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Abstract/Synopsis  

This exegesis outlines the procedures, processes and methodology used in developing 

a significant body of studio work that investigates the dominance of the screen-image 

in contemporary art and culture. Following the established modes of practice-based 

research, the outcomes can be seen in two phases: the work developed and exhibited 

during the candidature, and the culminating submission exhibition. All the outputs 

resulted from intensive studio practice, although without using the studio as a 

hermetic environment, but rather as the base for practice attuned to the feedback loop 

of constant interaction and review of the most recent developments in exhibition 

practice and technique. 

 

All of the works discussed in the exegesis and developed towards the final 

submission demonstrate the progressive interrogation of the production of a screen-

image from primitive forms such as the camera obscure through to the high-definition 

digital television image. A clear evolution is evident in the forms and strategies for 

dealing with the relationship between the screen and the machinations and industry 

that is behind bringing the image to fruition. The final submission exhibition brings 

these processes to a point of conclusion, if not resolution, where the material 

production experience and knowledge of the limits of the technology combine to 

demonstrate a new understanding of the impact of digitally generated screen-images 

and the role of the image in the age of new technology. 

 

Much of the work produced places emphasis on the quality of deception in screen 

image production with particular focus on the phenomenological operations of the 

cinematic cliché. This strategy not only engages high and low culture but also 

questions the impact of screen aesthetics on aspects of contemplation and the 

understanding of physicality. And a number of important inferences can be drawn 

from the final body of work. These include a deeper insight into the fragility and 

fictional character of screen reality and most significantly a reinvigoration of the 

power of material production and the aesthetics of materiality itself.    
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 1

Introduction 

 

At the core of this doctoral project is an engagement with new technology as it 

manifests in the production of a screen image. The investigation has been entirely a 

studio-based project in which I have been fortunate enough to measure my studio 

outcomes within a much broader context than is usually possible. Working primarily 

from a base in New York, the extent and breadth of the critical feedback that has 

resulted from participation in over 35 international exhibitions and dozens of 

international art fairs during my doctoral candidature has significantly influenced the 

direction of my production and shaped the critical parameters of my practice. The 

scope of my engagement with contemporary art and artists in Australia, Europe and 

North America is significant and further enriched by crossing the range of public and 

commercial exhibition contexts, but my investigations have remained focused on 

artistic strategies that reveal or disrupt our systemic expectations for so called “new 

media” image production.  

 

Obviously this research interest falls within the general domain of art and technology 

– an engagement with a long history. Walter Benjamin was “convinced that art will 

be replaced by technology” leading to a situation where technology would develop 

“functions that will help us adapt to a perilous environment, that will offer us a form 

of therapy to heal collective psychoses through laughter and a knowledge that allows 

us to get our bearings in social space… the imperatives either to liquidate the aura, or 

to preserve its memory are dictated by a concern for a form of public 

communication.”1 

 

Benjamin could not foresee the level to which technology would progress, not only 

allowing almost any member of the public access to the means of producing their 

own cinematic narrative, but also to present it to the world. Nor could he have 

foreseen an art world eager to be seen to embrace these technologies so as not to be 
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cast off as irrelevant. As John Hanhardt puts it “the rapid expansion of cultural 

industries … has caused a shift from the oppositional stance towards mass 

entertainment taken by modernism to a post modern appropriation of these media.”2 

 

Screen-based moving image language now does more than dominate the form. Gilles 

Deleuze argues that the reign of the moving image is such that it “penetrate[s] each 

one of us and constitute[s] our internal world so that everyone possesses only psychic 

clichés by which they think and feel”.3 It establishes a systemic approach in all visual 

mediation reliant on a now, well established, set of indicators and techniques. Screen-

based visual experience communicates, entertains and panders to our expectations. 

 

Technological developments have always been intimately linked to progress in the 

arts with Klingender’s Art and the Industrial Revolution, a classic text that also 

highlighted the role of capitalism in shaping “the new masters thrown up by the 

industrialization in the first half of the nineteenth century.” 4 There are numerous 

specific examples of technology advancing material art production, such as the 

development of the tin tube for oil paints, and the subsequent freedoms given to the 

painter, ultimately facilitating the impressionist revolution, it could be argued. 

William Ivins has convincingly linked printmaking and photography to a traditional 

technological imperative, or urge, to produce an exactly repeatable image for 

publication and dissemination. 5  New digital technologies have resulted in a 

fundamental shift in the ways in which art is viewed and made, but a shift that has not 

always kept pace with the ways in which art has been written about and considered as 

a practice. Nostalgic ideas and musings on the role of the artist and the character of 

artistic genius still dominate a playing field leveled by equivalence of access to the 

means of creation, and the sidelining of issues of craft and skill. Contemporary artists 

working in so-called “new media” come from varieties of backgrounds, often outside 

of the traditional visual arts, but there seems to be some consensus that work in new 

media tends to explore “the dichotomy between virtuality and corporeality”. 

Although my own work finds some sympathy this approach it does not strictly fit 
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with this idea of work that “interrogates the physical and emotional aspects of our 

current engagement with technology.”6  For example, in my work I have specifically 

and consciously engaged long established cinematic notions that hardly fit the 

definition of new media. I am not so sure that ‘New Media’, at least in relation to the 

screen based image, have departed so far from cinematic traditions. It is only quite 

recently with the shifts in the tensions between download speeds and narrative desires 

that newer traditions are developing. 

 

It can be argued that cinema has repeatedly set itself up as the art form that best 

represents the realization of the mass communicative potentials of technology and has 

led to somewhat standardized approaches to the manner in which visual information 

is displayed and sequenced. In effect, a language has developed – a language that 

seems to decry privilege. This language is designed to maximize communication 

potentials and its direction is towards efficiency – it is not necessarily reliant on 

complicated symbol systems and extensive mythological morals. Technological 

developments, including those in image and information processing, have always 

been linked to industrial and economic imperatives. The art institution then, by 

embracing new imaging technologies has virtually guaranteed that art became more 

relational. Relational aesthetics is simply an outcome of art fulfilling its role within a 

social system and embracing its primary communicative modes. 

 

Some would argue that technology is becoming a kind of primitive organism which 

we are unconsciously feeding in a symbiotic relationship, as envisioned by Samuel 

Butler in Erewhon, 1872.7  George Dyson’s work provides fascinating personal 

insight into the development of the digital age, as we know it. Through family 

connection he enjoyed proximity to the ‘think tanks’ of the period immediately after 

the Second World War in America, in which the world’s great minds where given 

room for intuitive freedom. It is from these that the architecture of the digital 

computer age emerged, establishing the system that structures what is now a primary 

communicative standard. It is interesting to note that the functioning of the post war 
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think tanks and the creative freedoms they allowed seem to bear great similarities to 

the practice of the studio artist today. 

 

When our social operations have become entirely dependant on technology, amongst 

the artistic voices that become most critically important must surely be the ones that 

can either operate outside of the established communicative systems, or operate 

within them with conscious revealing of the implications of their existence. In the 

development of my work I have attempted to disrupt the systemic logic at the core of 

digital processing of images and sound. The works of art produced during this 

research question the myriad assumptions and logic of digital and screen production: 

approximation or mimesis, information transferal, speed and subtlety as well as 

authority and message.  

 

Though it is generally understood that art making is an intuitive process, and the 

primary rigor and application during my time of research has been spent in the studio, 

in the end intuition is a result of experience and circumstance. This has been action-

based research, but not strictly in the sense that this term might describe qualitative 

research in the humanities disciplines. I have strived to maintain an awareness of 

contemporary art practices as well as technological developments and mass cultural 

trends in unison, and this awareness has been the fulcrum for the critical and 

reflective development and decision making in my studio practice. 

 

Over the period of this research the art market has been absorbed in a time of rapid 

expansion, with contemporary art “investment” portfolios outperforming many more 

traditional stock options. The collector base has grown significantly but money, of 

course, does not always conform to art knowledge. The influence of the market and 

its desire for generally agreed valuing mechanisms has been readily facilitated by the 

more easily understood technological mediums. The ease of reproduction and 

distribution of digital mediums has been a factor in minimizing the cost structure of 

the distribution of contemporary art forms, appreciated in a commodified art market. 
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Their use of easily understood communicative clichés also allows more direct access 

to a less academic audience determined to cash in on the art collecting trend. The 

expanded art market offers the advantage of an increased audience and greater 

possibilities for the reception of art and the artist. The downside is that academic 

influence is marginalized and ideas of the cutting edge are established by market 

forces instead of informed criticality. It is foolish for artists to pretend they operate in 

some bubble outside of these influences. Art can only be relevant and insightful if a 

conscious and critical attitude is taken towards the importation of systemic 

technologies, and communicative clichés into its context. Market forces, an issue of 

significance, cannot just be ignored. 

 

The following chapters document and clarify the primary shifts and key 

developments in my investigation. They do follow a loose chronological sequence but 

the chapter division has been made to reflect the major theoretical, thematic or 

technical areas that drove my work towards the culminating submission exhibition. 

Chapter One serves the purpose of introducing the chief concerns at the beginning of 

my candidature and also acts as an equivalence to the literature review one would 

find in a traditional Doctoral thesis. Here I survey the field in which I operate, the 

important theoretical texts or authorities and the contemporary artists who had direct 

or indirect relevance to the development of my thinking. Some key influential artists 

or works are left for inclusion in each of the following chapters where their 

importance can be discussed in logical context. 

 

Chapters Two and Three are closely related since they encompass the 

historical/contemporary notions of carnivalesque and the development of relational 

aesthetics, two areas that proved significant in shaping my thinking. Chapters Four 

and Five are also intimately linked since they describe the significant and ultimate 

focus of my research around the relationships between screen-image and the 

phenomenology of cinema and material construction. The Conclusion summarizes the 

outcomes of my investigations, but these, of course, must be read in conjunction with, 
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or in relation to the exhibited work, since these works embody the primary insights 

from my research.   
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Media Culture, Marvin Heiferman and Lisa Phillips with John G. Hanhardt, Whitney 
Museum of American Art, New York, 1989, p95 
3  Gilles Deleuze, Hugh Tomlinson and Barbara Habberjam (trans’l); Cinema 1: the Movement Image, 
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4 Francis D. Klingender, Art and the Industrial Revolution, Angus Kelley Publishers: New 
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MIT Press: Cambridge Mass., 2006 p. 2. 
7 George B. Dyson, Darwin Amongst the Machines. The Evolution of Global Intelligence. 
Addison-Wesley Publishing, Reading, MA, 1997, p16  
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Chapter 1 

Curiosity and Power 

This research began in an investigation of enlightenment era technological displays, 

noted for their power to inspire wonder and amusement, with the work of Barbara 

Maria Stafford being an important guide. 1 These investigations took as a reference 

point the impact of technological mediums on the viewer, exposing a general 

rejection of the potency and importance of curiosity, instead to marvel at the 

mechanical or constructional aspects of engineered objects, allied with an 

unquestioning acceptance of the most mysterious and non-physical or digital 

technologies. It seems, in fact, that the contemporary viewer often unquestioningly 

accepts the hyper-mediated human sensorium. As Caroline A. Jones has noted: 

“[O]ver the past few decades that condition has greatly intensified. Amplified, 

shielded, channeled, prosthetized, simulated, stimulated, irritated – our 

sensorium is more mediated today than ever before. Yet it bothers us less. The 

cyborg model of the 1980s and the virtual dreams of the 1990s have evolved 

into a twenty-first-century ‘comfort zone’ in which the prosthetic and 

supplemental are habitual.” 2  

 

In the early stages of my research I became increasingly aware that the treatment of 

new technology in the gallery context is quite specific, or specifically different to 

experiential expectations in the entertainment industry, for example. In characterizing 

the new grand contemporary art spaces such as the Tate Modern and Guggenheim 

Bilbao, Diarmuid Costello has suggested “the curators of such museums seek to 

elaborate ‘personal interpretations’ through carefully constructed ‘climatic zones’ of 

experience.”3 

 

But this management of viewing experience, or control of interpretation, seems to go 

much further than strategies for display in the major galleries. Curatorial statements, 

advance reviews and controlled press statements set up pre-established frameworks 
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for viewing the work, establishing a systemic methodology for consideration and 

critique - the viewer is placed in the position of student rather than respondent. It 

further appeared to me that an element was missing, and that this element was tied to 

art’s relationship to internalized versus externalized phenomena, and hence to its 

relationship to technological display. The effective physical demonstration of 

phenomena should inevitably involve the provocation of curiosity, and so the 

relationship of art to curiosity, and where it might be allowed to operate, seemed to 

be of fundamental importance in the employment of technological process, either in 

the production of, or as part of the construction and display of, an artwork. 

 

Denis Diderot calls “...modern the art that devotes its little technical expertise to 

present the fact that the unpresentable still exists,” in that modernism is an aesthetic 

of the sublime, even if a nostalgic one.4  Jean-Francois Lyotard’s postmodernism is 

“...that which puts forward the unpresentable in presentation itself... which would 

make it possible to share collectively the nostalgia for the unattainable; that which 

searches for new presentations not to enjoy them, but in order to impart a stronger 

sense of the unpresentable.”5  

 

Diderot and Lyotard accept that the art viewing experience finds some fundamental 

motivation in maintaining a relationship to some kind of secularized 

transcendentalism. In coming to this conclusion there is an initial and important point 

that must be considered. The viewer is looking at the work by choice. At the very 

least, time, such a precious commodity, has been invested in this choice, and this 

decision can only have been informed by an expectation of some sort of reward 

coming from the experience. What is the return for the viewer in making this effort? 

Is the exchange between artwork and viewer of mutual benefit or is one side far more 

generous in their giving? 

 

In investigating the implications of the framework these principles establish I sought 

to make work that constructed and deconstructed the phenomenological hope of the 
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art viewing experience. I began by making reference to optical technologies 

associated with Enlightenment science, and in so doing invoked the traditions of 

those early investigations into the nature of the visual. In the Romantic period, the 

notion of capturing the mind through vision is typically associated with the sublime. 

Bishop George Berkeley’s Immaterialist Theory of Optics holds that objects of sight 

are not external to mind,6 or as Robert Whitman put it much more recently, “The 

image is like an iceberg.”7 

 

A literal expression of Whitman’s iceberg can be found in Frederic Edwin Church’s 

Heart of the Andes 1859 (Figure 1). Beyond the selection of subject, Church’s 

abilities extended to constructed views, controlled lighting, some contrived criticism 

and substantial advertising, all working to establish in advance the nature of the 

viewing experience, which was supplemented by a guide book.8  The sublime 

benefited from the management of expectation. This painting, now on permanent 

display in a partial recreation of its original display format in the Metropolitan 

Museum of Art in New York, employed a cohesive theatrical effort in support of the 

painting’s claimed ability to inspire awe and wonder in the viewer.  

 

In 2003 I was invited to mount an exhibition in a project space at the Newcastle 

Region Art Gallery for which I produced Beneath the Surface 2003 (Figure 2). This 

work took Church’s Heart of the Andes as its compositional inspiration but took 

different directions when it came to the selection of topic, the level of grandeur and 

the technique used in delivering its landscape. This work sought to confirm Lyotard’s 

sublime of disappointment by establishing a structure that had the indicators of a 

sublime experience, not in the surface presentation or quality of the picture, but 

through investigating and coming to understand the mechanisms by which the picture 

plane was made manifest. This work, and the principles behind it, I regard as 

fundamental to the progressions of the research to be laid out in the following 

chapters. At the heart of this work was an investigation of what factors in the viewing 

of an artwork provokes an indication of the possibility of a phenomenological 

experience in this technological age. 
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In Beneath the Surface the viewer’s own efforts bore witness to the creation of the 

image, in direct contradiction to the basis behind Church’s picture where the viewer 

is able to consider a representation of a view that they will never have the opportunity 

to comprehend. The power in Heart of the Andes lay in conveying the epic 

proportions of its inaccessibility, a status no longer possible in an era where the 

technological view of the camera and screen is given the status of the real, of the 

signified rather than signifier. Beneath the Surface revealed this technological 

transition as internalized by supplying the necessary triggers for anticipating it but 

failing to deliver. 

 

Unlike the image on the new media technology screen, Beneath the Surface returned 

the investigation to the primacy of curiosity. In his investigations into the origins of 

the sublime and beautiful, Edmund Burke’s initial and primary observation was that 

the first and simplest emotion we discover is “Curiosity,” which he defined as the 

“desire” we have for and the “pleasure” we take in “novelty.”9 While acknowledging 

the potential for boredom, he suggested that many things are “...adapted to the mind 

by means of other powers besides novelty in them, and of other passions besides 

curiosity in ourselves... Some degree of novelty must be one of the materials in every 

instrument which works upon the mind; and curiosity blends itself more or less with 

all our passions.”10  René Descartes considered wonder the first of all the passions.11  

 

As Barbara Marie Stafford has pointed out, as Enlightenment science made discovery 

after discovery pertaining to the physical world, the instruments used in, or resulting 

from, these investigations became popular as spectacular entertainments. Science 

provided an alternative to art in the potential for sublime experience. These displays 

were not welcomed by all. Many influential minds, including art intellectuals, 

questioned their value. David Hume, Nicolas-Antoine Boulanger, Samuel Taylor 

Coleridge, and Ernest Renan, heaped vitriol on all manner of things they saw as 

releasing the mind from rational thought through distorting enchantments.12 This 

criticism led to the historical marginalizing of these displays, creating a situation 

where their impact has been underestimated.13  I felt that aspects of their nature could  
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Figure 1 - Frederic Edwin Church Heart of the Andes 1859 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 – Ian Burns Beneath the Surface  2003 
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Figure  3 – Joseph Wright of Derby An Experiment on a Bird in the Air Pump, 1768 
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be reapplied to great effect in contemporary art practice. Not only for the types of 

effects and outcomes these histories allude to, but also because of their connection to 

a period of technological awareness, not dissimilar to the relatively recent embracing 

of technological mediums by the Fine Arts. Despite the derision at the time, the 

attraction of these Enlightenment era displays was hard to resist. The Abbe Nollet 

was one of the harshest critics, yet he was enraptured by the dramatic images cast in 

the dark by the solar microscope where, “...a flea appeared the size of a sheep, and a 

hair as a broomstick,” and added the device to his own collection.14  Some artistic 

contemporaries recognized the potential of these technological demonstrations. 

Joseph Wright (of Derby), a painter in the traditions of the sublime narrative, who 

painted the eruption of Mt. Vesuvius over 30 times, was one of a number of artists 

who linked science and art as a means to trigger the sublime. An Experiment on a 

Bird in the Air Pump, 1768 (Figure 3) captured the critical moment of the bird’s 

immanent death, emphasized through the use of a single light source, symbolizing the 

light of knowledge while dramatically exposing the apparatus. 

 

This metaphoric use of light seems to foresee the aura of cinema, not so amazing 

when one considers the long history of the magic lantern show, which provided some 

of the founding technological principles of film projection, and had already 

established such an environment as one where a truth might be revealed. The 

technical requirement in many displays of the single light source became symbolic of 

much more. In his Dictionary of the English Language 1755 Samuel Johnson 

condemned the projective desire to communicate with what lies beyond common 

sense in ill-lit spaces, suggesting that looking at such cobbled together images dulled 

mental acuity, and even worse could lead to “... ecstasy, madness, or enthusiasm.” 

Romantics were portrayed as standing for “...exaggeration, vagueness and 

confusion.”15 A more positive outlook is typified by Robert Louis Stevenson, who 

wrote that “...no man lives in the external truth, among salts and acids, but in the 

warm, phantasmagoric chamber of his brain, with the painted windows and the 

storied walls.”16 There is no doubt that through this history light projection is 

revelatory of the presence of even the hidden mechanism, and thus is a key aspect of 
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the nostalgia of the cinematic experience. (To ‘project’ once meant to “...work an 

alchemical transmutation by casting the philosopher’s stone over base metal in the 

hope of turning an inferior amalgam into gold.”17) 

 

In Michel Foucault’s panoptical disciplinary regime the single light source was a 

symbol of power. “A central point would be both the source of light illuminating 

everything, and a locus of convergence for all that must be known: a perfect eye that 

nothing would escape and a center towards which all gazes would be turned.”18 

Foucault presented society as structured on a surveillance model. Guy Debord saw it 

as spectacle. Both modes were about the subjugation of the participants. For Debord, 

whether or not the prison was panoptical, its primary function was no different to that 

of the technological utopias of Disneyland, many of them descendants of 

Enlightenment displays. Prison or Disneyland, each existed to suggest that there was 

an alternative, diverting our attention from the actuality of the imprisonment of 

contemporary society, dominated by vision, where “...simple images become real 

beings and effective motivations of a hypnotic behavior.”19 Gilles Deleuze more 

specifically nominated the method of controlling influence exerted by this 

conspiracy. English Romanticism in its blackest form, as typified by William Blake, 

had conveyed the idea of one single internal and external misery, and American 

cinema was targeted by Deleuze as giving it a more radical, more urgent, still more 

technical form through the reign of clichés.20  

 

So, an environment that in the enlightenment era seemed to be a place of high 

discovery, as depicted by Joseph Wright, and that could stimulate the thrill of 

learning in the audience, has placed itself in a far worse position than Samuel 

Johnson’s imaginings – that is, at the very core of a self perpetuating, controlling 

system. 

