, I hesitate to call it a culmination of Graham's series (which chronologically it defi

nitely is not). We are not dealing with a perfection of Graham's method, its climact ic 

moment represented by Body Press. The statement of Graham's cinema is containe d in 

the films as a series. Which is to say, not in their discrete identity as objects , but in their 

temporal dispersion of the structural elements of the camera and the body. The films are 

to be used and repeated , not to be collected as things. This discursive function is con

tained as well in Graham's film notes with their combination of descriptive and interpreta

tive, instructional and demonstrative language. The same function, furthermore , is enact

ed in Graham's alternation between the roles of artist and scient ist, performer and 

observer, self and other. 

We are now able to fully appreciate the fact that the actual experience of these films 

remains beyond representation, as I have suggested before . The projective space of the 

film is not homogeneous , but an aggregate, visual field split between the two screens, 

like the two images of the stereoscope, and this field never completely converges in one 

point. The viewer as a result enters into a chiasmic loop of endless transposition and 

exchange. The spiraling movement of the camera , its lens never coinciding with the per

former's eyes, makes the viewer's ident ification with the mechanica l eye problematic, at 

times even impossible: 
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A camera placed on another part of the performer's body or within his field of vision may be 

part of the performer's body feedback system. A camera's identity, in relat ion to the specta 

tor's perception, may be part of the performer, one part of him but not another part of him, or 

not part of him (a separate mechanical object). Its image may be read inside and outside the 

performer, appearing as simultaneously subject and object.80 

No longer the exhibitor of an objective space, the camera becomes a phantasmatic 

object in its own right. The camera appears to belong both to me and to an other, there

fore I am forced to acknowledge that the other knows that I know that the other knows, 

etc., in an endless falling away of self from self. 

Placed in an eccentric · orbit in space, the gaze of the camera is continuously turned 

around and set upon the spectator : Body Press, for instance, submits the viewer to an 

incessant inversion of active and passive subject positions similar to the nude male and 

female performers placed in their tight spot of confinement. Furthermore, the visual fie ld 

alternates between a perspectival clarity and an anamorphic distortion of boundaries, 

casting the subject, as it were, again and again from its center. This split within the visual 

field opens and closes again, yielding a brief glimpse of a.n undistorted reflection of cam

era and body. Yet, only seconds later, the image flows off along the curved surface of the 

mirror in a boundless mass of flesh, glass, and metal while the camera continues its hel

ical path, slipping from one horizon to another . Body Press, like Graham's other films, 

places the phenomeno logical loop of seeing/seen, touching/touched, in a kind of 'anony

mous' space, its axis revolving outside the center of the subject. A constant confusion of 

tactile and visual cues is the result, an indistinctiveness of subject and object that 

derives from the physical proximity of the camera to the body. 

In sum, Body Press appears as a literal pun on the French pellicule with its double 

meaning of skin and film. The film's visual structure indeed resembles that of a skin 

stretched between inner and outer space , both concave and convex, a scroll endlessly 

twisted inside out. 

To the spectator the camera's opt ical vantage is the skin. (An except ion is when the per

former's eyes are also seen reflected or when the cameras are seen filming the other.) The 

performer's musculature is also 'seen· pressing into the surface of the body (pulling inside 

out). At the same time, kinesthet ically, the handling of the camera can be 'felt' by the specta 

tor as surface tension - as the hidden side of the camera presses and slides against the skin 

it covers at a particular moment.81 

The filmic topology of Graham projects consciousness as a surface or, as Freud sug

gested , a 'skin-ego.' An ego, that is, which always remains on the verge of dispersal for it 

can never fall together in a founding act of self-reflection . We can draw a topographical 

chart of this skin-ego, as Freud has done on several occasions, however he also warned 

against the misleading aspect of such diagrams. The psychic economy of differentiation 

cannot be reduced to the spatial terms of represen tation; there is no external, atemporal 

perspective. Similarly, Graham likes to dose his texts with several diagrams, illustrations 

and demonstrational photographs. Yet, these supplementary figures cannot graph the 

filmic event as such. Unless, perhaps , it comes in the distorted version of Ernst Mach's 

drawing which featured on a flier for a performance at 98 Greene Street in 1971 and 

again on the cover of the 1977 Films catalog. This image shows a skewed perspective of 

space seen from one eye, framed by the dist inct arch of the brow nose, and moustache 

on the right and a foreshortened book case on the left that dissolves into the periphery 

of vision. Jutting into the center of this space, the prone, lower body of the scientist is 
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shown, resting on a sofa. This body, however, has no spatial connection to the curved 

facial segment of brow, nose and moustache. And then from the right comes a disjointed 

hand holding a pencil as a kind of measuring device. This index of scale and distance 

might analytically draw the contours of this disjunctive field but not project its unity from 

the beginning. 