 

In considering these arguments and relating them to my art practice at the beginning 

of this research I looked to build a relationship between the idea of the single light 

source as a technological image-making principle, or a physical demonstration, at the 
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same time as relating it to the narrative possibilities of Deleuze’s reign of cinematic 

clichés.  

 

To do this it seemed necessary to draw from and interpret the basic structure of 

contemporary moving image narrative. In cinema, a story is constructed as each 

subsequent scene replaces the former. The transition between shots, this point of 

replacement, becomes a moment of great potential, exaggerated at times through the 

bracketing of camera motion, angle and view, such as pan shot or close-up. The 

visual clues of motion and framing have developed a degree of language that allows 

the consistent and virtually seamless communication of plot and narrative issues. 

Painting history sought the transcendental experience from seeking the critical 

moment, the pose just when the action is poised to happen, or just after it. This mode 

of representation has been recomposed by the moving image into “...the order of 

transcendental forms which are actualized in a movement.”21  

 

The moment of scene transition struck me as being of key importance in the progress 

of the moving image display. This was the moment when the viewing was 

internalized, when the lack of a coherent image actually signified a progression to be 

interpreted and understood. Therefore I set out to construct a sculpture to replicate in 

a present physical form the weight and significance of this cinematic moment. 

 

The Transition Machine 2003 (Figure 4) was the result of this investigation. This 

sculpture cycled through a six-scene endless road movie narrative, offering three 

viewing locations around its circumference, it paused as each scene was shown, 

before panning through the scene, then loudly and visually rotating, while the light 

source dimmed, ‘transitioning’ each viewing station to the next scene. No scene was 

more or less a beginning or ending of the sequence than another. 

 

This sculpture was made with a very deliberate focus on generating a curiosity based 

response in the viewer. All motion and mechanisms were of a highly analog nature. 

The timing of the pan shot, and the transition between scenes was determined and 

executed by motorized, exposed cams and cogs. Within all but one of the six 
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projected images generated, there was movement. All movements were created by 

visible mechanisms that were constructed in ways that did not allow them to interrupt 

the thrown shadows that generated the images. Each of the six scenes employed 

rudimentary optical tricks, including the use of mirrors, and camera obscura effects 

using lenses. The Transition Machine summoned the ghosts of the enlightenment era 

science displays. 

 

This sculpture set up a strong sense of purpose, and invoked deep viewer 

investigation. The methods and materials of construction were not what would be 

expected in the production of a machine, certainly not one designed to be efficient. 

Rudimentary housing materials, wooden hand cut into cogs and timing cams, and 

underwear elastic and duct tape drive belts established a simple empathy based 

response in the viewer. The overall effect tended to generate anticipation. 

 

With The Transition Machine I aimed to produce a sculpture that suggested the 

language of spectacle, but which frustrated that end by offering no final outcome. 

Within the image-based narrative there was no conclusion on offer, and each of the 

scenes was relatively banal, yet they offered all the moving image indicators of 

narrative progression. The piece frustrated the viewer looking for a conventional an 

outcome, and in doing so exposed the desire that the kinetic sculpture and moving 

image language provoked. Placing The Transition Machine in art context provoked a 

desire for the phenomenological, enriched by provocation of the curiosity, and the 

desire for narrative. 

 

Contemporary technological developments quickly place us in a state of mute 

acceptance of their abilities.  The flattened space of the screen versus the three-

dimensional space of the structure that supports it is not a relationship which 

generates any tension or metaphorical relationship for us.  The Transition Machine 

directly critiqued this, and sought new relationships between screen, moving image, 

and structure in the language of sculpture.
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Figure  4 – Ian Burns The Transition Machine, 2003 
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A valid question is then, whether such a rudimentarily made screen image could 

invoke any sense of the real, or any believability? Ernst Gombrich claims that we 

cannot be taken in by an illusion when we are aware that we are actually looking at 

the means of its creation, while Richard Wollheim contends that these two responses 

are two aspects of one and the same experience.22 In The Transition Machine, and in 

many subsequent works, both points of view are investigated by using ineffective 

means to produce lame illusions. If the search for the unpresentable in art is a search 

for truth, as many have claimed, then to be art, fiction requires a deeper moral 

purpose. Science and the use of its discovered principles are usually regarded as an 

expression of a different kind of truth. Sculptures such as The Transition Machine 

require some imagination to come to grips with both the physical ‘laws’ governing 

their function and the development of any moral to the story. The place where the 

unpresentable is made tangible is inexorably linked to the imagination. 

 

The great Enlightenment thinker, Joseph Priestley, wrote; 

All true history has a capital advantage over every work of fiction. Works of 

fiction resemble those machines which we contrive to illustrate the principle 

of philosophy, such as globes and orreries, the use of which extend no further 

than the view of human ingenuity; whereas real history resembles the 

experiments by the air pump, condensing engine and electrical machine, 

which exhibit the operations of nature, and the God of nature himself.23  

 

The Enlightenment is recognized as a turning point in history in terms of the 

relationship between science and the arts. Max Nordeau, taking an adversarial point 

of view, saw an endpoint where science would triumph over all the arts, which thus 

tamed would serve merely as entertainments.24 This observation, taken another way, 

is an early recognition of the true point of the beginning of relational aesthetics. 

Nordeau predicted a different imperative and expectation on behalf of a museum-

going public fueled by scientific progress and technological advancement, which in 

turn would act upon the economic imperatives that drove museum decision makers. 
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But it seems that our society, born of the Enlightenment and the Industrial 

Revolution, has given all facets of existence, including both art and science, the 

flavor of entertainment, the key to getting a slice of the disposable income pie. 

Perhaps it was never any other way, but now the audience is much larger, while not 

necessarily so much more diverse, since Deleuze’s reign of clichés levels the playing 

field. 

 

Against this backdrop it would seem the artist who generates exciting relational 

experiences will garner attention and acclaim. In seeking to quantify performance in 

terms of this “bums on seats” mentality the contemporary museum is inevitably going 

to look for, and promote, methodologies that encourage and validate artistic practice 

that intersects with these desires. As Hal Foster feared, “the institution may 

overshadow the work that it otherwise highlights: it becomes the spectacle, it collects 

the cultural capital, and the director-curator becomes the star.”25 

 

The situation Foster is describing is the corporate culture of the CEO as hero, 

established as a social norm, working its way into the systemic framework of cultural 

industry. New technological art practices are ideal for this viewer friendly 

environment. A wider audience is equipped with greater awareness and 

comprehension of the mode of delivery, cost structures can be minimized and claims 

of topical currency through technological ‘edginess’ can be made to funding bodies. 

Periodically into this framework must be inserted work that functions as spectacle, 

maintaining an aura of high excitement, referencing the continued ability of art to 

refer to the transcendent, via a simplified version, more like a kind of ‘rush’. 

 

In the course of this research I was fortunate to be based in New York City, with 

regular side trips to Europe possible. In such an environment I was given not only 

access to see, and directly respond to, the majority of major works that have been the 

subject of discourse in the areas of my research, but also provided the opportunity to 

input directly to, and to see the effects of my own contributions on, this dialogue. My 

research has been based around the intuitions and developments that have occurred in 

the fertile ground of the studio, and since my arrival in New York in 1999 ready 



 20

access to the powerful and affecting ground of the contemporary art scene in the 

Northern Hemisphere has had radical impact. 

 

In the following chapters I have included mention of exhibitions and artist’s work as 

argument and consideration in the feedback loop of my investigations has required.  I 

indicate that over the course of this research I have directly experienced the majority 

of the works I discuss, not for reasons of gloating bluster, but to highlight the 

importance of personal experience in the phenomenological encounter between 

technology and art. (Though as I discuss in later chapters, even this is debatable since 

the argument can, and has been, made that the screen has forced the internalization of 

the phenomenological to the status of a mental image.) It is entirely beyond the scope 

of what is possible here to fully document the full field of exhibitions that I have 

experienced through being based in New York.  Even a focus on just those that have 

encompassed issues of concern to my research, issues of sculptural aesthetics, 

participative strategies, use of technology and new media, and dialogues with the 

nature of phenomena and the screen image, and the nature of the art context is hardly 

possible. The point here is that such modes of practice are commonplace to the point 

that the danger is in the manner in which a degree of standardization of practice has 

entered into the frame. It is more relevant to isolate key examples that I believe 

illustrate important perceptual issues that break from the norm, or define it clearly. I 

regard the visual experience I have gained in this time as being of inestimable value 

in its contributions to this research. 

 

That said, there were, at the commencement of this research, a number of works and 

practitioners that were of immediate and burning significance to the initial strands of 

my investigations, and which formed the foundations from which I built the 

arguments and art production strategies I have developed. 

 

The importance of the “junk” aesthetic, and dialogues of the anti-aesthetic were of 

prime importance to my thinking. The socialist aesthetic, and focus on consumption 

in the work of Daniel Spoerri and the rest of the New Realists is work that forms both 

a conceptual and aesthetic framework that resonates in the contemporary practice of 
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Thomas Hirschhorn, Rikrit Tiravanija, and many others as well as in the daily 

systemic operations of New York City. 

 

The “pathetic” mode of construction of the New Realists was made kinetic by Jean 

Tinguely, in such works as Homage to New York , 1960 (Figure 5). This machine 

functioned with the objective (easily achieved) of destroying itself. Many of 

Tinguely’s sculptures, not designed for self-destruction, continue to function today. 

Their design and construction is simple, and maintaining them is not as complicated 

as maintaining many more recent technological works. Many of these works are quite 

spectacular in operation; others can be quite funny, and some are poignant. Their 

functional reliance on found objects is critical to their success. 

 

Also significant to this kinetic language of the sculpture is Tim Hawkinson, a 

contemporary American artist who largely engages in the production of technology-

based sculptures, often apparently simple machines. The Uberorgan, first made 2001, 

(Figure 6) is a recent example. It is essentially a construction in the vein of the 

pathetic, but I have seen it installed in a number of venues since its earlier 

manifestations and I have noted that its supporting technology has become 

increasingly sophisticated with each installation. The need for reliability has 

overridden sculptural integrity. This huge work is highly impressive and fun. The 

materials of its construction act in harmony with its deep semi-melodic bursts of 

noise. In the end it is a great spectacle, and would be so in many contexts outside of 

the art museum. 

 

The work of Peter Fishcli and David Weiss has added a certain refinement to the idea 

of what junk sculpture can be, such as in The Way Things Go, 1986-7 (Figure 7). This 

Figure 5 – Jean Tinguely Homage to New York , 1960 

 

Figure 6 – Tim Hawkinson Uberorgan, 2001 
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Figure 7 - Peter Fishcli and David Weiss The Way Things Go, 1986-7 
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piece also contributed to revealing the screen as a window to an internalized 

phenomenological belief structure. The subtle thumbing of the nose at traditions of 

sculpture and authority in general, in this work vitally influenced my aesthetic 

considerations in its subtle employment of carnival and humor. 

 

The carnivalesque was given full voice as a public relations machine with the 

Sensations exhibition of 1997, which toured to the Brooklyn Museum in 1999. 

 

Sarah Sze’s subtle references to social technological disorder have been encompassed 

beautifully when incorporated in works intervening in odd space, as with works such 

as Hidden Relief, 2001 that occupies the corner of a corridor in the Asia Society in 

New York. Less successful was her piece Triple Point of Water, 2003 included in the 

Whitney Biennial of that year. These works took aspects of junk not for 

deconstruction, but to make a reference to beauty, at least with a kind of whimsy, and 

introduced subtle motions such as feathers being blown by fans as metaphors for the 

phenomenon of natural beauty as processed by technology. 

 

The conception of motion as expressive and sculptural owes much to the legacy of 

Marcel Duchamp, Jean Tinguely, Naum Gabo, and László Moholy-Nagy amongst 

others. Various contemporary practitioners have looked to the kinetic as part of their 

practice, amongst them Rebecca Horn with works such as Concert for Anarchy, 1990 

where a piano periodically collapses raucously from the ceiling before clunking itself 

back into shape, or her more recent work, Book of Ashes, 2002 (Figure 8) shown in 

New York. This work was significant at the time in my research. Prior to this Horn’s 

works had often shown the mechanics that drove the motion. These were always 

rendered with a clock-maker’s skill. In this exhibition the mechanics were not quite 

as intricate, and more functional in their design. They were unlit, attached to the 

beams of Sean Kelly Gallery and their presence, entirely unresolved, seem to have 

been cropped out of documentation of the work. 

 

Ann Hamilton’s theatrical installations at times benefited from the poetry of 

mechanized movement, such as in White Cloth, 1999 (Figure 9) installed at the 
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Aldrich Museum in Connecticut. In White Cloth any mechanisms behind the 

movement were carefully hidden inside the walls, floors and ceiling. The apparently 

whimsical motion of the cloth was, in fact, computer controlled. For this exhibition 

she had the gallery walls demolished to reveal the old building’s original windows 

and this further acted to direct attention away from consideration of any mechanisms. 

The final effect had the characteristics and theatricality of a haunting, appropriately 

with behind the scenes technology similar to that discovered by Scooby Doo at the 

end of each episode of his TV show. She also shows with Sean Kelly Gallery in New 

York, and the mechanics of her recent works at this venue suffered the same fate as 

those of Rebecca Horn - placed in the darkened rafters and omitted from 

documentation of the work. 

 

This focus on outcome in these works of Horn and Hamilton replicates the well 

systemic expectation of technological deployment. The resultant spectacle operates 

with the demotion of any technological support to the level of “black box” magic. 

 

Chris Burden demonstrated an early preference for a sense of spectacle when he had 

placed himself as the target in Shoot, 1971, and his refined gestures in this direction 

have included some fantastic kinetic works that investigate and reveal the spectacle of 

the machine and technology, such as The Big Wheel, 1979 (Figure 10). An interactive 

work of absurd simplicity, The Flying Kayak, 1982 (Figure 11) I found particularly 

important in its employment of a kind of useless degree of invention to lamely deliver 

experiences referential to those of the amusement park, with its reliance on far more 

technologically developed equipment. It succeeded in generating excitement, at least 

to some extent, based on the art museum context of its presentation. Carsten Holler’s 

Flying Machine, 1996. (Figure 12) similarly emphasized the participative in a  
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Figure 8 – Rebecca Horn Book of Ashes, 2002 

 

Figure 9 – Ann Hamiton White Cloth, 1999 
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Figure 10 –Chris Burden The Big Wheel, 1979 

 

Figure 11 – Chris Burden The Flying Kayak, 1982 
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Figure 12 – Carsten Holler Flying Machine, 1996 
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simplistic mechanism taking on the theme of flight, and the implicit treatment of the 

museum as a place for amusement. 

 

An exhibition of resounding impact on the forming of my thoughts on the 

possibilities of the participative was the Cildo Meireles retrospective at The New 

Museum of Contemporary Art in New York in 1999. This exhibition featured a range 

of participative experiences, ranging from forcing your way through a room packed 

densely with suspended wooden rulers, to standing in a wind tunnel with two ice 

cubes in your mouth, one sweet and the other sour, to removing your shoes and 

wading through a room filled almost knee deep with talcum powder. Meireles clearly 

sought to provoke curiosity in the viewer through a series of unusual sensory 

experiences. It seemed dubious though that any awakening to his socialist ideals 

could be possible in the trivialized blockbuster environment of the contemporary 

museum, but certainly a piece such as Entrevendo (Glimpsing), 1970-94 (Figure 13) 

illuminates the possibilities of acting upon “lower orders of perception, taste and 

touch, in contrast with the dominance of the visual.”26 

 

At the center of my research has been the role of the screen as the primary indicator 

of the presence of so-called ‘New Media’. The screen image and the participative has 

been mixed to great effect over the last few decades as the screen’s presence in the art 

museum has gradually become more prevalent. Bruce Nauman’s Corridor 

Installation, 1970 is a work of classic importance, in which he created tight spaces in 

which viewers discovered their own image live on screen courtesy of live feed 

cameras.  

 

Dan Graham added to this conception, introducing the dimension of time more 

obviously to the framework in Present, Continuous, Past(s), 1974  (Figure 14) in a 

seminal work that established new ground in blatant manipulation of the viewer via 

technological means.  A mirrored room established a perceptual expectation of 

multiple reflections, however the video monitor feed of the viewer was delivered 

after an eight-second delay, creating a further set of reflections out of phase with 

those from the current time frame, conflicting with what the viewer had every 
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perceptual right to anticipate. The technology was used to lie to expectations. 

 

Janet Cardiff and George Bures Miller have made a series of participatory works that 

dealt with the filmic image and the magic of cinema. A comprehensive retrospective 

of their work was held at PS1 MoMA in 2001, including the work The Muruel Lake 

Incident, 1999. In this work a modest-sized plywood box on legs, with an opening at 

one end, is displayed in the museum. The viewer stood at the opening and looked 

inside across a view of miniature theatre seats and a small ornate proscenium 

surrounding a screen showing a movie. Headphones were hung outside the box so the 

participant could enjoy the sound aspects of the cinematic experience provided in this 

wonderfully absurd format. 

 

Rafael Lorenzo-Hemmer has complicated the simple history of shadow play and the 

participative in a developing series of works titled Body Movies, 2000- (Figure 15). In 

the early versions from this series of works participants played a simple shadow 

game. More recently they interact in a more involved scenario where a sophisticated 

software program controls a video projection. Once they match their shadow to that 

of the video projection figure, it is deleted from the scene, and they can then locate a 

new one and adjust their position and pose so as to place their shadow over it fully.  

 

The pre-history of the cinematic has been utilized in the work of Kara Walker. 

William Kentridge also invoked nostalgia with his romantically rendered animations, 

as well as invoking the magical hand of the artist in service of the technological 

image as his charcoal drawings came to life before the viewer’s eyes. 

 

The screen’s presence in installation forms that sought to vary the experience from 

cinematic space were investigated by Doug Aitken in works such as Interiors, 2002 

(Figure 16). This three channel video installation, projected onto scrim screens that 

made a kind of translucent viewing ‘room’, gave the image some of the lightness of  

Figure 13 - Cildo Meireles Entrevendo (Glimpsing), 1970-94 

 

Figure 14 – Dan Graham Present, Continuous, Past(s), 1974 
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Figure 15 - Rafael Lorenzo-Hemmer Body Movies, 2000- 
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Figure 16 – Doug Aitkin Interiors, 2002 

 

Figure 17 - Pipilotti Rist Himalaya Goldsteins Stube (Remake of the Weekend), 

1998/9 
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air. The slow, vague action in the movies made more evocative by this presentation. 

 

Iñigo Manglano-Ovalle's Climate (2000) was another three channel video installation. 

The footage, shot in the Mies Van der Rohe house, played a slightly more 

comprehensible narrative on a structure that was somewhat similar to the Aitken 

design, though in this case the structure suggested a simplistic and enigmatic 

rendition of the Van der Rohe house. In this piece the viewer was kept to the outside 

of the structure.  

 

Pipilotti Rist’s first show at Luhring Augustine Gallery in New York in 2000 brought 

multiple video projections into an installation setting that had the flavor of a 

disheveled and lived in stage set, activated by incorporating a complicated series of 

moving images, at times projected onto and into the very fabric of the objects. In this 

work Rist sought to include the image as part of a greater form, suggesting a poetic 

somehow linked to the object’s history. In the end the sometimes complex narratives 

of the moving images made the objects on which they were projected fall away to the 

status of screen surface, but the attempt was compelling, such as in Himalaya 

Goldsteins Stube (Remake of the Weekend), 1998/9 (Figure 17). 

 

Paul Pfeiffer, The Long Count (Rumble in the Jungle), 2001 (Figure 18) pared away 

superfluous sculptural presence, and instead monumentalized the five-inch LCD 

screen. Its pedestal, instead of following the traditional upward thrust applied to 

sculpture, was a horizontal pole, thrusting the screen further into the room, 

demanding it be given attention. The image on the screen showed an empty boxing 

ring and a crowd. The camera movement tracked across the scene in a random 

manner, which together with areas of on-screen blur, acted to demonstrate that the 

boxers in the scene had been deleted courtesy of technological process.  

 

Live performance interaction with projected moving imagery occurred in the work of 

Robert Whitman and Laurie Anderson to name just two. Whitman also played with 

the screen image as the real, such as in Window, 1963 (Figure 19). 
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The illusionistic history of the rendered two-dimensional image was been well 

researched by Gerhard Richter and his work is discussed later in this paper. The 

photographic fictions of Jeff Wall and Thomas Demand also investigate this. Wall’s 

constructed images are too technologically slick to effectively question the status of 

the image as anything other than real, but Demand’s paper constructions set an 

important standard of tension between reality and believability, showing their status 

as fake at just the right level of intrigue. 

 

Rodney Graham’s The Phonokinetoscope, 2001 was debuted at 303 Gallery in New 

York. The work took the form of an interactive movie projection. Upon entering the 

gallery the viewer was confronted by a constructed room, with black door curtains, 

clearly indicating its function as a projection space. Outside the room was a 16mm 

movie projector with a visible, long loop of film fed through it, and a turntable with a 

vinyl record spinning on it. A sign encouraged viewers to place the stylus on the 

record, if it was not already in place. Doing so would not only start music playing, 

but would also activate the movie projector. Stepping inside the projection room, the 

participant would find a comfortable array of black beanbag chairs. The movie was 

an endless loop featuring the artist, who is seen taking an LSD tab (real) and riding a 

bicycle around Berlin’s Tiergarten, paying homage to LSD pioneer Albert Hofmann's 

inaugural bike ‘trip’ of 1943. The soundtrack, an original score composed and 

performed by the artist, was based on, and reminiscent of, Pink Floyd of the 

Psychedelic era. The references to the desire for phenomenological experience in this 

piece were obvious and effective. The viewer watched the events unfold, inevitably 

caught trying to imagine the experience of the artist having taken the LSD tab - 

foregrounding the artificial phenomenological. The linkage of this to film was made 

just as strongly with the title of the piece taken directly from the name of Edison’s 

abandoned cinematic machine. The music played its role in the system of links and 

hints in this piece. The participant was left acutely aware of what it was they were 

missing out on, but given a rich experience by which to find this out. 

 

 

Figure 18 - Paul Pfeiffer The Long Count (Rumble in the Jungle), 2001 
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Figure 19 – Robert Whitman Window, 1963 

 

Figure 20 - Nam June Paik Buddha, 1974 



 37

Figure 21 – James Turrell Meeting 1986 
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The idea of the phenomenology of the screen-based image was established early in 

video art by Nam June Paik, with pieces such as Buddha, 1974 (Figure 20). 

 

Phenomenology in art in general and in sculpture was an important consideration in 

my research. An Australian artist of importance was Ken Unsworth. He has explored 

the impact of the kinetic and the physical with works such as Slapstick, 1983-98 but a 

work of resounding perceptual phenomenology is Suspended Stone Circle 11, 1984, 

often installed in the Art Gallery of NSW. This work is noteworthy because of its 

singular generosity in allowing the viewer an experience that steps beyond the realm 

of simple optical illusion due to its sculptural, material and gestural integrity. 

 

I was fortunate to experience Robert Irwin’s Homage to the Square Cubed. Part II, 

1999 installed at the Dia Foundation galleries in New York. This work, its title a nod 

to Josef Alber’s Homage to the Square series, was a series of cubed spaces made of 

scrim spreading out across an entire floor of Dia’s large exhibition space. Carefully 

placed fluorescent light tubes added to the overall effect. This work was highly 

experiential. The human capacity to perceive contrast, far superior to any filmic 

modes of documentation, ensured it. The manner in which light was manipulated and 

made more tangible was highly impressive. 

 

James Turrell is an artist who regularly uses light as a framed presentation, such as in 

Meeting 1986 (Figure 21) installed at PS1 MoMA in New York. In this piece the 

framed sky, viewable only at sunset, becomes a flat plane, able to be contemplated 

like a painting, or a screen. This work takes the phenomenology of the dusk sky and 

recomposes it for contemplation in the art museum, directly challenging suggestions 

of the death of transcendent experience in contemporary art viewing. 

 

A unifying principle across this small group of works significant to this research is 

the tacit acknowledgement of the presence of a viewer. In dealing with the viewer 

there is a differentiation that must be made. There is a more general experience that 

the viewer expects from art viewing, based on its histories and cultural significance, 

and comes looking for with an open mind. This can be closely allied, at times far too 
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closely, to the experience that the viewer knows they will get. In this latter case they 

have read the reviews, the catalogs, the assignations of genius and they come ready to 

bear witness to the opinions of another. I would argue the former is the stronger 

experience. To care is, of course, a genuine relational stratagem. 
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Chapter 2 

The Relational Ground 

The art viewer comes to the gallery having made a choice to do so with their valuable 

time, typically recreational time. A certain expectation is implicit in this choice. If 

artwork is relational then a kind of contract is in play. More so if the artist is quite 

specifically requiring or expecting viewer participation, moving the viewer from 

observer to an active part of the work. The viewer’s participation could be rewarded 

with the lavish generosity of spectacle, they could be manipulated, or they could be 

just left bored. In all cases there is a degree of exploitation. 

 

Bourriaud talks about the exhibition space as an “arena of exchange”, yet he 

immediately narrows the criteria to an aesthetic basis – “… by analyzing the 

coherence of its form, and then the symbolic value of the ‘world’ it suggests to us, 

and of the image of human relations reflected by it.”1 

 

In all cases the target audience becomes a question. Is the artist targeting specific 

subsets of the art viewing public? Is the work for curators, critics, colleagues or 

interested plumbers? Nicolas Bourriaud moves with the quick ease of a public 

relations executive to imagine the art museum as a space for quality experience for 

all, and that the art on view is public space, unable to be contained by collector’s 

mansions. 

What is collapsing before our very eyes is nothing other than this falsely 

aristocratic conception of the arrangement of works of art, associated with it 

the feeling of territorial acquisition. In other words, it is no longer possible to 

regard the contemporary work as a space to be walked through … It is 

henceforth presented as a period of time to be lived through, like an opening 

to an unlimited discussion.2 

 

It is strange then that such a time has coincided with massive and unprecedented 

growth in art collecting, with the artists Bourriaud canonizes for his movement 

primary amongst those reaping the benefits. In this there is nothing new. 
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The tenor of discussion of relational aesthetics, a term which one would think might 

establish a more democratic framework in the analysis of art, seems more to continue 

the same tone as history and the likes of David Hume mentioned in Chapter 1, who 

derided the phantasmagoria displays enthusiastically received by the public. There is 

a note of autocracy in both. Despite the massive expansions in the range and scope of 

contemporary art practice Claire Bishop notes that the artists mentioned by Bourriaud 

“ with metronomic regularity: Liam Gillick, Rirkrit Tiravanija, Phillippe Parreno, 

Pierre Huyghe, Carsten Höller, Christine Hill, Vanessa Beecroft, Maurizio Cattelan, 

and Jorge Pardo, … will be familiar to anyone who has attended the international 

biennials, triennials, and Manifestas that have proliferated over the last decade.”3 A 

small few are used to typify the practice of an ever-increasing field of practicing 

contemporary artists – a practice of highly debatable accuracy, if difficult to avoid. 

 

 A primary hero for Bourriaud is Rirkrit Tiravanija. 

A metal gondola encloses a gas ring that is lit, keeping a large bowl of water 

on the boil. Camping gear is scattered around the gondola in no particular 

order. Stacked against the wall are cardboard boxes, most of them are open, 

containing dehydrated Chinese soups which visitors are free to add the boiling 

water to and eat.4 

 

This is how Bourriaud describes Tiravanija’s piece for the 1993 Venice Biennial. 

Though not a new media work in a technological sense, there are characteristics of 

this work I feel are important when looking at strategies that involve importing 

aspects of society from beyond the art institution into that context, and in 

understanding the nature of the “contract” of the relational work and its effects on the 

contemporary art viewing landscape. As such Tiravanija’s works are significant in 

representing ideas of the framework within which so-called new media works 

operate. 

 

The immediate question in relation to the piece described by Bourriaud is surely, was 

the soup any good? Was it aimed at those for whom any soup is food and therefore 
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good soup? Or it just the idea of getting soup in an art gallery, as some sort of 

rebellious or conceptual act all that matters, with its consumption of no consequence? 

In the chronology of this kind of strategy Felix Gonzales-Torres was a premier 

practioner. Untitled (Passport) 1991, in which a stack of blank drawing paper was 

maintained in the gallery, with all comers allowed to take a sheet, can be taken as an 

example. 

 

In the case of the Tiravanija’s soup, if the idea is simply to allow for the creation of a 

social space where art viewers may interact and discuss, a point at the heart of 

Bourriaud’s theories, then what if the viewer does not want soup? Why go to the art 

museum at all?  Why not go to a restaurant where all can get what they want, 

admittedly for a cost? If people are coming because the free food is a draw card, or 

because of the social space implied by the taking of a meal, will the social contact the 

institution has allowed, as Bourriaud envisages, be so good that they will come back 

even when there is no free soup? If the idea is that serving soup as art is outrageous 

then it is a one shot deal. Once achieved and understood then one can move on to the 

next outrage. Though this work did raise effectively identify the potentiality of a visit 

to the museum as a recreational choice, a place to hang out and chat, it is problematic 

because of the simplification of links to conceptions of the artist as hero, simplified 

here into the role of provider.  

 

Gonzales-Torres’ free paper sets up a different premise, one which bears an 

immediate relationship to its location. It is paper, a potential vehicle for art, being 

given for free in an art institution. Of course Torres, in other works, gives candy. In 

all cases the display is organized in a quite formalized arrangement with a nod to 

post-Minimalism, and to the aesthetic experience the art viewer might expect. The 

desire for contemplation was anticpateded and provided for. As Bourriaud 

acknowledges, Gonzales Torres’ strategies “…get to the heart of human experience.”5 

They are typified by notes of generosity and respect. The viewer is acknowledged 

with a degree of respect, Gonzales Torres as the provider moves to the background, 

the contemplative aura of the work acts in this role. 
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These kinds of giving relationships with the viewer are of no concern when the 

spectacle takes over, and this provides the satisfaction. In Tiravanija’s case the shock 

value was high, and so spectacle too easily achieved the necessary viewer 

gratification. There is a strategy of “use” in play, the emphasis of which Claire 

Bishop points out is done in preference to contemplation.6 It should also be noted that 

the imperative to break with any connection to formalist American aesthetics by 

Tiravanija and Felix Gonzalez-Torres along with other artists emerging in the 1990s 

such as Janine Antoni, Andrea Fraser and Mark Dion came in part from their 

common experience in the Whitney Museum's Independent Study Program. 

 

The Whitney program encompassed studio and theory studies and "artists invited to 

the program largely practiced various forms of conceptual art, addressing issues of 

representation and modernist history."7 This then leads to the concern here as to at 

what level a draw card is being provided that is of the territory outside of art and at 

what level the institutional framework is being interrogated, or engaged in self 

obsessed naval gazing. A strategic crutch becomes possible. Bring an activity from 

another sphere of society directly and unchanged into the art museum and let the 

spectacle of the collision do the work. Thus, a crutch that relies on a kind of snobbish 

escalation of art context. 

 

When art uses a technological framework, particularly that of screen based forms, and 

applies this kind of strategy, the weaknesses of this situation become even more 

exaggerated. Bringing with it the inherent power of a greater social systemic mode of 

understanding, merely transposing screen based mediums into art context does little 

to stretch the understanding of the viewer, though it may excite them, just as it would 

have done in the context it was drawn from. The primary novelty is that of finding it 

in an alternate context. 

 

Janet Cardiff and George Bures Miller won the Golden Lion at the 2001 Venice 

Biennial with their piece The Paradise Institute, 2001 (Figure 22). I was able to 

experience this piece the following year when it was shown at Luhring Augustine 

Gallery in New York City. At a fundamental level this work was a failure because it 
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adopted so much of the language of cinema and imported the context of that 

experience to the point that it became almost inseparable from it. Viewers queued up 

for the opportunity to sit in their mini-cinema built within the gallery and experience 

a vague quasi-narrative. The visual imagery was an amalgam of footage from their 

previous projects, and the audio experience was a strategy already applied much more 

effectively in a previous piece, Playhouse, 1997. This piece was viewed by one 

person at a time, alone behind a curtain, sitting only on a kitchen chair watching a 

tiny projection on a toy theatre stage. In the end, in The Paradise Institute, Cardiff 

and  Bures Miller provided a marginally different cinema at best, reminiscent of the 

time when cinema tried to embellish its experience with 3D glasses, or 

“Sensurround”. This left in my mind a strong question about the implicit 

communicative standards of technological viewing experiences and the manner of 

their handling when transplanted into art context. 

 

If relational art is an idea of establishing a social medium where people can discuss, 

participative works are only a small part of generating this space, but in the use of 

technological means participation is always implied at some level. We see technology 

as a servant to our requirements and attend to it accordingly. I chose to take on 

directly the genre of interactive works, the use of new technological mediums, to 

investigate more fully the idea of the effects of art context and to gain first hand a 

sense of this viewer participation ‘contract’ that I imagined. 

 

 

Figure 22 - Janet Cardiff and George Bures Miller The Paradise Institute, 2001  
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In August 2004 I was commissioned by SculptureCenter in New York City to do an 

installation in one of their basement viewing spaces. In planning I this installation I 

took into account my concerns with the idea that some relational art simply consisted 

of transplanting activities from other social realms into the art museum without 

testing the specific context of the art museum itself. In doing so they actively 

progressed the simplification of contemporary art into a confirmation of social 

systemic expectations. The nature of spectacle and the development of the museum as 

a place of entertainment featured heavily in my thinking and so I resolved to make a 

piece that drew on the traditions of the amusement ride for this institution. 

 

Machinery of Surveillance 2004 (Figure 23) focused on the idea of the exchange 

value of the interactive and reward for curiosity on the part of the viewer. As I 

mentioned this piece was installed in a basement space, which was tight, dark and a 

little claustrophobic.  

 

The piece could be encountered in either one of two states. In operation with a rider 

on the “car” traveling around the tight space, incorporated into the sculpture for other 

viewers to experience, or more likely it would be encountered at rest 

(SculptureCenter was not known for astounding attendance figures in 2004, but I am 

glad to say they have been increasing substantially and continually since then). At its 

rest state only the seat was illuminated (Figure 24). The viewer who made a close 

inspection would read the instructions that advised them to sit down in the seat and 

push the button on the panel in front of them. No explanation was offered as to what 

might happen if they did. This established an exaggeration of the artwork viewer 

“contract”. In this instance the viewer has been asked to make a significant 

investment, particularly for an art viewer, in following a vague instruction and taking 

an action. No free soup clearly available, no idea at all of why they should do this. 

Those that followed the instructions experienced the machine light up and spring to 

life, and take them on a rickety and unconvincing ride past a bewildering succession 

of shadow theater type image displays on a paper screen almost directly in front of 

their face. The ride was designed to take three minutes, the time deemed appropriate 

as the attention span limit for a pop song. 



 48

 

There was only room for one rider, and the tight installation space and the structure of 

the “car” kept the viewer in a somewhat private situation as they experienced the 

“ride”. As a final ‘joke’, the last image seen by the rider was a projection of their own 

face as live video feed, bringing first the surprise that they are watched by a hidden 

camera, followed by the realization that throughout the experience their apparently 

private viewing expressions may well have been recorded and kept for another’s 

viewing pleasure. In this final twist on the idea of this “contract”, and what has been 

given and what was taken, it was sufficient to indicate the possibility of the viewer 

providing material for further use. The actuality was left unexplained – the vague and 

unresolved being preserved, not allowing any final clarity in the exchange value of 

the arrangement. 

 

In the end this sculpture proved to be quite successful and amusing for museum 

visitors, though it could not be called a high excitement amusement ride. This left me 

contemplating further the nature of the art viewing context and the ability of the 

expectations of the museum visitor to make more of something than perhaps it really 

is, purely because of this context. 

 

Early in 2005 I was given the opportunity to investigate this further when I was 

commissioned to make an installation to fill a room of New York MoMA/PS1’s 

museum for the major survey exhibition Greater New York. Again for this 

opportunity I decided to work in the mode of the “amusement ride” but in this 

instance I decided to construct an event that referenced more concretely from the start 

the idea that the sculpture was a “ride” and to set up a situation which seemed to offer 

enough to make it perhaps worth participating in, but also, maybe not. This piece was 

titled The Epic Tour 2005 (Figure 25). 
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Figure 23 – Ian Burns Machinery of Surveillance, 2004 

 

 

Figure 24 – Ian Burns Machinery of Surveillance, 2004 
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Figure 25 – Ian Burns The Epic Tour, 2005 
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From the title on, with this piece I placed my tongue in my cheek and set out to test 

what level of the ridiculous could, by virtue of the weight of expectation of the 

viewer, pass as fun. The Greater New York exhibition was one of the most eagerly 

awaited events on the New York art calendar of 2005. It was the first time for many 

years that the entire MoMA/PS1 museum was to be dedicated to just one exhibition 

and this show was to be a demonstration of the latest and newest offerings from New 

York’s emerging artists. Suffice to say viewers came to this exhibition primed with a 

particularly acute sense of anticipation. 

 

Again the sculpture provided a ride, for one viewer at a time, but in this instance the 

rider was transported at a ridiculously slow pace around a large room in full view of 

other museum visitors. Bourriaud’s modern museum space and the potential for 

discussion, for one viewer at least, was temporarily suspended whilst they became the 

primary part of a pathetic spectacle, complete with the audio accompaniment of the 

clanging of a cymbal underneath their seat, which also conveniently served to disrupt 

anyone else’s ability to discuss. 

 

This “ride” took the viewer first on a half circle trip through the open end of the 

room, leaving them exposed for all as the “car” crawled around its track. Then the 

vehicle progressed past, and paused at, each of a series of nine shadow theatre type 

projections featuring lame renditions of public and natural spectacles, as well as banal 

events, from volcanic eruption and sporting events, through to freeway traffic. 

Though the sequence might have implied a narrative or symbolic progression, none 

was intended. The viewer was left instead with a vague question in their mind, 

consistently and immediately asked by their waiting friends, “was it fun?” – the same 

appeal heard at amusement parks when the dizzy and confused participants emerge 

from the seatbelts of their carriages of sanctioned terror. The Epic Tour was regularly 

swamped by willing participants, often with queues extending down the corridor of 

the museum. During the six month run of the exhibition it was taken on its short 

(three minutes again) trip around some eight thousand times. 
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But The Epic Tour in any genuine amusement park would be exceptionally lame, and 

I suspect, just plain dull. Its very context fed it the right to be exciting and to be a 

form of spectacle, even though the nature and materials of its construction and the 

limited scope of its function strongly indicated otherwise. 

 

If, as Bourriaud suggests, the exhibition space is a social space where art viewers may 

discuss and engage in relations about the work they are encountering, then implicit in 

this is a sense that the task of the artist is to provoke something worth talking about. 

Making a pathetic spectacle of one of their number seemed to me an appropriate 

investigation. Humor provides provocation, of the basest kind when someone is 

singled out for ridicule. 

 

The Epic Tour provides an interesting comparison against a more recent work by 

Carsten Holler, Test Site, 2006 (Figure 26) installed in the vast turbine hall of the 

Tate Modern in London. This piece was a huge hit in terms of the “bums on seats” 

factor. Visitors had to pre-book their place to get an opportunity to ride one of the 5 

installed metal slides. No matter where slides of this scale were installed they would 

be fun. A work that at face value seems strategically similar to Tiravanija’s free soup 

is in fact vastly different. A free ride on these slides seems vastly superior to a re-

hydrated Chinese soup, but is far less of an interrogation of the context in which it is 

placed. The soup made a more demanding exchange request, to the point it could too 

quickly be dismissed.  

 

The Epic Tour played more to expectations of fun, but its failures in delivery isolated 

the demand on the viewer to believe in it as fun, accentuating their role in a way that 

neither the Tiravanija work, nor the Holler work interrogate. 