The self as a projection of a surface - yes, but located on which side of this curving 

screen?82 - Graham's films do not draw the lineaments of a place, they do not establish 

a definite locale that we might inhabit. This self-evidence of location, the very possibility 

of locating ourselves in space, is called into doubt. This filmic topology could not stand at 

a greater remove from the topography of Modernist painting. What Modernism states is 

that the painting 'faces me, draws my limits, and discovers my scale; it fronts me, with 

whatever wall at my back, and gives me horizon and gravity.' In short , it "reassert s that, in 

whatever locale I find myself, I am to locate myself.''83 Modernism proposes the present 

ness of the 'performance' of art, a proposition that Graham does not share. But shou ld I 

seem indiscriminate in my use of the word performance, let me place it in a more specif

ic historical context. By this means, we can establish in what sense the 'performa tive' 

nature of Graham's films is not to be confused with performance at large. 

Postscript: Performance as FIim 

They are playing a game. They are playing at not playing a game. If I show them I see they are, 

I shall break the rules and they will punish me. I must play the game, of not seeing I see the 

game.84 

R. D. Laing 

Film and Performance is the prosaic title that Graham gave to his collection of film 

notes published in 1976. In light of the foregoing, we might rewrite this title to spell Per

formance as Film.85 The performance does not consist of some gesture in space that 

exists prior to its filmic mediation; it is developed on film in a quite literal sense. Likewise, 

the screening does not take place after the fact as in the case of a narrative of docu

mentary film. The screening is an exhibition and a performative event. The viewer is 

enveloped in the folds of its 'skin.' 

But Graham's reception of contemporary performance art needs further elaborat ion. 

As always, Graham was wary of identifying himself completely with a particular medium 

and, therefore, his role as performer was to take an ambivalent form.86 He resisted any 

specialization as a performance artist, just as he refused to obey the preceding division 

of labor under Modernism. Hence, when Graham states that he organized performances 

'because many other artists then also did,' this statement should not be interpreted as a 

self-disparaging comment, but as an indication of the underlying strategy of 'de-compo

sition' that provides his work with such remarkab le critical strength. 

Graham's interest in performance art was incited after becoming acquainted with the 

work of Bruce Nauman. In 1969, Graham attended a live performance of Nauman for the 

first time. It was Bouncing in a Corner that he witnessed at the Whitney Museum during 

the landmark exhibition 'Anti-Illusion : Procedures/Materials .'87 As performed at the Whit

ney, Bouncing in a Corner consisted of three performers with arms held slack to their 

sides, who repeatedly fell with their backs against the walls of the stage, causing a 

thumping sound to reverberate throughout the auditorium space.88 The performance 

lasted until bodi ly fatigue set in. In Graham's crucial essay 'Subject Matter,' which 
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describes his formation as an artist, he provides ample space for the description of 

Bouncing in a Corner.89 Graham would also have had an earlier opportunity to see Nau

man's work during his one-man exhibition at Leo Castelli Gallery in early 1968. 90 In the 

Castelli exhibition, Nauman used a projection box to show two of his own films, namely 

Thighing and Playing a Note on the Violin While I Walk around the Studio.91 

The precedent set by Nauman's films is unmistakable . Particularly the Studio Film 

quartet to which Playing a Note on the Violin belongs and that was shot during the winter 

of 1967-68. 92 Graham has certainly never downplayed the importance of Nauman's 

filmic practice to his own work. What the fi lms of Nauman and Graham hold in common is 

the interrelat ion of the performer's body and the camera that produces a doubled sur

face, or interface, of mutual reflection. But there is also a significant distinction between 

the two filmic methods, which I can only briefly indicate at present. 