 

Later in 2005 I was given further opportunity to test my investigations of the art 

viewer participative ‘contract’ through these ‘amusement ride’ means. I was included 

in the inaugural Torino Triennial and given a vast room of the Castello di Rivoli 

museum as an installation space. On my first visit to this museum I was struck by  
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Figure 26 - Carsten Holler, Test Site, 2006 
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Figure 27 – Ian Burns The Information Process 2005 
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The Information Process (Figure 27) was the work I constructed. This piece was 

again an interactive ride-on sculpture, but in this case it was made for 2 riders. A 15m 

truss was made with seats at either extremity, above it stood a 4m diameter wooden 

wheel. The clear suggestion was that making the ride move would make the large 

wheel turn, a simple but attractive proposition. 

 

Instructions were written, in Italian and English at each of the two seats. Each seat 

was provided with a “start” button. Each seat also had 2 monitors available for 

viewing, but no sound. One monitor showed the other rider sitting on their seat, 

whilst the second showed a view of the large wheel. The participants were advised by 

the written instructions that in order to make the ride move both participants must co-

ordinate and press the start button at the same instant. To add spice to this set up I 

installed alarm bells under each seat, and with each button press the bells would ring 

loudly for some 12 seconds or more, destroying any potential for verbal 

communication. 

 

Who reads instructions? Participants would sit and immediately press the button, but 

not at the same time, alarm bells would ring and inevitably the museum guard would 

have to step in and run between the stations, advise the riders, and then act as a 

starting gun, shouting, “una, dua, tres”, at which point a co-ordinated start button 

press could be effected and the ride made to move, with the outcome that the riders 

would realize that they were deprived of the very reward for their efforts, their only 

decent view of the drama of the large wheel turning being on the 5 inch black and 

white monitor in front of their seat. 

 

Still later in 2005 I was given even further opportunity to investigate this body of 

work, this time as part of a solo project at the Art Positions segment of the Art Basel 

Miami art fair. For Art Positions twenty sea containers are placed at a seaside park 

near the main convention center. Art Basel Miami is the largest art fair in North 

America, and its timing (December) and location in a warm climate by the beach in 

the middle of the northern hemisphere winter lend it a certain air of carnival. In 

keeping with this, I made work that followed on from this theme and installed a 
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“boardwalk” inside the container and in the rear of it included another interactive ride 

–on sculpture, Hold, 2005 (Figure 28), which acted as flight simulator for the airline 

passenger. This seemed appropriate to me since this art fair is held in a location well 

away from any known major art center. The vast majority of art fair visitors and 

participants have flown in for the event. The experience for the viewer on this work 

consisted of a 30 second trip in a circle, in view of the queue of waiting participants, 

which was usually a long line, complete with an “in-flight movie” simulation, which 

consisted of a 5 inch TV displaying the view from a camera mounted on the base of 

the ride on structure, which filmed some strips of white tape placed on the floor as the 

cart made its circle, providing the look of the classic road movie sequence of the 

white lines of the road passing under the moving vehicle. 

 

At the entrance to the container two hobby metal detectors scanned those passing in 

and out of the container, mimicking the early morning behavior of the locals on the 

nearby beach searching for some additional wealth, and in that manner simulating the 

general idea of the art fair. This feature was incorporated directly onto the sculpture 

when it was shown again it the Islip Museum, Islip NY (Figure 29) early in 2006, and 

again at Big Orbit Gallery in Buffalo, NY a little later in 2006.  

 

Despite the absurdity and seeming banality of the experience, the three times this 

piece has been shown it has enjoyed an enthusiastic response. I believe that this is 

entirely due to the specific nature of art viewing context and the influence of viewer 

expectations. The idea of a “ride” in a museum, or art context, establishes a certain air 

of novelty that provides an opportunity for the simplistic satisfaction of the 

expectation for experience on the part of the art viewer. That this particular piece 

offered such a short, confusing, 30 second experience, seemed to make the 

exploitation of the viewer more obvious, even to them, yet there was no particular 

complaint about this, but rather an enjoyment of its amplification. It seemed that any 

experience satisfied their need, no matter how absurd. 

 

For the exhibition at Big Orbit Gallery, along with Hold, I also made a new ride-on 

sculpture, On the Road, 2006 (Figure 30). In this piece I collided my investigations  
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Figure 28 – Ian Burns Hold, 2005 

 

 

Figure 29 – Ian Burns Hold, 2005/6 
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Figure 30 – Ian Burns On the Road 2006 
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on the cinematic (to be discussed in a later chapter) and the interactive in an art 

context. For On the Road I chose the simplicity of the crank as the most blunt visual 

form of conveying the movement – a simple reciprocation from the midpoint, 

backwards, then forwards, then back to the center again – one full crank rotation. A 

mini security camera was attached to an arm extending off the side of the traveling 

cart. During the pauses at the apexes of the motion the camera was trained on two 

constructed scenes that simulated the look of road movie clichés. In one, the bottom 

of a water bottle rotated and appeared as a view of the rolling car wheel, while a 

lighting effect created the look of the passing white lines of the road making the vista 

more convincing. In the second scene a plain of plywood appeared as a landscape and 

a slot cut in it appeared as a road, with nails and string mimicking fencing or 

telegraph wires, and a rotating disc of plywood above was read by the camera as 

passing storm clouds. A light effect in the cut slot created the look of a solitary car 

passing along the roadway. 

 

These pathetic constructions simulated two well known movie clichés that speak of 

the lonely, but rich, experience of the open road – these scenes directly activated by 

the motion of the cart being ridden by the interactive viewer and displayed projected 

on the wall in front of them at cinematic scale. Any potential for confusion that this 

experience might seem to offer were actually eased by the passivity of the experience 

of viewing the comfortable clichés as a projected image. Though much more was 

happening than in the case of Hold, the visual clichés and simplicity of the motion 

seemed to create a much less confusing outcome. All seemed to make sense due to 

the comfort of the sitting to view the projected image. 

 

As I worked through this series of ride-on sculptures a reliance on the good humor of 

the art viewer became evident. I began to explore other participative forms and 

commenced an investigation of communicative strategies in art and it’s relationship 

to authority. Absurdity and humor are languages of simple generosity. If the 

democratization of art is a goal, as relational aesthetics seems to imply, then it 

seemed reasonable to expect that such strategies should be made primary. 
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Chapter 3 

The Carnivalesque and Authority 

There is a long tradition in art of work that quite bluntly and openly ridicules 

authority. Work that, it would seem, authority tolerates, since it constitutes no real 

threat to the status quo. Mikhail Bakhtin wrote on this carnivalesque tradition, noting 

that it “invokes a laughter linked to the overturning of authority; it is that peculiar 

folk humor that has always existed and has never merged with the official culture of 

the ruling classes.”i The visual art that historically fits this carnivalesque tradition as 

exemplified in the landmark Haywood Gallery exhibition Carnivalesque in 2000 

would suggest that "thumbing a nose at authority" might be a better description than 

"overturning authority" when it comes to such art, since it was clearly tolerated by 

authority and as a result has survived. 

 

One of the reasons for the contemporary reinvigoration of this carnivalesque tradition 

is the common characteristic it shared with "relational aesthetics". Both blur the 

boundaries between high and low culture in the exploitation of shared human 

impulses for indulgent transgression - from the mildly irreverent or impious gesture 

of a joke to wild moments of licentious or gastronomic excess.  

 

In the model of relational aesthetics, as proposed by Bourriaud, the idea of shared 

(mostly base) human transgressive impulses is replaced by a focus on human 

relationships under a generalized view of a common humanity. What fundamentally 

complicates Bourriaud's model is the fact that in a contemporary art context the sites 

of authority are mostly located within the art world itself. Claire Bishop raises openly 

the issue of the insecurity of the art world’s intellectual pretensions and argues for a 

more confronting relational art. This, she argues is more democratic, by virtue of 

making “a more complicated imbrication of the social and the aesthetic. In this 

model, the kernel of impossible resolution on which antagonism depends is mirrored 

in the tension between art and society conceived of as mutually exclusive spheres…”ii 

 

Interactivity is a strategy of long standing, insufficient without other considerations. 
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“There is now a long tradition of viewer participation and activated spectatorship in 

works of art across many media—from experimental German theater of the 1920s to 

new-wave film and the nouveau roman of the 1960s, from Minimalist sculpture to 

post-Minimalist installation art in the 1970s, from Beuys’s social sculpture to 1980s 

socially engaged performance art.”iii Bishop argues that art can be a communicative 

force “distancing our thoughts from the predominant and pre-existing consensus.”iv 

 

She argues her point using the examples of the work of Thomas Hirschhorn and 

Santiago Sierra, paying particular attention to Hirschhorn’s Bataille Monument, 2002. 

For this work Hirschhorn, with the paid help of some locals, built with rudimentary 

materials a monument and library celebrating the work of Georges Bataille in a lower 

socio-economic district of Kassel as part of Documenta XI. Hirschhorn chose the 

topic of this monument and rather arrogantly forced it upon the locals. Bishop hails 

this as an inversion of the “zoo effect” whereby the visiting art intellectuals become 

the intruders, but this stance ignores the presence of Hirschhorn’s piece as a 

significant and blatant intrusion on the neighborhood. Visitors to Documenta XI were 

not left to find Bataille Monument of their own accord. A car service was hired from 

the area where the work was located to ferry people to and from the installation in a 

notably questionable gesture of charity, exploitation or hypocrisy. In all aspects of 

this work Hirschhorn’s helpers were paid, not volunteers, and were not credited as 

collaborators in the piece. 

 

Bataille Monument is fundamentally exploitative in choice of topic, location and 

approach. I could not see that it acted as genuine communication with the locals, or 

that it was generous in allowing room for individual interpretation or understanding. 

It seemed more spectacle than anything else. Grand gestures of this nature reflect the 

ego of the artist more than creating an environment for social interactivity. 

 

The simple truth is that art is not available to all in the same ways. If it were, then art 

as an academic pursuit would be meaningless. Historically, and particularly at times 

of sweeping change, artists have chosen to express themselves to audiences of 

specific character, with visual information encoded for understanding only by those 
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“in the know”, and so unavailable to others, including those in authority, and even in 

some extreme cases, those commissioning the work. 

 

Valentin Groebner describes how, in the early 16th century, the painter Jörg Breu the 

Elder, whilst a radical supporter of the Reformation, produced numerous Crucifixion 

scenes for ruling Catholic families and monarchy. Within these images he painted a 

pro-Reformation code wherein Christ’s feet were shown crossed, relating to the story 

of an executed Reformation supporter, who, as the execution axe was about to fall, 

cried out “If your faith is the true one, the executioner will cut off my head in a single 

blow. If my faith be the true one, however, he will subject me to a long agony and as 

a sign I will cross my right foot over my left one.” It was the latter state that came to 

pass.v 

 

Highlighted in Breu’s paintings is the idea of a section of the populace suspicious of 

an allegedly corrupt and incompetent authority. This sort of coded communication, 

essentially in plain view, functions through a kind of disinterest, or lack of knowledge 

on the part of authority. 

 

If art can generate a social-relational space, then work that engenders a sense of 

community - where strong opinions are up front and understood and where 

entrenched positions can be agreed upon - is the type of work that might be welcome. 

 

There is a definitional line here between carnival and humor in art that becomes an 

important one. Umberto Eco is skeptical of carnival but sees potency in humor. 

 If there is a possibility of transgression, it lies in humor rather than in comedy. 

Humor does not pretend, like Carnival, to lead us beyond our own limits. It 

does not fish for an impossible freedom, yet it is a true movement of freedom. 

When a real piece of humor appears, entertainment becomes avant-garde. 

Humor is cold carnival. vi 

 

In the contemporary arena political art has had a tendency to be a “yes” conversation. 

As a generalization the art community tends to lean left, and the potency of blunt 
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political art is generally dubious. It is ineffectual so authority tolerates it. No matter 

how extreme the work, it is in no danger of changing the world. However, if 

relational art creates a social space, it should then at least provide something to talk 

about beyond simple acceptance of the offered opinion. 

 

It occurred to me that if I were to relate the carnivalesque mode, as defined by 

Bakhtin, to contemporary context, the unifying and most applicable principle was that 

of the conspiracy theory. To contextualize this further, I was living and working in 

New York City in a post-911 environment that in the United States led to the Patriot 

Act and other bizarre autocratic decisions from the authorities. I felt that the materials 

and curiosity based approaches I had developed for my work, if combined with 

humor, or at least carnival, lent themselves to a line of inquiry centered around this 

social paranoia. 

 

My first works in this direction began in a manner more reliant on the materials and 

avoided more overt subject matter. In 2003 I presented a work, 15 hours, 2002 

(Figure 31) at the Hunter College Times Square Gallery. A wireless spy camera, 

attached to a board and motor, endlessly rotated in front of a sheet of grainy plywood, 

looking at it across a strip of cardboard and tape with 2 pen lids attached, to create a 

surprisingly convincing on screen depiction of a landscape as seen from an airplane 

window. An apparent urgency was applied in the making, with C clamps used in 

abundance as a primary mode of joinery. In making this work I considered the fact 

that in the post 911 world the romance of flying had lost its aura, as all passenger jets 

took on a new position as weapons of war. After the 911 “attacks” the US 

government declared a state of war, and invoked all the government powers of 

censorship and control that accompany such a declaration. 

 

In this work the materials set up a new kind of tragic romance, a forlorn effort to 

recapture something lost. In this work I sought a subtle reference. I felt that the  
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Figure 31 – Ian Burns 15 Hours, 2002 

 

 

 

 

Figure 32 – Jon Kessler Global Village Idiot, 2004 
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Figure 33 - Jake and Dinos Chapman Great Deeds Against the Dead, 1994 



 68

materials established a kind of democratic approach, and that the poetry of these 

choices against the traditional, cinematic clichéd depictions of air travel would allow 

the references to the loss of romance to be placed in the foreground. In this work I felt 

I had arrived at an important aesthetic juncture. 

 

In April of 2004 Jon Kessler presented his solo show at Deitch projects. This show, 

Global Village Idiot, 2004 (Figure 32) took many of the aesthetic principles I had 

established, and the democratizing potentials they offered, and turned them towards 

an expression of rage at the new regime. 

 

This show was recognized universally as an important mark on the post 911 New 

York art world. To my annoyance it was also hailed as a work that established a new 

aesthetic breakthrough, and credited Kessler with establishing this move. 

 

I felt that generally the work misappropriated the use of the video source – it mostly 

filmed magazine still images and did not demonstrate any consciousness of the video 

form and the power of cinematic cliché. Mostly it relied on the screen as window for 

observation in an unconvincing fashion and used machinery as an active and loud 

voice of freneticism, probably the easiest mode of expression for the kinetic to 

achieve. Of more interest was it’s topical focus, its blatant ridicule of authority, and 

aimless expressions of violence and anger. 

 

Given my own research on the carnivalesque and expressions against authority in art 

I sought to find what I felt would be more a satisfactory and original visual language 

for this mode of expression. 

 

I looked to works such as Jake and Dinos Chapman’s Great Deeds Against the Dead, 

1994 (Figure 33), an appropriation of plate 39 of Goya’s The Disasters of War series, 

1810-1820, first publ. 1863, as a work that was a blatant expression of violent 

obscenity. Despite this, when included in the Sensation exhibition in London of 1997 

and its subsequent tour locations it did not generate the most vitriolic responses. 

These were accorded to Marcus Harvey’s portrait of the child killer Myra, 1995 at its 
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London showing and Chris Ofili’s The Holy Virgin Mary, 1996 at the New York 

showing. Sensation also traveled to Berlin, but did not incite major scandal at that 

location. I saw the various responses as an interesting example  

of apparent desensitizing of the viewer. Blunt and ugly images might not raise 

hackles, while more innocuous works do.  

 

Advantageously to my research, early in 2005, I gained commercial representation 

for my work which gave me access to the burgeoning and exciting world of art fairs, 

the highest form of carnival and side show available within the art context. The first 

art fair in which I participated was the 2005 New York Armory Fair. I had attended 

art fairs previously and the reverence and hype with which many discussed these 

events piqued a strong interest in the possibilities. These short term events also 

offered real opportunities for artistic experimentation. 

 

For this context I planned to incorporate participative works, but also wanted to 

investigate topical and communicative possibilities, in terms of the art institution, as 

well as looking towards the traditions of coded, anti-authoritarian visuals of excess 

which seemed relevant to the context of the contemporary art fair. The rapidly 

increasing number of collectors and art fairs has led to a parallel increase in the 

power of money in determining the direction of artistic programs.  

 

At art fairs there is an incredible and exhausting amount to see and obviously there is 

a tendency to rush. They also provide a rare opportunity for intense artistic 

experience by a broader spectrum of the art viewing public. It seemed to me that 

participative works that borrowed from side-show traditions would be well suited to 

this compressed and competitive format, as well as calling on visual traditions that 

look to communicate certain subtexts to those outside of the art institutional and 

authoritative realms. 

 

In terms of visual format I gravitated quickly to a left over from earlier visual 

entertainment history, the toy theatre. English author G.K. Chesterton, in considering 

the manner of the presentation of the image, was prompted to ask the question, 
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Has not everyone noticed how sweet and startling any landscape looks when 

viewed through an arch?... The most beautiful part of every picture is the 

frame. This is especially true of the toy theater, that by reducing the scale of 

events it can introduce much larger events. Because it is so small it could 

easily represent the Day of Judgment.vii 

 

I had previously used this visual form with a more subtle poetic intent. Given this 

new direction I pondered for some time the sort of subject matter that might relate to 

such works. I thought about depictions of violence and arguments that contemporary 

screen based technologies desensitize people. Within this is the implication that the 

manner in which the visuals are delivered becomes unreal and inaccessible. Even 

where the camera is acting as observer, the viewer’s safety behind the screen, and the 

structure supporting it, allow a strong detachment. I considered this against historic 

visual traditions in which the viewer was prepared to be active due to the possibility 

of the presence of specific and selectively knowable visual clues, particularly where 

they related to communications aimed at specific social strata. I also considered the 

strong participative possibilities inherent in live interactive theater. 

 

So for my first art fair works I chose to make sculptures that called on the traditions 

of the toy theater and the participative carnival side show, and which allowed the 

viewer to participate in the depiction of two major conspiracy theories involving the 

downing of commercial airliners. 

 

Untitled #800, 2005 (Figure 34) is a toy theater-like display that represents the action 

of July 17th, 1996, when TWA flight #800 exploded in mid air shortly after take off 

from New York’s JFK airport, killing all on board. Investigations concluded that the 

probable cause of the explosion was an internal electrical fault. Despite the official 

verdict to this day many remain convinced that the aircraft was shot down by a US 

Navy, or terrorist missile. 
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In my version of the event I depicted the latter theories and placed the participant in 

the role of pushing the button to launch the missiles. A hand whittled wooden 

‘puppet’ 747 flies above a miniature Victorian stage set ocean effect. The scene 

elements are lit by a single spotlight that both lit the scene and projected the scene 

elements on to a paper sheet as a shadow theater, allowing the events to be seen from 

the other side as a screen based narrative. Both formats created a quite nostalgic and 

serene scenario, up till the launching of the missiles. 

 

Handwritten signage invited the viewer to interact by pressing a button on the side 

which resulted in a succession of missiles launching feebly towards the aircraft. 

 

This work was accompanied by a similar work, Untitled #93, 2005, (Figure 35) 

representing the plight of United Airlines flight #93 of September 11th, 2001. 

Reputedly forced down by heroic passengers looking to avoid the fate of other 

hijacked aircraft on that day, some still persist in believing that Vice-President 

Cheney, acting beyond his level of authority, ordered the Air Force to shoot it down. 

This piece simulated a computer screen view of UA#93 from the rear, with a radar 

screen view below. Viewers were invited to press the mouse pad button on the found 

keyboard attached to the sculpture, at which time a strobe light flashed simulating the 

experience of machine gun fire seeking to take down the plane.  

 

These works established a kind of guilty pleasure for the viewer. Though the titles 

were obscure enough that any direct references were lost for the majority, the general 

idea of shooting at passenger jets was easily understood. 
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Figure 34 – Ian Burns Untitled #800, 2005 

 

 

Figure 35 – Ian Burns Untitled #93, 2005 
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As with the ride-on works described in the last chapter, these works were made using 

found wood and general construction materials. The constructed, theatrically based, 

ocean effect of Untitled#800 was controlled by a camshaft made from plywood discs 

and machine screws. The mechanism which launched the missiles after the viewer 

gave the authority via the button press was also made from construction lumber and 

was built via a trial and error problem solving approach, so that the thinking behind 

the construction became evident in the misplaced drilled holes, odd pencil notes and 

general aura of problem solving clearly visible on the sculpture. The only concession 

to decoration was the found picture frame, cut in half and used as the toy theater 

proscenium. 

 

At this time I had settled on basic materials and a rudimentary mode of construction 

in producing the works. I felt that if my works were to simulate image producing 

technologies, then all should be subservient to generating the screen image. I included 

nothing that was not required to generate the image, and took the materials of house 

building and renovation as my palette. In the choice of materials I felt the general 

viewer could visualize my simple construction methods, using only screw gun and 

power saw, and the materials were even more familiar. My limitations were the same 

as the general viewers. This empathy for the constructions, added to the power of the 

curiosity the exposed mechanics engaged. 

 

As well as empathy, and the already discussed power of curiosity, these works 

provoked some laughter and began a period of experimentation with the voice of the 

carnivalesque and comedy. They incidentally also enjoyed immediate commercial 

success, both selling within fifteen minutes of the opening of the art fair, along with 

other available works, sight unseen and still in my studio. 

 

The rhythm of the commercial art fairs over the last three years has been a constant 

throb. Following the success of these first art fair works I was immediately 

challenged to provide more for the Brussels Art Fair that directly followed the New 

York fair. 
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For these works I chose to take the ‘Fair Game’ analogy quite literally, and as a 

layered pun, and to seek a certain topical irony within that framework. I again chose 

to make two works and this time looked to create a strong relationship between them. 

 

Both works followed the visual and aesthetic strategies of Untitled #800, 2005. Both 

were of the format of a toy theater that also generated a screen based shadow theater 

image on the other side, and both were made using the same rudimentary construction 

techniques and the materials of housing construction. Both works were “shooting 

galleries”. In Fair Game#1, 2005 (Figure 36) a frolicking deer established an easy 

target for a constructed toy gun. One shot was enough to fell the poor beast. Similar 

success could be enjoyed in interacting with Fair Game #2, 2005 (Figure 37). One 

press of the detonator button was sufficient to blow up the Hummer traveling through 

the desert landscape, with the subsequent depiction of the force of the explosion 

dismembering the unfortunate vehicle occupant. 

 

Of course with the "nobody ever gets hurt" traditions of cartoon violence both deer 

and Hummer and occupant quickly return to their pre-disaster state and returned to 

their respective journeys. These works enjoyed significant attention at the Brussels 

Art Fair, and featured in the Brussels prime time evening news in a story questioning 

their status as art. 

 

Just as quickly as this art fair followed the New York Armory Show, another one 

followed it. For the works for this event I looked to investigate the ridiculousness of 

the building Abu Ghraib scandal and the idea that an art fair could possibly deal with 

the absurdity of such inhumanity. The immediately obvious aspect of this situation  
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Figure 36 - Ian Burns Fair Game #1, 2005 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 37 - Ian Burns Fair Game #3, 2005 
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Figure 38 – Ian Burns Photo Opportunity, 2005 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 39 – Ian Burns No Photo Opportunity, 2005 
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was the speed and ease with which images of the prisoner abuse became available 

and widespread against the backdrop of continued Government censorship preventing 

the distribution of images of the coffins of US servicemen and women killed in Iraq. 

 

Following the toy theatre, rear projection shadow theater interactive format I had 

established, and again making two companion works, I presented Photo Opportunity, 

2005 (Figure 38) and No Photo Opportunity, 2005 (Figure 39). On both these works a 

camera was placed to view the toy theater stage scene already in motion, and the 

viewer interacted by pressing the camera shutter button, causing a related change in 

the on stage action. 

 

In Photo Opportunity the normal action consisted of a clumsily made wooden GI 

figure rhythmically sodomizing a naked hooded figure with a broom while a dog 

watched on. Upon pressing the shutter button the figure stopped thrusting the broom 

for a moment to respond with a thumbs up and a sunny smile. In No Photo 

Opportunity a transport plane waited impatiently on the tarmac, propellers still 

spinning as an endless procession of tanks were unloaded. Pressing the shutter button 

led to a small wooden puppet hand popping up obliterating the camera’s view while 

the tanks stopped and a procession of flag draped coffins made their way onto the 

waiting aircraft. 

 

I took these works topically to a place I thought ridiculous. I could see no scope for 

art to contribute to useful debate on these issues. No level of outrage could make any 

impact to an audience already comfortable in their outrage or acceptance regarding 

the incidents. These works took on the full characteristics of carnival, and were quite 

intentionally devoid of any insight that humor could offer. 

 

As a revised experimentation in this same aesthetic and subject format of paired 

works, I then produced Remote Detonation #1900 2005 and Remote Detonation #311, 

2005. The latter depicted a passenger train traveling on its journey, already appearing 

ridiculous through the use of cut plywood and other construction materials, similar in 

look to Fair Game #2, 2005 and its depiction of a Hummer.  The viewer could then 
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interact by pushing a mobile phone button leading to the slow motion explosive 

destruction of train and occupants, referencing the March 11th, 2005 terrorist attack 

on the Madrid train system, where bombs were detonated via mobile phone calls. 

Remote Detonation #1900 in its title was also a reference to the explosive potentials 

of the phone call, but in this case referring to the American 1900 phone prefix for sex 

line phone numbers. In the action in this scene a figure endlessly shuffles through the 

late night TV stations, ceaselessly pressing his remote until a willing participant 

would press the remote button on offer outside the toy stage proscenium. The 

plywood figure then ceased surfing the channels and vigorously masturbated until 

achieving a highly visual climax, and launching a blob of ejaculate across the scene. 

 

This piece of course generated much hilarity. Shortly after showing this piece with its 

companion in a small group show I had my first New York commercial gallery solo 

show at Spencer Brownstone Gallery in SoHo. I included Remote Detonation #1900 

in this show and in another way it achieved a humorous landmark in my mind. In 

2004 following on the heels of Jon Kessler achieving greater notoriety for his 

allegedly new aesthetic strategies I had commented to a curator aware of my own 

work, that it appeared that the only way in which I would achieve notice myself 

would be if I made a kinetic work that bluntly depicted a sexual event such as the act 

of masturbation. This prediction, perhaps not unsurprisingly, came true. Though I had 

achieved some critical notoriety of my own by this time for other works, on October 

7th 2005 an image of Remote Detonation #1900 (Figure 40) adorned the front page of 

the NY Times listings pages. An honor achieved by few artists, the lead image 

usually being given over to movie stills, dance, or pictures of wise old poets. 
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Figure 40 – Ian Burns Remote Detonation #1900, 2005 
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Figure 41 – Ian Burns Holiday Weekend – Clean it up, 2005 

 

 

Figure 42 – Ian Burns Holiday Weekend – Take it Out 2005 
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For this first commercial solo show I chose to collapse together the themes of the 

carnivalesque I had been developing, with those of the ride-on interactive works. I 

also re-introduced the live-feed video sculptures, typified by 15 hours, 2002 and their 

connection to cinematic cliché. The common element in these works was their 

dedication to generating a screen-based image. However two works in the show 

departed from this focus, and represented a tangential investigation of folk art and the 

carnivalesque. 

 

In late June and early July of 2005 I participated in the Art Omi international artist’s 

residency program. My duration of my time working in their studios included the July 

4th American Independence day celebrations. Working in a rural upstate New York 

environment put me close to the folk art traditions in celebrating this important 

holiday, co-incidentally at the same time as the New York art scene had begun to 

embrace contemporary artists adapting outsider, folk art aesthetics. Given the 

opportunity I chose to make my own country roadside, July 4th, folk art decorations in 

the style of the traditional whirligig.  

 

Holiday Weekend – Clean it up, 2005 (Figure 41) and Holiday Weekend – Take it Out 

2005 (Figure 42) were made and displayed spinning in the breeze on the roadside 

outside the Art Omi residency site for the July 4th holiday weekend – to the confusion 

of the few passing motorists - before finding their way into gallery context in my solo 

show, with the energizing addition of electric fans. The first made an action scene of 

the Abu Ghraib prisoner abuse scandal while the latter recalled the important but 

rarely mentioned day in American history, July 3rd, 1988, only one day before 

Independence Day, when a US Naval vessel shot down the commercial airliner that 

was Iran Air flight #655, killing all on board. 

 

Also for this exhibition I made a ride-on, or more accurately ride-in, piece which 

provided a stranger and more claustrophobic interactive experience than other works 

I had made of this type. In Another Day at the Office, 2005 (Figure 43) the participant 

sat inside the sculpture at a rotating desk. The external viewer could see a series of 

toy-theater like scenes depicting varying degrees of violence and mayhem, whilst the 
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rider inside was denied the “real” views of the stage but rather witnessed the shadow 

theater projected screen views. As they rotated to the accompanying racket of 

clanging alarm bells, the desk stopped at each screen. The participant could only 

progress to the next scene, and eventual release from the construction by pushing the 

button in front of them, forcing each scene to its violent conclusion which then 

allowed progression to the next stage. 

 

Against the backdrop of these ridiculous works I presented four works that operated 

on a more subtle level. These works focused on an investigation of the properties of 

the screen based image and form the opening of the next chapter, and the next major 

thread of my research. In  looking to investigate the basis and power of the screen 

based image and to find ways to make topical comments on other conceptual matters 

integrated with this investigation, I became somewhat dissatisfied with the 

carnivalesque investigations outlined above. 

 

I continued on occasion to continue this investigation of participative side show 

works when current events reached appropriate levels of the ridiculous, such as when 

Vice President Cheney, while hunting, without a license, and after a few beers, shot 

and wounded his friend and Republican Party fundraiser Harry Whittington early in 

2006. I could not help but associate this event with the previously mentioned 

downing of Iran Air flight #655. In both instances the authorities adopted a strategy 

of denial of any broken laws, only slowly allowing the revealing of the true 

circumstance of a ‘shoot from the hip and ask questions later’ mentality, letting time 

and other events ease and redirect the focus of public attention. In response to these 

similarities I made Know your Target#655, 2006 (Figure 44) where the willing 

participant could push a button to fire missiles at a hand whittled Iran Air jet, and its  
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Figure 43 – Ian Burns Another Day at the Office, 2005 
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Figure 44 – Ian Burns Know your Target#655, 2006 

 

 

Figure 45 – Ian Burns Know Your Target #2, 2006 
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Figure 46 – Hans Haacke Sol Goldman and Alex DiLorenzo Manhattan Real Estate 

Holdings, a Real-Time Social System, as of May1, 1971, 1971  

 

Figure 47 – Hans Haacke Sphere in Oblique Air-Jet, 1967 
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companion piece, Know Your Target #2, 2006 (Figure 45) where two participants 

could engage in the competitive sport of ‘shoot the Republican fundraiser’. But in 

general I felt that such strategies had limitations. 

 

The boundaries of art and the left leaning “yes” conversation have been ably exposed 

since the 1970’s in a series of works by Hans Haacke in which he revealed the 

hypocrisy of museum sponsors and board members repeatedly. A notorious piece 

which led to the cancellation of a scheduled Guggenheim Museum presentation of his 

work, being Sol Goldman and Alex DiLorenzo Manhattan Real Estate Holdings, a 

Real-Time Social System, as of May1, 1971, 1971 (Figure 46). This was visually a 

quite banal presentation, the potency being in the content, and it was a strong contrast 

to his earlier works which made simple, minimal and beautiful presentations of 

simple physical phenomenon, such as Sphere in Oblique Air-Jet, 1967 (Figure 47), or 

Condensation Cube 1963, a Plexiglas cube with a small amount of water inside 

engaged in an endless visual cycle of evaporation and condensation. The importance 

of phenomenological works such as these I shall discuss later. 

 

My research focus was shifting towards contemporary visuals and their reliance on 

the screen. Thinking of the relational I looked to challenge the apparent passivity of 

the screen-based image while not entirely leaving behind potentials for topicality, 

which I felt could be made more engaging through subservience to the materials and 

mode of presentation. 

 

Other artists with traditions more in line with that of carnival had made shifts to less 

direct visual forms. Sue Williams was known for her ribald cartoon like renderings, 

such as Spiritual American #2, 1992 (Figure 48), but had moved away to completely 

abstracted color line renderings. However in her 2005 New York solo show at 303 

Gallery, held at the same time as my show at Spencer Brownstone Gallery, she 

returned, somewhat, to topicality. The paintings were reminiscent of abstract beauty 

but were clearly renderings of anuses, such as in Spring for the RNC, 2005 (Figure 

49), albeit in whimsical form. This work struck an aesthetic and compositional chord 
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with the art institutional audience and offered a more carnivalesque tone to the 

general viewer. 

 

Just prior to my solo show at Spencer Brownstone Gallery I was asked to make a 

work for a large group show titled “Red, White, Blue”, a show which ran over the 

Independence Day and US summer period and focused on issues of national identity. 

For this show I produced a work that I regard as pivotal in the development of my 

research. Colony Cam, 2005 (Figure 50) was a work of material simplicity, some 

conceptual subtlety and humor, which drew for its function on the power of the 

screen-based cliché and the motivational force of curiosity. 

 

In thinking about the basis for this exhibition in the context of my work up to that 

point I felt a general dissatisfaction with the more direct ribald humor with which I 

had been experimenting. I moved to re-invigorate my previous investigations into the 

nature of the video image, and its connection, or lack of, to the material form of its 

origins and presentation, with what I had learnt about the relationship between art and 

topicality. 

 

In studying the role of the screen based image as the primary experience of the 

information being disseminated about the world around us I looked for an image 

which best conveyed the mayhem that seemed to be current at the time in a succinct, 

yet subtle way. I felt that a somewhat anonymous flag alone in an empty and 

inhospitable landscape would in its simplicity, more effectively encapsulate the 

imperial nationalistic and financial motivators behind the depictions of violence in 

foreign lands featured on TV and computer screens than the more carnivalesque 

renderings of violence that I had been depicting in my side show works. Furthermore, 

it occurred to me, as an artist in the highly competitive environment of New York 

 

Figure 48 – Sue Williams Spiritual American #2, 1992 

 

Figure 49 – Sue Williams Spring for the RNC, 2005 
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Figure 50 – Ian Burns Colony Cam, 2005 
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City, that the emptiest, vastest, yet most sought after sparse landscape on my horizon 

was the white walls of a New York gallery space. In Colony Cam I attached a 

miniature security camera to the gallery wall, its lens staring up at the white ceiling 

across the rough surface of the roller painted wall provided live video and audio feed 

to a large flat screen TV, creating a convincing rendition of a flat, uninteresting and 

uninhabitable landscape. I glued a few strips of red plastic to a needle and stuck them 

to same wall, made two well placed cuts across the wall with a box cutter that 

appeared as the tracks of a vehicle that had passed hours ago, and added a pedestal 

fan on a shelf to create some movement, fluttering the flag, and a soundtrack of 

howling wind as the fan breeze blew across the mini-cam microphone. 

  

In material and conceptual simplicity I managed to capture an image familiar to us 

through cinematic renderings as a place of deep emotional experience, such as in 

Victor Sjöström’s The Wind, 1928. After initial belief in the screen image as real 

landscape, viewers would eventually begin to wonder at the clumsy presence of the 

fan on the wall and on closer inspection discover the camera and needle and thus 

begin to resolve the phenomenology behind the image. In the generosity of this 

investigation the viewer could discover for themselves some sense of the implications 

of the image, the materiality of its construction, the humor in its function and the 

truth of its depiction. 

 

I felt that the use of video had made a significant contribution to the rendering of this 

work. The reliance on the familiarity of information presented on a large flat screen 

TV not only assisted the image to be read as real but also established an expectation 

of far higher production values than were in fact employed. 

 

The work of Valentin Groebner, mentioned at the start of this chapter, looked closely 

at depictions of Christ on the Cross, and the level of violence and spirituality 

employed in their rendering over the period covered by his research (late Middle 

Ages).  In looking at the shift of these depictions from graphic representations of a 

tortured criminal to those of a serene redeemer he makes the observation that “The 

picture disappears when it represents only itself.”viii This statement, and its origins in 
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argument, has value in the consideration of the iconic and simplistic nature of the 

contemporary screen based image. 
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Chapter 4 

The Phenomenon of the Screen-based Image 

From the beginning of my candidature the “captured” image, or synthetic view as 

mini-theatre, shadow play or light projection played an important role, but 

consideration of the technological screen had been ever-present and began to take a 

more significant role. The very presence of a screen establishes a different 

expectation in the art viewer, one inexorably linked to the communicative traditions 

of the form in its generalized social role. The relationship between the digital screen-

image and established cinematic techniques became a particular area of exploration in 

my work. I intentionally downplay rhetorical explanation or pre-empted theoretical 

underpinning and give emphasis to the process of evaluation and reflection on my 

own work and that of my peers in the contemporary field to explain the development 

toward engagement with the cinematic cliché. The image can communicate for itself. 

This approach, in giving primacy to an interrogation the image/work as a generator of 

contained or contrived emotional response is not so uncommon. William J. T. 

Mitchell recently implied that his 1994 publication Picture Theory was overburdened 

with theories external to the pictures themselves. This was in the context of 

introducing his 2005 What Do Pictures Want? where he attempted to “analyze the 

ways in which images seem to come alive and want things”. 1 Significantly, Mitchell 

begins this book with the image from David Cronenberg’s seminal 1983 film 

Videodrome showing Max Wren (James Woods) about to plunge headfirst into the 

bulging vulva/mouth-shaped screen of the television. 2   

 

In the context of film as the dominant visual forms impacting all the arts, Deleuze 

discusses its early effect in changing the status of movement painting, where it had 

once steadfastly clung to forms in contradiction to scientific demonstration through 

early photography. He also discusses how ballet and mime were changed through 

cinema into new forms that were less posed and measured.3 John Hanhardt realized 

that video, with even greater access available to all, would impact on all artists and 

“affect how we perceive the world around us and ultimately refashion and preserve 
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it.”4 Computer generated and distributed imagery only adds to the screen dominance 

of visual culture. 

 

The Eddo Stern exhibition at Postmasters Gallery in New York in 2003 was not 

generally regarded as one of the most significant shows on the New York landscape 

of that year, but for me it offered some clarification on issues of importance to my 

research regarding the technological in art, specifically those relating to screen-based 

moving images. 

 

There were two kinds of work in this show. He had produced sculptural pieces that 

had screens on them, running scenes hacked from video games, linked to computers 

also incorporated within the sculptures. He had placed solenoids over the keys of the 

computer keyboards and had written a simple program that operated the solenoids, 

pressing the keyboard buttons. In this way the computer program he wrote controlled 

the computer games, generating a “live” action scenario on the screens. The 

sculptural forms that supported the screens, topically reflected the subject of the 

video game material, such as in Fort Paladin: America’s Army, 2003 (Figure 51). 

These works entered the realm of “geeky” partly because Stern is appreciated in the 

gaming world as an artist who understands and manipulates the form. This raises the 

issue of skill in the manipulation of technological mediums, but that will be explored 

later. The other work in the Eddo Stern exhibition had particular resonance for me. 

This was Vietnam Romance, 2003 (DVD, TRT 25 min), (Figure 52), a work that I 

found  profoundly amusing in the ease with which it generated atmosphere. In this 

video work, using computer graphic sources, a vague narrative was created. As he 

described it: 

Vietnam Romance is compiled from the sources available exclusively on the 

computer desktop environment - games, graphics and music. A remix of the 

Vietnam war experience with a MIDI soundtrack and computer game clips, 

Vietnam Romance is a tour of nostalgia for romantics and deathmatch 

veterans. ...Feel the Nam, Feel the elephant grass, Feel the red clay, Feel the 

cong, Feel the rain, Feel the Nam.5 
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Figure 51 – Eddo Stern Fort Paladin: America’s Army, 2003 

 

Figure 52 – Eddo Stern Vietnam Romance, 2003 (DVD, TRT 25 min) 
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Figure 52 shows a video still, easily recognizable for its source from the movie, then 

TV series MASH, and here reprocessed and appropriated by Stern from the imagery 

produced for a video game. 

 

This work accentuated with remarkable clarity the level at which the cinematic cliché 

has been absorbed into all screen-based moving images. So much so, that with 

relatively minimum of effort, Stern collaged together a few materials from 

technological sources and created a twenty-five minute film that included all the 

coded signifiers of camera movement, change in camera angle, transition effect and 

sound that were required to create a sense of drama. But in Vietnam Romance there 

was no narrative outcome beyond an ominous sense of latent violence created by the 

knowledge of the source material, given outlet in one scene only when a soldier fired 

repeatedly on a skull lying on the ground. 

 

Video games are historically obsessed with the quality of their video effects and it 

makes sense that copying cinema would be the ploy to lend an air of reality. I found 

many parallels in the investigations in the work of Eddo Stern’s and my own 

investigations, particularly in the works, previously discussed, 15 hours, 2002 (Figure 

31) and The Transition Machine, 2003 (Figure 4), which I was constructing at the 

time of Stern’s exhibition. 