Nauman's Studio Film series employs a static camera to depict the artist, alone in the 

studio , while performing a repetitive task. The movements of his body are correlated to a 

taped square on the floor, which is tightly framed by the camera aperture. But this is not 

strictly a documentary device. Contrary to common opinion, Nauman did not create a 

neutral record of the performance, although that might have been the original plan. Nor, 

should I add, do these films indulge the same mode of self-dramatization that motivated 

Graham's colleagues Vito Acconci and Dennis Oppenheim and who shared his interest in 

Nauman's work. Nauman revels in the execution of a 'bad' performance, both on the level 

of his motoric skills and technical knowledge of film. A dysfunctional method is structural 

to the work. Nauman exhibits a deskilled notion of 'training' that counters the habituality 

of the phenomenological self who embodies space by means of his 'tools.' What registers 

most strongly in viewing Nauman's films is a sense of disassoc iation; an awareness, that 

is, of the artist's losing game of inhabiting the empty studio which is invaded by the cam

era.93 And together with this dispossession of the self, who incessant ly alternates be

tween private and public space, arrives an impression of physiological fatigue, of a falter 

ing rhythm of the body, that is echoed in a breakdown of the filmic apparatus itself.94 

In turning the camera on the perform.er, Nauman and Graham situate the subject in 

the space of the gaze, rather than placing the subject at its core (as in the case of Wave

length). As a result, the subject's involvement in its projects becomes marked by ambiva

lence; the connection between the subjects' possibility and the instrument is objectified. 

In the gaze of the other, Sartre would say, my possibilities appear alien to me. They 

appear, that is, as no more than a probability that resides outside of me and ''the ensem

ble 'instrument-possibility' made up of myself confronting the instrument, appears to me 

as surpassed and organized into a world by the Other.''95 Hence, the wavering concentra

tion of Nauman, the intermittent loss of control and occasional sense of frustration 

played out before the camera. {Which implants a similar discomfort in the viewer.) But for 

all the similarities between the films of Nauman and Graham, Nauman's work does not 

alter the scenic relationship of the viewer to the projected situation. The camera in the 

Studio Films remains outside the space so that the viewer can master the situation to a 

degree that Nauman cannot. Nauman will sometimes make a vain gesture of defiance by 

walking off-screen, but this only succeeds in acknowledging the primacy of the camera's 

gaze. Even my possibility of hiding in the dark corner, Sartre writes, is surpassed by the 

other who always already casts its light there before I can make my move. As a result, 

the spectator in Nauman's cinema retains the furtive position of a voyeur (Nauman never 

looks directly at the camera), unlike the discursive conditions of Graham's cinema. The 
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viewer, as well as the performer, in Graham's work is placed in a literal state of perpetual 

revolution within the material context of the gallery/film apparatus. In short, the situation 

escapes the spectator as much as the performer on screen; he is situated in the space 

of the gaze at a third remove.96 

This voyeuristic quality of Nauman's films prompts a return to Metz's theory of the cine

ma, for he opposes the voyeuristic gaze of cinema with the look supported by another 

medium, namely theater. Metz maintains that the theater almost automatically manifests 

the reversibility of the exhibitionist relationship that is suppressed in classical cinema. 

There is a different economy of desire (and money) at work in the theater, he claims. In 

this space the actor and the spectator enter into an active form of mutual complicity. Nei

ther actor nor spectator are isolated, but form the participants in a collective event. The 

theater retains, that is, an archaic trace of its origin in a Greek ceremony of civic propor

tions, a public festiva l during which a whole population "puts itself on display for its own 

enjoyment." 97 The present-day audience of the theater, of course, carries little memory of 

this celebration of the 'we', of being together. A fact that would lead to the ambivalent 

appraisal of the theater in Sartre who would both detect a possibility of reprieve from the 

other's gaze - in the dark we all become co-spectators - and a possibility of its institution

alization - the spectators who offer themselves up as a spectacle during the intermis-
~ 

sion.98 An ambivalence, of course, already contained in Metz's own words and which 

speaks closely to the concerns that Graham manifested in his performance work. For he is 

to become interested in the political possibilities (and probabilities) of collective activity. 

There is · a lot to be gained from considering this dialectic of theater vs. cinema, 

because we know its ramifications within the fie ld of the visual arts during the sixties. 99 

However, this is not the time or the place to develop this argument. I will, therefore, con

clude my discussion by merely pointing how this dialectic might lead beyond film into 

video. At which point my story will come to an end. 