 

Sculpturally I found Stern’s work to be too manufactured and too directly reminiscent 

of the kind of game landscapes players of Dungeons and Dragons and other games 

would construct as terrain for their plastic figures. The connection I felt was with the 

sculptural investigation of placing a screen on the work as an integral part of the 

form. In this way, as well as in the action of the solenoids, technological function was 

simply part of the sculptural object, as opposed to a predictable dialogue of neo-

hybridization such as in the work of Rachel Harrison, where sculptural assemblage is 

collided with found still and video imagery in simple rehashes of conceptual punning. 

Harrison’s works rely on cohesive sculptural form and its well-trodden traditions for 

their success, not the presence of any technological or media-based imagery. (As a 

side note Eddo Stern’s work has gone through its own progression and his 2007 solo 
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show at Postmaster’s Gallery in New York featured carnivalesque shadow puppet 

scenes, echoing my earlier investigations. 

 

At the time I made 15 hours, 2002 there were constant and aggressive banner 

advertisements appearing on computers for a specific brand of miniature security 

camera and I, and many other artists, had not been able to resist the temptation of 

these “toys” and the possibilities they suggested. I have previously mentioned the 

work of Jon Kessler. These works only sustained a reference to moving imagery in 

the frenetic energy of their machinery and kinetics. On screen images were primarily 

shots taken from magazine photos of troops or explosions and they lacked the visual 

clues of the moving image narrative. Around the same time as Kessler’s Global 

Village Idiot, 2004, exhibition at Deitch projects Jennifer and Kevin McCoy debuted 

their new work at Postmaster’s Gallery in New York. In Soft Rains, 2004 (Figure 53) 

the McCoys used over fifty miniature cameras filming small dioramas with plastic 

figures and toy cars which reconstructed various significant cinematic moments, 

scene by scene, shot by shot. In these works the idea of the screen-based image and 

the structure that supports it was amalgamated in a more technologically 

sophisticated manner than I had been employing. Though these works did act to 

generate curiosity in understanding the camera angle and image origins, the 

maneuverings of the timing and operation remained in the realm of the black box of 

software, hidden from contemplation. The strongest aspect of this work was its 

recognition of the power of the cinematic cliché to stimulate a kind of partially 

coherent emotional response, even when the level of suggestion is quite pathetically 

deficient in relation to the original cinematic production. This experience I had 

already explored in my own works such as The Transition Machine, 2003 (Figure 4). 

In Soft Rains the production of the image caused no surprise.  A camera filmed a 

plastic figure on a model stoop and it generated a projected image that looked like a 

plastic figure on a model stoop. 

 

The McCoy’s previous work had often focused on a kind of pop culture 

obsessiveness, such as in pieces like Every shot, Every Episode, 2001 in which they  

Figure 53 - Jennifer and Kevin McCoy Soft Rains, 2004  
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established 278 categories that could be applied to the compete television series, 

Starsky and Hutch. In works such as this, and in their new sculptural work, they 

demonstrated a kind of egotistical, indulgent, cultural coolness –an implication that 

they know these movies and TV shows; a kind of video-store clerk, nerd syndrome. In 

a similar fashion Eddo Stern also relied on quite specific reference, but in his case to 

computer game craft and terminology. (He has mounted two exhibitions called 

Godseye, the term applied to the computer game view when the screen-view is that of 

floating above one’s gaming character). I could not reconcile this lack of generosity 

against my relational impulses regarding appropriate exchange value considerations 

and respect for the viewer. Works that cater to niche interests like this, or focus on 

demonstrating a certain cool knowledge, create too strong an awareness of the artist’s 

presence and work against the generosity of allowing curiosity to lead the viewer to 

their own discoveries. They do nothing to alter the traditions of the relationship 

between artist and viewer. 

 

At a topical and conceptual level as well, specific niche cinematic, computer game or 

other specifc reference was not useful to me at that time. My intent was to allow the 

image to identify itself only generally, as more of a trope, and establish its own 

emotional response in the viewer through indicating it with the barest of signs. In this 

manner, in works such as Colony Cam, as the viewer simultaneously believes an 

image linked to the potent reality of cinema, because of the presence of the 

technological screen, and deconstructs the image via the structure in front of them, a 

reaction linked to the phenomenological occurs that could not occur in the works I 

made utilizing the traditions of shadow theater. Nor could it occur in the works of the 

McCoys or Kessler. In their works, and in shadow theater, we cannot be fooled by the 

simple image and the obvious means of its creation, though we can appreciate and 

even invoke aspects of its cinematic referentiality. For this strand of my research, to 

expose the phenomenology at play, I needed to create screen images that were able to 

be believed as real. 

 

Merleau-Ponty attempted a confrontation between cinema and phenomenology, at the 

same time as seeing them as ambiguous allies, as interpreted by Deleuze. “Cinema … 
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suppresses both the anchoring of the subject and the horizon of the world. Hence it 

substitutes an implicit knowledge and a second intentionality for the conditions of 

natural perception… With the cinema, it is the world which becomes its own image, 

not the image which becomes the world” as in the other arts.6 

 

Hal Foster looks to Lacan in seeing “the screen as the locus of mediation … even as 

the gaze may trap the subject, the subject may tame the gaze, and it is through the 

image screen that we ... negotiate its laying down.”7 

 

In the previous chapter I discussed some of the works that were in my 2005 solo 

exhibition at Spencer Brownstone Gallery in New York. Against the backdrop of the 

works that experimented with the carnivalesque and the ridiculous I presented four 

works that operated on, and took advantage of, the cinematic cliché at this believable 

level, playing the potentials of this phenomenological game; developments from 

where 15 hours, 2002 had left off. These works were focused on an investigation of 

the properties of the screen-based image, its relationship to sculptural form and 

exposing cinema as a phenomenologically internalized event. It seemed appropriate 

to re-interrogate 15 hours, 2002 directly. I sought a new sculptural form to generate 

similar imagery, resulting in 15 hours. v2, 2005 (Figure 54). In this work I made the 

mechanism of image creation much more compact, and installed it so that it floated 

on the wall, connecting it directly to the feeling implied in the viewer by the 

generated screen image. As before, the airplane wing seen through the window of the 

sideways TV screen, was made from cardboard, electrical tape and pen lids. A set of 

links gently pushed it up and down as the plywood disc rotated beneath it, making the 

wing flex up and down as though in response to air currents, which gave it a final 

motion signifier of reality. A clock radio on low volume strapped onto the structure 

near the camera microphone, which amplified its output, was tuned just off the signal 

of a local radio station, and so created static as a rendition of engine noise with the 

incomprehensible voices and songs heard read as the background noise of fellow 

passengers and announcements on the alleged aircraft. Such touches have been 

important in all the subsequent works of this type as part of the system of moving 
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image signs, visual and audible, that establish the imagery in the mind of the viewer 

in an initial state as ‘real’ footage. 

 

Deleuze saw that the crisis of psychology coincided with the impact of cinema, where 

it was no longer possible to hold the position that “involved placing images in 

consciousness and movements in space ... if we invoke the brain, we have to endow it 

with a miraculous power …how can a movement be prevented from already being at 

least a virtual image, and the image from already being at least a possible 

movement?”8 I saw a sculptural possibility to this relationship in the gentle confusion 

between the believable cinematic cliché, pathetic assemblage, and the technologies of 

the cinematic. 

 

Here in My Car, 2005 (Figure 55) was a confusingly energetic construction that made 

use of a rotating plastic dome , a household garbage bag and a fluorescent light tube 

to generate imagery, via a well placed mini-camera, of a believable rendition of that 

noir cinematic standard of the drive in the car at night, with the regular passing of the 

anonymous headlights of traffic going in the other direction accompanied by the 

metronomic pulsing of the windscreen wipers. The ludicrousness of the apparatus, 

and the process of realization of its connection to the image made a tangible 

demonstration of the situation described above by Deleuze. In Down by the Sea, 2005 

(Figure 56) this demonstration was given a different tenor through an apparatus that 

was more immediately recognizable in its functioning in generating the image. An 

oscillating fan simply lifted and dropped a piece of blue insulation foam in front of a 

camera that viewed a sheet of plywood and a light bulb across it. As the fan turned 

towards the camera the periodic rush of air rendered a sound track strongly 

reminiscent of the sound of the ebb and flow of waves on sand. Despite the obvious 

presence of these mechanisms the cliché of the calming footage of the seaside sunset 

was so powerful that it established an emotional imperative to read the image as real 

that would not be quieted. These works strongly place the phenomenology of the 

image in an indeterminate zone between the screen, the mind, and the sculpture. 
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Without the intervention of the sculpture, but with the employment of the cinematic 

cliché, what then does video art that looks to imply character and narrative achieve 

that is not simply cinema regurgitated into a new context? A situation not dissimilar 

to Carsten Holler’s metal slides, Test Site, 2006 (Figure 26) transplanting the 

amusement park ride essentially unprocessed into the turbine hall of the Tate Modern. 

The issues of gesture and skill and their applicability to technological practices in art 

come to the fore here. If the gesture is simply a transplant I would contend this is a 

lame duck, and a dull one. 

 

Despite their acclaim I question aspects of the more recent productions of Mathew 

Barney’s Cremaster, and Drawing Restraint series of works. Continual slow camera 

movement, combined with rising repetitive or monotonic sound, seem to be merely 

expanded time-frame versions of well established cinematic tropes. The power in 

these works rely more on issues of compositional framing and color, and the weight 

of artistic reputation and expectation, than on cinematic technique. The skill is more 

in production design than in the handling of the medium. When it comes to special 

effects and editing Cremaster 3, 2002 and Drawing Restraint 9, 2005 (Figure 57) 

have moments that are so poor as to invoke the spirit of Ed Wood.  The still image 

shown represents the moment in the film when Barney’s questing ship is bearing 

down on the exotic pearl divers, yet the texture, and color of the water in the two 

shots, places of alleged proximity, are vastly and comically different. In terms of plot 

suggestion, the most stark and obvious conclusion in Drawing Restraint 9 is a bluntly 

racist one. Bjork and Mathew Barney are attended throughout by throngs of 

expressionless,  
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Figure 54 – Ian Burns 15 Hours v2, 2005 

 

 

Figure 55 – Ian Burns Here in My Car, 2005 
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Figure 56 – Ian Burns Down by the Sea, 2005 
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Figure 57 – Mathew Barney Drawing Restraint 9, 2005 
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Asian minions, seemingly meekly aware of the moral and spiritual superiority of the 

non-Asians it is their honor to serve. This assessment of course is one based on the 

tropes of cinematic language, but such conclusions are easily drawn when the filmic 

aspects seem to rely on cinematic clichés without due conscious process. That said, I 

saw the “props” of this movie in exhibition at Barbara Gladstone Gallery early in 

2006 and they were highly impressive demonstrations of the gestural and design skill 

of Barney’s sculptural productions and acted as a reminder that the films are 

convenient showcases for these works. Most importantly for my own development 

they contributed to a questioning of the particular fabrication ploys I had been using 

that gave emphasis to a "back-shed" construction aesthetic using humble materials.  

 

Clearly Barney has access to significant resources, putting him into the realm of the 

select few video artists with budgets that allow access to teams of skilled cinematic 

technicians to aid in rendering high quality visuals. Even so, with the unrelenting 

progression of  breakthroughs in image making technologies, high quality filmic 

image making is rapidly becoming affordable for many, if not most. Jesper Just is an 

artist who typifies this progression. As his career and currency has increased so have 

the production values and strength of visuals of his work. At the same time it has 

seemed to me the works have developed a simple narrative vagueness, happy to rely 

on the inherent suggestive power of the cinematic clichés of camera movement and 

clever lighting. His earlier works, with their faux cinematic ploys, and use of 

mundane settings, such as the space underneath an elevated freeway standing in for a 

lavish stage set, were far more effective. They created a new illusion, rather than the 

indulgent re-creations of pre-existing illusions that typify his more recent work. 

 

In the end, works such as these keep the viewer in the safe position of an 

unquestioned and unrevealed phenomenology, created through the traditions of the 

medium, but in art context instead credited to the genius of the artist. In no way do 

they provide any challenge to long standing modernist traditions of understanding the 

artwork in its relation to the artist, despite the deployment of these ‘new media’ social 

communicative technologies and strategies. 
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The visual form keeps finding recurrent strategies. Martin Kemp writes in his study 

of the visual in science and arts, that “there are historically recurrent ways of looking 

and representing the phenomena of nature, across varied scales and subjects…” and 

that despite technological image making advances “…the overall notion that the 

margins of the image constitute a ‘window frame’ through which spaces and surfaces 

of nature are viewed has not changed.”9 

 

Generally this is true, but in the case of art the important issue is the object of 

contemplation. In Kemp’s case he is referring to a reproduced image, screen, 

magazine and so on. A flattened image contained, as he says, so as to provide a 

window frame. If the ‘window frame’ is incorporated systemically with an object that 

in an overall sense forms the subject of contemplation then the image as window can 

potentially be compromised. This cannot be achieved if the imagery comes from 

elsewhere, as in the case of Rachel Harrison’s pictures pasted on to her sculptures or 

Eddo Stern’s computer game images. In these works a disappearance of the object 

occurs at the moment of screen contemplation. It all becomes a part of the frame. 

 

The screen is the primary image window in contemporary culture. It seemed to me 

that, as I had done in 15 hours, 2002, the screen needed to suffer some dissolution of 

its role as window, concurrent with encouraging the primary urges and belief that this 

role remained. In Off Season, 2006 (Figure  58) I adopted for myself, as the likes of 

Barney and Just had done, the art cinema strategies of slow camera movement and 

rising monotonic sound,  but introduced low culture and the displacement of the site 

of the phenomenological event between object and viewer through the construction of 

a rudimentary sculptural form to produce a believable image. Off Season, 2006 was a 

relatively simple construction that moved a camera in a slow, side to side oscillation 

on a linked arm, so that the camera conducted a continuous series of slow pan shot 

sweeps across the wall of the gallery. I returned to my use of the barren gallery wall 

as vast landscape as I had done in Colony Cam, 2005 (Figure 50) but in this case the  



 107

 

Figure 58 – Ian Burns Off Season, 2006 
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image referenced was that of a drive-in movie theater shut down for the winter 

season, or perhaps longer. The landscape content of drive-in screen, roadway, poles, 

fence and telegraph ways was made quickly and simply with nails, tape and string, 

with a small piece of white cardboard filling in as the vital movie screen. Beyond 

simply becoming believable in the transfer to the projected image, I incorporated a 

further touch in the transfer to the projected image by giving a nod to the shift 

occurring in contemporary culture with regard to the standard screen size format. The 

camera filmed in 4:3, and I projected the image in 16:9, which gave the small 

cardboard screen the final magical shift between its reality and its projection as it was 

seen to realize its wide screen ambitions. A small stationary fan off to one side 

provided a breeze across the camera microphone which was amplified. As the camera 

moved slowly closer to, and then further away from, the fan, the aforementioned 

monotonic sound effect was created. When the camera reached each apex of its 

oscillation a spot light mounted on the reciprocating arm was switched on briefly, 

activated by a clearly visible mechanical switch via the motion of the camera arm – 

no computer control here - and shone across the camera lens creating a white flare 

rendition on screen of the cinematic dream dissolve to white. The image would then 

fade back in and the pan shot would begin in the opposite direction.  The nature of the 

image, a classic American landscape cliché, the camera movement and effects, and 

the sound established a screen experience with all the marks of the cinematic. 

 

The sculptural form in an art context provides an object for contemplation. When the 

object is involved in producing the screen image also available in a closed loop 

scenario then the sculpture can be prevented from deconstructing into just a frame for 

the image. But if the image on the screen, via its reference to cinematic cliché 

establishes a strong believability, as in the case of Off Season, then the desire to 

perceive the image as coming from a source other than the sculpture, a desire to 

reduce the sculpture to the status of frame, creates an original tension reliant on the 

object’s position as a sculpture and its status as something requiring contemplation. 

 

Another piece where I experimented with American cinematic tropes directly was 

Road, 2006 (Figure 59). This piece constructed an endless sequence of the two 
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primary shots from the classic road movie form, with a dream dissolve transition 

between each scene. This piece made, through materially pathetic means, believable 

renditions of the view of a camera across the front wheel of a speeding car, with the 

white line of the road passing quickly under the camera, and of a car speeding across 

the expanse of a lonely highway in the twilight. American cinema celebrates travel 

across the landscape as a metaphor, where the process of movement requires self-

discovery. Displacement is seen as enriching and enlightening, a catalyst for personal 

insight, so this was an ideal topic for a work experimenting with shifting the 

phenomenology of the cinematic experience into art context in a new form. 

 

I stretched the idea of discovery and the vast landscape to one of its extreme 

conclusions, polar exploration, in Empire v2, 2007 (Figure 60). The piece was shown 

in Norway, a nation ferociously proud of its history in polar discovery. In Empire v2 

the wall of the gallery, as seen through the miniature camera, became the arctic desert 

and through the simple mechanism of a rotating arm pulling and then letting out a 

rope attached to a small cart the camera made a sweeping pass up and down the wall, 

alternately approaching and then leaving a solitary pin, with strips of red and blue 

plastic glued to it to provide a vague rendition of the Norwegian flag. A stationary fan 

again provided rising and falling monotonic sound, while stationary lights attached to 

the wall provided the dream dissolve affect at the two extremes of the camera’s 

journey. 

 

Deleuze points out that cinema is “a function of equidistant instants, selected so as to 

create an impression of continuity… Nevertheless cinema seems to thrive on 

privileged instants.”10 Here Deleuze uses the example of Eisenstein and his ability to 

extract from movement certain moments of crisis. In post war cinema has come the 

development of the transition shot, an ambiguous ‘privileged instant’ that uses the 

idea of displacement and the vast landscape to bear the compelling weight of plot 

points and narrative.  Rather than moving directly from scene to scene, strategies 

have developed where it is now commonplace at moments of narrative significance to 

insert a shot that indicates displacement, such as a pan shot across landscape, or as 

Deleuze points out the camera appears as a “generalized equivalent of the movements  
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Figure 59 – Ian Burns Road, 2006 

 

 

Figure 60 – Ian Burns Empire v2, 2007 
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Figure 61 – Ian Burns The Time Between 2007 
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of translation”, such as that of the train, car, or airplane.11 As cinematic language has 

continued to develop in parallel with the technological advances in the apparatus used 

in its making there have also been refinements. Where such translational shots were 

once consistently shot with the use of rail mounted cameras and carefully 

counterweighted camera booms, allowing the smooth movement of the heavy 

equipment, the introduction of the high resolution, lightweight camcorder now allows 

the director to bring a look of authenticity to these shots by allowing the subtle 

variations in the movement that indicate the hand held. 

 

I chose then to make a work, The Time Between, 2007, (Figure 61) which simply 

rendered a cinematic transitional moment without providing its parenthesis of 

narrative content. This work demonstrated the inherent capacity of the transitional 

shot as a cinematic tool to imply the important, without even requiring the presence 

of what is important, allowing the desire for this transfer then to be made instead to 

the primitive construction that was responsible for generating the scene. 

 

In this piece a camera was suspended on thin nylon with a view of a suspended hand 

whittled airplane. A fan blew on the camera, both generating a soundtrack that 

sounded similar to the jets of a distant aircraft, and at the same time giving the 

camera a subtle movement, eerily similar to what would be experienced by a hand 

held camera on high zoom trying to stay steady on a distant and receding plane. 

 

Again, utilizing an image that carries strong weight due to its source in cinema, I was 

able to generate a screen ‘window’ of convincing reality that could not maintain its 

status as a window due to the presence of the object that manufactured it. These 

works act as more than supporting objects and establish themselves as integrated with 

the screen as entire systems for contemplation. 

 

Another powerful American cinematic teen cultural ideal is the longing for the 

emotional growth of the previously mentioned displacement, a concept that often 

finds visual form in scenes in movies with teens lying on the hood of their car under 

the end of a major airport runway. The car, on loan only for the evening from their 
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parents, cannot provide the level of displacement their yearning hearts need. The 

screaming jets passing overhead on their way to and from exotic destinations and 

worldly experience create, in that simple visual, a great volume of plot meaning in the 

progress of moving image narrative. 

 

I continued to experiment with locating the lowest possible technological form to re-

create these cinematic moments and realized that this was one scene that could be 

rendered convincingly through the mechanism of shadow play. Overhead, 2007 

(Figure 62) set up an unusual collision of historically displaced technologies with the 

modern. The simple shadow became the technological marvel of a modern passenger 

aircraft while a car stereo, tuned to static was switched on and off by the mechanism 

as the whittled plane endlessly rotated past the light, providing the rendering of the 

sound of the screaming jets. 