To resume, Graham's model of performance as film clearly combines the antithetical 

terms of theater and cinema. His films, after all, take place as much on the darkened 

floor of the gallery as on the reflective screen mounted on the wall. And I say th is not 

only because their installa tion makes it sheer impossib le for the viewer not to step in 

front of the light. Graham's films combine cinema and theater because they are not con

cerned with preserving a unique performance within time, as in the case of cinema , or 

with conducting a perfect performance over time , as in the case of theater. 100 

But for all that , these films cannot materialize Metz's 'festivities' of collective perform

ance. The projective structure of cinema and its idealist subject might be subverted by 

Graham's performance as film. Yet the subject of the filmic apparatus will always remain 

confined to the epistemic situation of the physiological gaze. Classical cinema atte mpts 

to transform this limiting condition of the embodied viewer into the illusion of transcen

dence, only to exact the furthe r isolation of the viewer from the social body. The question 

that performance art posed to Graham, however, was less concerned with the socio -eco

nomic process of individuation than the emergence of an alternative politics of the group 

during the sixties. 

The rise of performance art, as Graham notes, relied on the organization of alterna

tive art spaces where the rules that governed access to the trad itional art world could be 

ignored. But this institutional shift participated in the broader social phenomenon of 

countercultural practices represented by, for instance, the antipsychiatry movement of 

Gregory Bateson and Ronald D. Laing, the foundation of collect ives, the popular ity of 
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meditation exercises, consciousness-raising sessions and encounter groups. Perfor

mance, by embedding itself within this context, presented a combination of socia l thera 

py and politica l act ivity that promised to transform the very structure of the art world. And 

Graham was to 'quote' freely from these sources . In this respect P~r!ormance art offered 

the opportun ity of exploring a more democrat ic practice of art that co~id replace the 'her

met ic, anonymous information quality' of early conceptualism . 

But in quoting, Graham was not completely embracing a countercultural role because 

he was also very clear about its susceptibility to coopt ion. We confront here the issue of 

the mode of self-understanding that is ingrained in the act of cultural resistance. An 

issue I have raised before. While alternative forms of 'being-together' might have 

emerged from the shadowy margins of society, they were also being increasingly circulat

ed in the mass media channels, as Graham was quick to grasp. The phenomenon of 

marginality, the artist suggests, never exists in a pure state . In becoming visib le a coun

te rculture is necessarily marked by its relationship to the dominant spectac le, even if this 

relationship takes a negative form. 

And this heteronomy of the group necessarily flows from the perceptual structure of 

the collect ive space itse lf. A collective space is not binocular in the sense of Graham's 

fi lms, but requires three looks. For two to feel as one, they must be placed under the sur

veillance of a third . Of course, the fi lms intrinsica lly prepare for such a triangulation of the 

visual field in their tri -partite structure of performer, observer , and apparatus, but the 

performer and observer do not occupy the same physical space. The medium of video , 

on the other hand, offers just this possibility of co-existence : 

Unlike film, where both sound and visual tracks are of necessity in the past and constructed 

from discontinuous segments , edited and reordered according to the conventional rules 

of syntax, video is assumed to correspond/b e congruent to the real, present -time/sp ace 

cont inuum [ ... ] shared by the producers and receivers of the video.101 

To exhibit the collective of producers and receivers is to materialize this third look as 

it penetrates within the real, present -time/space continuum . While resistance to the 

instrumentality of this other gaze forms the collective's common cause, it also remains 

outside and in view of a 'televised' end that escapes the 'we.' 

To submit this dialectic of the gaze to an entropic pull is again the favored tactic of 

Graham. An early performance , such as TV Camera/Monitor Performance of 1970 , for 

instance, consists of the artist rolling back-and-forth on a stage while holding a video 

camera directed at a monitor that is insta lled at the back of the audience. The monitor 

transmits the live image from the camera that reflects parts of Graham's body and mem

bers of the audience, besides the video camera itse lf. As a result the audience, per

former , and the technical apparatus different iate themselves out into three separate, yet 

overlapping surfaces: ''the machine to itself , I to my task, and the audience to its bodies 

in place are all closed feedback systems or 'learning ' loops." 102 Only in this incessant 

coming together and fall ing apart of the collective can the possibi lity of a future politics 

reside. To seek a permanent status of the group is to disavow the reifying properties of 

this panoptic gaze. And, once more , Graham would underscore this doub le bind by hold

ing the utopian promise of performance art in suspens ion. 

But I am now entering another future that will need another time to be told . A future of 

the video monitor that already is past. Today it is the video projector that awaits exhibi

tion . And in the background the voice keeps repeating: 'I am at the cinema. I am pres

ent.' Are you sti ll there? 