 

During this line of investigation I felt a connection between the cinematic sense of the 

vast implied through movement and landscape, and the monolithic presence implied 

in the depiction of recent American art works, preserved and conveyed primarily 

through images in books, magazines, and in some cases film. Primarily I refer to 

works that are difficult or even impossible to encounter personally. It seemed to me 

the American cinematic traditions of depiction have fed directly into the manner in 

which certain works have had the sense of their experience documented and 

conveyed as monumental. 

 

Tilted Arc, 1981 is a work that can no longer be experienced directly. History has 

made it, and its creator, Richard Serra, very important. At the time of the court cases 

regarding its removal there was strong debate as to the interest and vitality of the 

experience it offered, yet now Serra is invited to generate similar barriers to 

pedestrian movement in museums, corporate parks, and architectural foyers around 

the world. An experience now relished by the majority of attendees. Perhaps we took 

a while to learn how great the experience of Tilted Arc was? But now our only choice 

is to imagine it, which we can do when we look at its image in books and magazines, 

or on the Internet. Tilted Arc was a work rich in the implications of American cinema.  
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Figure 62 – Ian Burns Overhead, 2007 
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Figure 63 – Ian Burns The Way we Know It. Tilted Arc v1, 2006 
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It is a work that gave public space the epic proportions of the American landscape. 

However, unlike Route 66, it forced upon pedestrians a displacement that, at the time, 

they did not desire, and were not pleased to suffer through, unaware as they were of 

the saga it would start and how compelling their diverted translation across Federal 

Plaza was to become as part of a greater narrative. 

 

Since the experience can only now be an internalized one it seemed to me that this 

should be given an external phenomenological form, so I built a sculpture to give the 

experience cinematic form in, The Way we Know It. Tilted Arc v1, 2006 (Figure 63). 

 

In this piece the camera acted out the experience of the pedestrian on Federal Plaza, 

but the sense of the screen image was not one of frustration but rather an almost 

spiritual reverence. As with the previous works described, a fan was used to create a 

rising monotonic soundtrack but this was made more ominous by the inclusion of an 

additional audio effect. As the camera passed the end of the cardboard rendition of 

Tilted Arc its proximity to the object was given greater translational urgency by the  

introduction of audio feedback hum, due simply to the proximity of the camera 

microphone to the cardboard arc on the structure. This work, in the very process of 

providing a tangible experience for contemplation, revealed the actual death of 

experience implicit in the delivery of images in technological form. 

 

I had started studying art in the relative isolation of Australia, and so was 

immediately limited to studying the international works deemed significant by the art 

institution via published imagery only, and thus restricted to the forms deemed 

appropriate by documentary photographers and graphic designers. My only recourse 

to experiencing the work described in the stream of articles and reviews covering the 

latest shows in New York and Europe available in the periodicals section of the 

university library lay in my imagination. The tyranny of distance might have given an 

Australian a slightly greater awareness of this issue, but it is one that is quite 

universal. 
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I moved on to consider works that are still potentially, in some form at least, available 

for experience, but which the majority seem happy, or forced by life circumstance, to 

contemplate via the vehicle of the internalized experience provoked with the aids of 

the opinions offered by the expertise of the critic and historian, and image 

representations through photography and film. Robert Smithson’s Spiral Jetty, 1970 

caused a stir and renewed interest a few years ago when water levels dropped in the 

Great Salt Lake and the salt encrusted spiral of rocks re-emerged. Some made the trek 

to see it and many duly logged their own translations of this adventure through 

forums as varied as ArtForum and YouTube. Its status as a great work is established 

yet few experience the physicality of it.  

 

American land art works draw directly from, and reflect the influence of American 

Cinema and American cultural narratives, the “birth of a nation-civilization.”12 Their 

existence in remote locations immediately establishes the enlightenment of 

displacement and the self-investigation of the loneliness of the road. Smithson knew 

this at some level and documented his work as a 35 minute film, so that the film is in 

fact the work. Significant portions of this film are shot from the translational 

movement location of the air and it is this symbolic location that I chose to represent 

in The Way we Know It. Spiral Jetty v1, 2006 (Figure 64). 

 

This piece produced live feed video and audio of the experience of flying over the 

Great Salt Lake and seeing from an aircraft window, through the clouds, an unfolding 

view of the spiral of rocks in the murky lake waters. This realistic footage was 

created with great economy by a sculpture that simply passed a camera across some 

black paper glued to a sheet of plywood, while a light shone obliquely across the lens 

created flare sufficient to render the look of mist, clouds and airplane window, but not 

sufficient to obscure the dramatic vista a few inches from the camera. 

 

In 2001 I spent two days and a night at Walter Dia Maria’s Lightning Field, 1977.  

For a modest fee one can stay in a cabin erected by the Dia Foundation on the edge of 

the field.  To travel there you must leave your car in a nearby town and be driven in 

by a Dia employee who then abandons you at the cabin, with sufficient supplies of  
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Figure 64 – Ian Burns  The Way we Know It. Spiral Jetty v1, 2006 

 

 

Figure 65 – Ian Burns The Way we Know It. Lightning Field v.1, 2006 
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course. On the drive in the employee proudly describes the history of the field and 

how the Dia Foundation had bought up all properties that could be seen on the 

surrounded hills from all points of the field so that your experience of the work is 

unsullied and pure. The financial aspects of this left me more dazed than the location 

itself. 

 

Though available to be experienced, understandably not all manage to make this trip, 

so this work became my next target for creating phenomenological representation. 

The Way we Know It. Lightning Field v.1, 2006 (Figure 65) renders quite accurate 

screen footage of the experience of the field under a dark stormy sky, complete with 

lightning and thunder. I can vouch for this having been fortunate enough on my 

evening there to have experienced storms pass across the area. 

 

Lightning Field, 1977, or at least the idea of it as conveyed by the carefully controlled 

imagery circulated by the Dai Foundation, goes beyond the displacement of location. 

It also speeds up the slow progression of the metaphor of mystical experience of 

nature. The wisdom of years of erosion, silting and salt encrustation conveyed by 

Spiral Jetty is condensed into the time frame of a single bolt of lightning. The 

metaphor is given urgent phenomenological energy through sublime force. 

 

An artist who is credited with moving the phenomenological wonders of nature inside 

and into the sphere of real experience is Olafur Eliasson. A work of this type, alleged 

to be highly successful, was The Weather Project, 2003 (Figure 66) installed in the 

Turbine Hall of the Tate Modern. I say alleged since I was unable to experience it 

myself, but certainly the testimony on various blogs and chat sites is enthusiastic. I 

express a grain of doubt, as just before coming to Australia to complete this exegesis 

and mount my exhibition I experienced the mammoth exhibition of Eliassons’s, Take 

Your Time, at MoMA and MoMA/PS1 in New York. I was profoundly disappointed 

by it. Though it does generate some experiential moments, such as freezing water 

droplets in mid-air as in Your strange certainly still kept, 1996 (Figure 67), works 

such as these, and they dominate the two venues, are banal and simplistic 

recontextualizations of simple high school experiments, themselves repeats of 
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enlightenment era displays.  As previously referred to, Kemp has identified this trend. 

Eliasson generally keeps the structures that support these illusions on the margins and 

out of primary visual range. He clearly feels they detract from the magic of the 

phenomena, and in my opinion is out of touch with the possibilities of 

phenomenology in an art context. 

 

The most effective work in Eliasson’s show interestingly relies on cinema for a great 

portion of its power. Room for one color, 1997 (Figure 68) created an environment in 

which all other colors were washed out by the dominant yellow lights, such that all 

people walking through the room took on the grey of an old movie. At least in this 

piece the multitude of light fixtures creating the experience are clearly visible 

allowing a more contemplative sense of the creation of the phenomena. All the works 

involved direct experience of the phenomenon, setting up an allegation of honest and 

direct experience. My focus has been the screen or projection as a translator of 

phenomena at the same time as employing a visible phenomenon in support of that. 

Works of mine such as Lava Lamp, 2007 (Figure 69) typify the contrast. 

 

The issue of technology, phenomenology, skill and the nature of the technology based 

artistic gesture can be brought into tighter focus here. Of course in the post- R. Mutt 

art world, skill has declined in importance as a single indicator of the aesthetic. Tom 

Stoppard, quoted by James Elkins, complained that “Imagination without skill gives 

us contemporary art.”13 As art has welcomed technological practices into its realm the 

notion of skill in manipulating a medium, if left alone as the indicator of brilliance, 

would leave anyone with a high level competence in photo-shop, capable of melding 

the picture of a chicken onto a picture of a dog to form a new hybrid, as a 

contemporary master. Such skills have rightly been purged to the Internet based arena 

of contemporary folk art, joining a historic curve in line with the more finely tuned 

and practiced taxidermy skills of their predecessors, the creators of the ‘jackalope’. 

 

The gesture then takes precedence. Eliasson’s work is simple re-presentation of 

known physical principles, which apparently take on these principles as their subject 

matter. Nature is responsible for the phenomena, and the invention in its  
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Figure 66 - Olafur Eliasson The Weather Project, 2003 

 

Figure 67 - Olafur Eliasson Your strange certainly still kept, 1996
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Figure 68 – Olafur Eliasson Room for one color, 1997 

 

 

 

Figure 69 – Ian Burns Lava Lamp, 2007 
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representation is not the domain of Eliasson either. He is left with the task of 

directing the production, essentially establishing the level of theater, and the public 

relations (PR).  In the case of The Weather Project, 2003 this would appear to have 

 come together very successfully, and I certainly rate it highly on my wish list of 

works to experience. In developing this ambition, as I mentioned I have been guided 

by the listings on blogs and personal web sites. Few of these folks are artists or 

professional art writers. They are the enthusiastic art going public.  

 

Spectacles of this scale need the public. In 1787 Robert Barker, a self taught painter, 

hit upon the idea of the painted panorama. He mentioned it to the President of the 

Royal Academy, Sir Joshua Reynolds, who could not see that this new form would be 

of any interest. Undeterred Barker pressed on with his ambitions and each larger 

painting fueled ideas for a grander design.14 

  

The first panorama made by Barker in Edinburgh was, without a doubt, as 

with all artistic output of the time, aimed at connoisseurs. But there were not 

enough of them to make the show-painting a viable financial proposition… 

there was a need to open up access to other social classes, particularly the 

middle class… All manner of things were done to bring in the crowds.15 

 

The public and their satisfied perceptions of wonder are currency, in its most tangible 

form. Ripley’s Believe it or Not! entertainments have been pursuing this currency for 

some time. Ross Woodrow notes that contemporary art is well represented in the 

most recent issue of Ripley’s text. He identifies the whimsical superfluity of skill 

among the usual makers of miniature wonders as distinctly different to the 

contemporary artists who find a place in Ripley’s text  “because artists are the only 

ones making responsive objects of wonder in a world dominated by hyper computing, 

global informatics and cyberspace.”16  

 

Artists can no more do without skill than any other functioning member of society, in 

fact the skill set in the contemporary art world is an ever more complex fusion of 

imagination, marketing, logistics, technology and PR. Eliasson is a skillful 
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contemporary artist. His very presence across the world’s art institutions is simple 

confirmation of this fact. It is the quality of his gestures that are more debatable to 

me. 

 

László Moholy Nagy was one of many artists who foresaw the impact of technologies 

on art. His sculptures embraced kinetics and modern materials but in the end his 

objectives were still, to a great extent, traditional expressions of skill and more formal 

considerations, though he did predict the need for the contemporary artist to be able 

to juggle more, as he demonstrated with his ability to hold a chisel aloft with an air jet 

(Figure 70), infusing this creative tool with the force of his personality. 

 

At this point in my research I had been seeking methods to expose the 

phenomenological impulse that exists in the use of the technological and to site it in a 

more confused perceptual space. I realized that the neo-constructivist aesthetic I had 

been employing focused attention too quickly to issues of invention and gimmick that 

were at play in the works. It seemed to me that two issues were at play in the 

overheated art market. A desire from the enlarging collector base for design 

simplicity and issues of production value, combined with a continued art historical 

need for a contemplative experience. Claire Bishop repeatedly cites the argument that 

Relational Aesthetics places use over contemplation. I would argue that use is 

inevitable in a technology based relational environment but would agree that in the 

end, because of the relational aspects of the art environment, and in fact because of 

the very set of expectations the viewer comes to the institution with, that providing a 

satisfaction for the desire for contemplative experience is primary. Beyond this, I felt 

that strong nostalgia continues to exist for the sublime experience of landscape and 

natural phenomena, as well as for works that demonstrated formal understanding and 

respect for compositional traditions. I now turned my attention to making works that 

could play off these impulses whilst still maintaining a critical investigation of the 

status of contemporary image making technologies in the art institution. 
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Figure 70 - László Moholy Nagy Portrait 
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Chapter 5 

Design, Consumption and Contemplation 

The more my sculptures engaged with the digitally generated screen-image the more I 

began to question the whimsical quality of the hand-made that seemed closer to the 

"aesthetics of incompetence" which characterized seventies Punk culture, and 

certainly a long way from the consumerist aesthetic of eighties artists such as Jeff 

Koons.  

 

A move towards the aesthetics propounded by Koons seemed an option to explore 

since his work contained an empathetic humorous quality. After all, Koons said, “I 

understand my work as being wholly conceptual from top to bottom. It is true I use 

certain aesthetic means as a tool, but regard them, however, as psychological 

means… Of course there are aesthetic ground rules which I use as a means of 

communication.”i 

 

Up to this point in my research I had operated with a kind of pathetic construction 

aesthetic, more in keeping with the approaches of artists such as Thomas Hirschhorn 

and Jason Rhoades, but differing from this trend with the introduction of actual, 

rather than indicated, functionality. Having established the importance of the need for 

a contemplative experience, or to create a kind of simple psychological attraction to 

the object, I realized the modes and understandings of an artist such as Koons needed 

to be applied, or at least suggested, at some level. 

 

My studio location in New York City provides advantageous views of the East River, 

and so the streets around it had been well populated on the evening of July 4th 2007, 

with folks out for the evening to experience the spectacle of the Independence Day 

fireworks. When I arrived the next morning there was still a quantity of traffic 

barriers and orange traffic cones lying about on the street so I decided to take a 

couple as part of my new vein of research. Given that I was returning to a closer 

examination of relational aesthetics it seemed appropriate that the physical means of 

crowd control form the basis for a new sculptural approach. 
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I had been invited to provide a work for an upcoming show at Spencer Brownstone 

Gallery, New York that was to be based around the theme of the romance of 

exploration, with a specific focus on polar exploration, that inaccessible spectacle that 

captured the minds of many during the late-nineteenth century.ii For this work I was 

looking to continue with aspects of the strategies I had been developing as described 

in the previous chapter while beginning a search for more compelling visual 

strategies to take the research further. The vague link in issues of the control of 

people hoping for spectacle between the American Independence Day fireworks and 

nineteenth-century crowds clamoring for news of the heroics of arctic explorers gave 

me impetus to begin. 

 

For this exhibition, ‘Til I Die, I made the piece Ice v3: Ode to Lady Jane, 2007 

(Figure 71). The primary kinetic apparatus for this sculpture was built with the 

pedestrian and traffic barrier materials I had brought in off the street outside my 

studio. I added into the sculptural mix a framed print of a color sketch of an iceberg 

made by Frederic Edwin Church on his famed trip North to follow in the path of the 

polar explorers, a paint tray, a copy of Homer’s Iliad, a level, carpenter’s pencils, a 

New York subway map, a fan, plastic bags, light fittings and a small print of a 

portrait of Lady Jane Franklin, painted when she was the young, meek wife of the 

then Tasmanian Governor, prior to her escalation to fame as the crusading wife of the 

same husband, who went on to become a lost artic explorer. A miniature camera was 

attached to the paint tray and filmed a view across a blue plastic bag towards two 

white plastic bags. The on-screen image became that of a rocking boat sailing steadily 

past two icebergs. 

 

As the title of the piece indicates this was the third in a series of pieces with ice as the 

topic. I had already produced two pieces that through the feeble phenomenology of 

the camera lens transformed a plain white shopping bag into a convincing rendition 

of an iceberg. The sculptural aspects of these previous pieces had been addressed in 

the same manner as those described in the previous chapter. This new piece provided 

a more inviting form for contemplation. It combined purpose with whimsy and 
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through color and included content, such as the book and framed prints, suggested its 

own internal narrative and relationship to the screen image. The sculpture established 

a sense of nostalgia for its self-generated self-representation. It prevented the screen 

image establishing itself as a separate identity more strongly than in the previous 

works. Any intricacies of the mechanisms of the kinetic operation were secondary to 

the visual relations established by the objects of the structures construction with 

themselves and with the screen image. 

 

This piece immediately raised issues of design clarity and its relationship to purpose. 

Choices in construction techniques and material choices were fore grounded and 

technological image system issues were absorbed into a sculpture form that began to 

act more as a coherent system, of which camera and screen image were only parts. 

 

The imagery of ice has, in recent years, been established as a recurrent screen image. 

Not quite encroaching on Britney Spears as a lead news article, but with the 

greenhouse effect television news footage of icebergs has become highly common. 

Images such as this, that border on the almost iconic, establish their own kind of 

visual cliché. They are so familiar that the situation was created whereby I could 

create a simple set of signs appearing on a television monitor that could  be made to 

be read as real. Subtle issues of camera movement, such as the rocking of the boat are 

vital and significant parts of the set of signs to which I am referring. We are so 

familiar with the screen image that simple issues such as a camera view that is too 

static will immediately betray an image as false. These kinds of moving image signs 

operate at a more unconscious level and must be in place for the psychological effects 

of the phenomenology of the image to take effect, as discussed in previous chapters. 

All the images created by my sculptures, though believable, lack a certain aspect of 

reality. I learnt over the course of this research, via the feedback loop of my various 

exhibitions, and examination of the work of artists like Thomas Demand,  that when 

created images betray themselves it is better that they do it in a more directly visual 

way than in anything to do with more subtle, background cinematic technique issues 

such as camera movement, sound and viewing angle. 
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Figure 71 – Ian Burns Ice v3: Ode to Lady Jane, 2007 

 

Figure 72 – Corey Arcangel Super Mario Clouds 2002 
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Bringing together the nostalgic topic of polar exploration with the technological 

image gave rise to issues regarding technological nostalgia and this gave me scope 

for consideration of a work that could engage the aesthetics of technological 

sculptural design in a more sophisticated way. 

 

The work of Corey Arcangel typifies the retro-aesthetic that has recently come to 

dominate the New York emerging artist scene. For his piece Super Mario Clouds 

2002 (Figure 72) he rescued an outdated Super Mario Nintendo game cartridge from 

a dumpster and performed a simple hack on it so that all that appeared when the 

cartridge was inserted into a game player was the background cloudscape. The 

success of this piece relies heavily on the title and the knowledge that it is Super 

Mario. Arcangel is of the generation that grew up playing this game and it is clear 

that this piece provokes far more in the viewer than the visuals could possibly be 

responsible for exciting. As clever as this piece is, it speaks to an indulged cultural 

voice and refreshes a cycle of self indulgent coolness. Incidentally this also is 

relevant to previous dialogues on the nature of skill and technological arts. It would 

seem that when skill is applied to technology it is more easily validated if the gesture 

is deconstructive, if not destructive, or at least dumbed down. The anarchistic 

suggestion implicit in the hack is that it is ‘cool’, a kind of technological graffiti. This 

approach to technological mediums also acts only to confirm pre-accepted standards 

in the relationship between viewer and artist. 

 

This work draws on the traditions of Mike Kelley whose work functions through “the 

tight framing of museum culture mixed with the blur that surrounds pop culture.”iii 

The emphasis here should be placed on pop. Andy Warhol took the mundane and 

celebrated it with such impact that now and forever, not only will the style of 1960’s 

packaging graphic design be cool, but pop implies cool. The artist is seen as having a 

kind of ‘in touch’ mentality and whose visual intelligence is believed to able to 

recognize the thread of a psychological imperative behind commonplace design. 

Liam Gillick says that “in the eighties, a large part of artistic production seemed to 

mean that artists went shopping in the right shops. Now it seems as though new artist 

have gone shopping, too, but in unsuitable shops, in all sorts of shops.”iv Bourriaud 
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claims the Flea Market as the art form of the nineties. The artists he cites - Tiravanija, 

Rhoades, Hirschhorn – do make work that has the lack of focus of a flea market and 

do set up either the idea of, or the reality of, an exchange occurring.v  

 

For my own purposes I generally fou nd more interest in looking beyond the 

possibilities of what is not cool or “unsuitable” and into what might not be bothered 

with at all. At a much more fundamental and broad level than that of video gaming 

there are two primary technology cultural shifts occurring. The incandescent light 

bulb and cathode ray tube television (CRT) are disappearing. Though the United 

States has not joined with other nations in setting a date to phase out incandescent 

bulbs market forces there are already making the purchase of a CRT TV quite 

difficult. In considering a work of technological nostalgia for a city caught up in a 

design cycle of perpetual retro I could not look past one of the primary recurrent 

images on the New York emerging art scene, that of the chandelier. 

 

The End of an Era 2007 (Figure 73) was a sixteen black and white television 

chandelier assemblage, that generated its screen image through the wireless reception 

of a live feed image of the filmed camera obscura projection of an incandescent light 

bulb against a nearby wall. It was actually quite difficult to obtain the sixteen five 

inch black and white televisions, along with a few spares. The structure of the 

chandelier is a simple assemblage made from electrical conduit and fittings. This 

piece was in essence technologically ridiculous and absurd as a product, given its 

reliance on items with close proximity to the category of the defunct. Interestingly 

this piece was sold only after competition was settled between a number of interested 

parties. In a way, through their incorporation in the structure of a chandelier, the ugly 

and soon to be useless televisions achieved a measure of coolness and certainly a 

measure of acceptability. Following Jeff Koons’ lead I found a measure of 

communication in aesthetic treatment. 

 

The images of ice and the chandelier discussed in the opening to this chapter are 

icons that have a certain fashionability about them. They are images that recur 

constantly in art, along with that of the skull, the stag, the seascape and the mountain  
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Figure 73 – Ian Burns The End of an Era, 2007 
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peak. The origins of these images can be traced to imperial roots as signifiers of 

exploration, achievement and conquest, and a time when such symbols and their 

modes of visual presentation were understood and significant. Contemporary artists, 

and pop culture, particularly Goth or Neo-gothic, seem to recycle these near icons 

with vague desire, often in strange collisions reminiscent of De Chirico whose work 

depicted the demise of clear symbolism.  The apparent coincidence of these images 

occasionally returning to the fore at certain times is, I believe, tied to the activities of 

a booming art market. The forces of supply and demand are in play. Artists are faced 

with high demand, and in the scratch for imagery to feed the hunger it is easy to settle 

on the vague appeal of images that seem important. These images are directly and 

historically connected to an attitude of cultural globalization. Along with them, new 

icons of this influence, such as Super Mario, or the Yeti have also begun to find 

traction. 

 

Early in 2002, just as the recent market boom was starting to work itself into the 

beginnings of its recent exponential frenzy, MoMA New York mounted a 

comprehensive and fascinating Gerhard Richter retrospective, covering 40 years of 

his work. Richter is a consummate artist – prolific, varied and voracious in his pursuit 

of the nature of images. Across Richter’s career there is a persistent and impressive 

investigation of recurrent image themes. The images of his paintings on his website 

are even categorized into simplistic topic headings such “Alpine”, “Animals”, 

“Skulls” and “Snowscapes”.vi He demonstrates clear awareness of the status of such 

images as vague contemporary icons. 

 

As I sought to understand and reflect on the nature and possibilities of images such as 

these in their role in design and commodification, I looked to reproduce the manner 

of some of Richter’s works. One of the stylistic facets of work that Richter is known 

for is the soft focus, or blur, of semi-realistic painted renderings of people, landscape, 

other subject matter. These images, through this technique, are forgiven the lack of a 

certain amount of accuracy of subject, and in this form a source of study for the ways 

in which images can represent reality by providing sufficient indication, such as in 

Himalaya, 1968 (Figure 74). 
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In 2007 I produced a series of 3 landscape photographs that aimed to invert the 

Richter strategy of paintings that looked like poorly shot photographs. My 

photographs worked to indicate reality by using the sort of signs that Richter had 

used. In the end these had the qualities of photographs of bad paintings, but indicated 

reality at a similar level to some of Richter’s painted landscapes. These works were 

each produced as a set of two images, with the main image displayed along with a 

small print of a shot of the constructed studio set up used to generate it. These images 

were not hung together. They were placed a little distant, but in the same order, 

allowing a linkage to be made, should it be sought, but not looking to make it 

obvious. 

 

Himalaya, 2007 (Figure 75) rendered a snowy mountain peak using a black plastic 

bag suspended over a set of spotlights, with the image then inverted. Seascape, 2007 

(Figure 76) was a simple shot of a piece of fluorescent light fixture diffuser panel 

placed a few inches from the wall over a cool white light bulb, the light from which 

the camera read as blue. Clouds, 2007 (Figure 77), is a shot of the spotlight projection 

of a swirling smear of hand sanitizer on a sheet of Plexiglas on my studio wall. In 

figure 77 I have included the image along with its accompanying set up shot. 

 

Richter’s paintings are highly accomplished but in the end do not appear as 

landscape, nor do they appear as photographs of the landscape. They are paintings of 

photographs of the landscape, or as Wolfgang Ullrich explains it they are “… doubly 

encod[ed] … as pictures and as pictures about pictures.”vii Their role as signifiers of 

signifiers places them in a psychological territory akin to what I was seeking in my 

sculptural video hybrids, where there is confusion in the phenomenology of the image 

as window being consciously played out as the work is being viewed. But here in the 

photographs I did away with the structural support and took on the role of image-

maker in what could be regarded as an alternate and crude form of drawing or 

painting. Richter said “Illusion … is the theme of my life… All that is, seems, and is 

visible to us because we perceive it by the reflected light of semblance. Nothing else 

is visible. Painting concerns itself, as no other art does, exclusively with 
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semblance.”viii 
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Figure 74 - Gerhard Richter Himalaya, 1968 
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Figure 75 – Ian Burns Himalaya, 2007 

 

 

Figure 76 – Ian Burns Seascape, 2007 
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Figure 77 – Ian Burns Clouds, 2007 
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Figure 78 - Peter Fischli and David Weiss Stiller Nachmittag (Quiet Afternoon), 

1984/5, 
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In these works I took a technology-based track towards seeking semblance, but the 

semblance was to my memory, my mental image of landscape. In this way these 

images were a step toward the signifier of reality from the internalized idea of these 

landscapes in their more iconic form, while Richter’s painted images take a step from 

being the signifier of the reality towards the internalized. 

 

The images I made portraying the manufacture of the works, the studio set-up, called 

on ideas of the contemporary artist in the studio that have been played upon to great 

affect by the artistic collaboration of Peter Fischli and David Weiss in their series 

Stiller Nachmittag (Quiet Afternoon), 1984/5, (Figure 78) a set of 27 photographs of 

precariously balanced sculptures made from everyday objects. In these works Fischli 

and Weiss “… seem to harness mediocrity.”ix These objects decline to be anything 

and their efforts at verticality are primarily targeted at various degrees of hopeless 

visual puns or mockeries of visual analogy, all made with the aid of the image 

subtitles. In writing about them Claire Bishop finds gravity the only recurrent theme.x 

 

The imagery in my set-up photographs is even more mundane, only given gravity, or 

gravitas, through the sinister presence of the camera poised with productive intent. 

Without which they are of no structural interest at all. The junk in the image is 

imbued with the potentialities of the latent energy of technological image making and 

the downstream production and distribution that lie on the other side of the lens.  

 

Much has been made of technological developments, the spread and accessibility of 

information on the internet and their affects on artistic production, not the least of 

which by Nicolas Bourriaud who writes that “… artist’s intuitive relationship with art 

history is now going beyond what we call ‘the art of appropriation’ … and moving 

towards a culture of the use of forms, a culture of constant activity of signs based on 

collective ideal: sharing”xi 

 

This apparent lack of labor, of the handmade, in the arts I felt would be the realization 

of William Morris’s worst nightmare, and so for my second solo show at Spencer 

Brownstone Gallery, which featured the landscape photographs described above at 
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it’s entrance, and the chandelier The End of an Era, 2007 as it’s center piece, I used 

the words of  Morris to title the show. The Manner of Workxii opened in September 

last year. Morris imagined the Middle Ages craftsman as happy in his independence 

and skill such that “… as he fashioned the thing under his hand, ornamented it so 

naturally and so entirely without conscious effort, that it is so often difficult to 

distinguish where the more utilitarian part of his work ended and the more 

ornamental began.”xiii Morris represented an ideal muse for me in this exhibition 

looking into notions of representations of nature, artistic skill and the deployment of 

technology. His own trials and struggles in reconciling industrial expansion and 

mechanization with his ideals regarding craftsmanship and quality of life mirrored for 

me the tortured efforts of art theorists trying to isolate the impact of technology on 

contemporary art practice. 

 

Both in honor of William Morris, and as an aesthetic compliment to the chandelier I 

realized I needed to wallpaper a primary wall of the gallery. Morris saw “a role for 

the machine in reducing the average man’s work to only 4 hours a day.”xiv In the 

machine I saw the potential for introducing a daily task of only a few minutes as a 

decorative and enriching function for the staff of the gallery, the forgotten servants in 

Bourriaud’s environment of exchange, that the socialist Morris would of course have 

wisely recognized as the unsung and true providers of the environment for 

Tiravanija’s soup. 

 

Sanitary Gesture 2007 (Figure 79) took the overhead projector as a means of 

combining the ideals of technological image making with the traditions of craft and 

work. Screened down so that the projection fit the confines of the main gallery wall, a 

smear of hand sanitizer was applied by a member of the gallery staff each morning in 

a rendering of their own design, creating a daily dramatic backdrop to the works in 

the front room that was reliant on the deployment of the gallery hired hands. In the 

context of the New York art world, such imagery, combined with the connotations of 

the work’s title, raised the specter of the traditions of abstract expressionism, but in 

this case giving its rendering a technological and social framework. Carnivalesque  
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Figure 79 – Ian Burns Sanitary Gesture, 2007 

 

Figure 80 – David Reed #337, 1994 
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rendering of abstract expressionism was, of course, not new. Jonathan Lasker and 

David Reed (Figure 80) had given voice to this in the late 1980’s, but through 

painting, adding in some, maybe not enough, of the marketing thrust of Jeff Koons. 

Lasker’s work has been said to be “pretending to be merchandise sporting attitude, 

his work betrays by its styling a savvy historical concern for that essential 

instrumentality of style, the mark.”xv Jean Tinguely’s series of painting machines 

produced in Paris in the late 1950’s were a more technological approach that directly 

ridiculed the abstract gesture as that of the automaton. Rosalind Krauss in trying to 

create an “ism”, as is her want, for the state of play of art in the technological era, 

admits to toying with the label “automatism.”xvi From Morris to Tinguely to Krauss 

to Bourriaud technology is seen as an expression of commodification, an expression I 

would argue that rates low on the radar of expectation of the art viewer. 

 

The internet has been hotly debated as a site of industry and commodity distribution, 

both with currency exchange and through sharing. While serving a communicative 

function, it definitely operates as a shopping mall. One of internet based industries 

that has received significant attention over the last few years is the music industry, 

with the downloadable song. Copyright infringement and broad international access 

have had marketing executives seeking creative new business models and structures 

to tie consumers down to a functional financial transaction methodology. However a 

digital file, once downloaded, is available to the collective, shared via technological 

communicative possibilities. YouTube is littered with creative folk art efforts of the 

technological. The ‘remix’ is a prevalent form, often used in honoring favored 

celebrities. 

 

As a deployment of this craft I decided that I needed to make a soundtrack for The 

Manner of Work in the style of a remix that fulfilled the apparent contemporary art 

institutional and museum public relations requirements of caring for the public 

through proven content and trusted modes of delivery. In Proven Authority, 2007 I 

researched these issues of technological skill and museum public relations. This piece 

spoke with some of the same obsessive energy as the McCoys Every shot, Every 

Episode, 2001 that was discussed in the last chapter, in that I was forced to endure 
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through watching every Harrison Ford movie ever made, and every interview 

available on the web, but without seeking to make the same presumption of my own 

superior categorization abilities part of the end presentation. In this case the objective 

was to improve the marketing of Jenny Holzer’s fantastic Truisms, 1977- , at the 

same time as using them to generate a safe relational environment of caring for all, of 

the type that might begin to satisfy the socialist ideals of William Morris at the same 

time as satisfying the PR goals of a contemporary museum show. 

 

I had noted on my various visits to the American Museum of Natural History in New 

York that many educational film programs called on movie and music celebrities to 

narrate and score the documentaries, these trained voices lending authority and 

compulsion in conveying  dry facts with great enthusiasm, faux respect and musical 

drama. It seemed appropriate to have the great Harrison Ford, who had guided me on 

the finer points of the big bang theory during a recent visit to the planetarium, as a 

recognizable authoritative voice, lend his weight to the cause of promoting Holzer’s 

Truisms. Fortunately I lacked the necessary budget or social clout to secure his 

services directly. I saw more possibilities in testing my patience in cutting the words 

needed individually as Ford spoke them in his various roles and then remixing and 

collaging them together into a set of 13 Truisms phrases which, though somewhat 

stilted in their rendering, occasionally achieved remarkable sincerity. Having 

established the phrases I realized packaging was everything so I designed an 

equivalently sincere CD cover, featuring Holzer and Ford, with the former clearly 

unable to suppress her true feelings towards the latter (Figure 81). I was also able to 

convert the individual phrase files into a format suitable to be downloaded as cell 

phone ring tones, a fate befalling all the best sound bytes. A number of the selected 

Truisms offered advice in the consideration of access to nature and the landscape, 

land art works, and technology, issues considered in the remaining artworks included 

in the exhibition. 
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Figure 81 – Ian Burns Proven Authority, 2007 (CD cover image) 
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Figure 82 – Ian Burns Himalayas, 2007 
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Noted for his romantic sense of nature early in his career, evident in his wallpaper 

and tapestry designs, which brought the disordered tangle of the forest into a sharp 

focus as an intricate but ordered system, later in life William Morris withdrew from 

reading his poems and advancing his medieval themes in Victorian drawing rooms. 

To bring together the fall of this romance with the rendering of nature as a system of 

technologically delivered signs I constructed a large piece, Himalayas, 2007 (Figure 

82) for this exhibition as a kind of fallen Victorian drawing room. 

 

In this piece a faux wood, faux Victorian table (almost every component of this 

sculpture was faux classical) was suspended from a stack of 4 fold out tray tables and 

the whole assembly was motorized to precariously swing from side to side. A camera 

mounted under the table took a view across two plastic bags subjected to the glare of 

spotlights. As the table reciprocated a stationary piece of dirty Plexiglas was placed 

so that it interjected in the space between the camera and the plastic bags creating an 

on screen rendition of mist passing through the landscape of the plastic bag 

mountains. The wall in the background was papered with a cheap wallpaper, its 

acanthus theme a simplified and unacknowledged rendition of a William Morris 

design. This wallpaper, out of focus and distant to the camera’s eye, added to the 

altitude effect, appearing as though the distant mist, swirling in the hidden valleys. 

 

In the remaining three works in this exhibition I looked again at the clichés and 

internalized experiences of American land art, in order to find new sculptural form 

for the suggestion of the phenomenology of the experience of the land art work, as we 

know it (as a publication framed flat image). 

 

In making these works I decided to take the advice of Gillick and Bourriaud and go 

shopping. However, every artist knows that items at the flea market come already 

imbued with a strong history and energy. They are cool without doing anything to 

them. This is why Bourriaud conceived of his favored artists recreating in the 

museum the environment of the flea market. It’s a hip place. I was not looking for 

this kind of consumption or to create an environment for such simplistic 

contemplation. I wanted to connect with the detritus of this good design before it had 
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reached the trendy recycling of the flea market, before it had become trash. I was 

looking for items even more banal than those that would provoke excitement in Jeff 

Koons. The place I wanted was the place where the replicas and rip-offs of the year 

before last’s good design are available in abundance. I wanted the dollar store, and 

the low budget, high volume home decoration stores. I wanted objects that combined 

functionality with high volume manufacturing’s interpretations of good taste. I 

wanted to go shopping at Bed, Bath and Beyond.xvii In shopping for each piece I 

developed a theme that guided my hunt and my eventual purchases. I wanted there to 

be an internal reasoning to the structures that gave them connection to the experience 

conveyed on the TV screen. Even if my theme was my own, and not obvious, I felt 

that if I followed the traditional sculptural logic of purity of material and expression 

the final rendering would still ‘speak’ of this unity, even if ambiguously, preventing 

even more strongly the separation of the phenomenological experience of the ‘real’ 

created TV screen image from the phenomenological contemplation of the sculptural 

form. This expressionistic and nostalgic artistic move was the vital aspect of gesture 

that was required to increase the coherence of my research outcomes. 

 

The Way we Know It. Surrounded Islands v.1 – Keep it Clean and Organized, 2007 

(Figure 83) acted to produce live video and audio of Christo and Jeanne-Claude’s 

Surrounded Islands, 1980-83 (the dates on Christo and Jeanne-Claude’s land art 

works included the planning and construction times as part of the work, as they 

encompass the many planning sketches and diagrams they produce). Given the 

feminine influence in this artistic collaboration, the long time frame over which they 

develop these massive works, and the importance in any collaboration of an 

organized and functional working environment, I imagined that cleaning, filing and 

such issues had to be reflected in all aspects of Christo and Jeanne-Claude’s life, and 

so in the materials of my sculpture. The piece was constructed from an ironing board, 

laundry drawers, a pink in-tray, coat hangers, a plunger, mousetraps for those nasty 

pests, and the most vital component of all, pink rubber gloves which supplied the 

material of the ‘island’ surrounds for the camera view. Two sheets of fluorescent light 

panel were used to create the sparkling waters of Biscayne Bay, lit by a trio of mini 

fluorescent, environmentally friendly of course, light fixtures. 
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Figure 83 – Ian Burns The Way we Know It. Surrounded Islands v.1 – Keep it Clean 

and Organized, 2007 
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Figure 84 – Ian Burns The Way we Know It. Lightning Field v.2 – Roll on down 

there, 2007 

 

 

Figure 85 – Ian Burns The Way we Know It. Spiral Jetty v.3. No stiletto’s on the roof, 

2007 
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 Walter De Maria’s Lightning Field, 1977 has always impressed me as a very boyish 

conception. With the aid of a large budget and institutional support from the Dia 

Foundation De Maria’s idea has an intent reminiscent of a boy with a stolen box of 

matches. The implication of pyrotechnics is strong, and far more resonant than the 

unsurprising outcomes of the works of Cai Guo-Qiang. Hence I settled on a theme of 

‘boys and their toys’ in my hunt for materials for The Way we Know It. Lightning 

Field v.2 – Roll on down there, 2007 (Figure 84). Aided by the fortuitous trash find of 

a child’s scooter with a deck emblazoned with lightning bolts, I added a wheelable 

kettle BBQ, and a mechanic’s under-car cart to the mix, along with an assortment of 

cutting boards and BBQ tools. The title reflected, along with the wheels of the BBQ, 

scooter and mechanic’s cart, a subtext of nostalgia for my own great American road 

trip that had included a stop at Lightning Field. As with my earlier rendition of the 

phenomenology of this landscape the sky was filled with lighting and regular claps of 

thunder could be heard. 

 

The Way we Know It. Spiral Jetty v.3. No stiletto’s on the roof, 2007 (Figure 85) was 

my third exploration, or exploitation, of this seminal work by Robert Smithson. In 

this sculpture I could not help but see Spiral jetty, 1970 in its submersion and 

subsequent re-emergence decades later as a parody of the domestic plumbing disaster, 

a vision unfortunately aided by the shape and texture of Smithson’s sculpture being 

faintly reminiscent of the sort of event that might lead to a blocked toilet. I came to 

see it more as an issue of a leaky roof, or at least the constant threat of one, 

metaphoric of the maintenance issues confronting Smithson’s remote monument. In 

this piece I introduced a secondary issue of function, making the sculpture even more 

of an object of use value. Beyond the live production of video and audio, the addition 

of a pump and a few gallons of windshield washer fluid made this piece into a 

fountain. The camera, mounted on a threatening pair of red stilettos, an anathema to 

any roof, viewed the roof scene with the aid of a telephoto lens, allowing closer 

inspection of my rendering of the form in roofing tar across the tyranny of distance. 

The stilettos also served to provide an oddly whimsical subtext for me. Smithson 

seemed to me to have been a kind of practical, earthy, if not rustic, mystic, and as I 

considered the incorporation of the red stilettos I was fascinated to discover that a 
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Google search on ‘Smithson and stiletto’ yielded a very high number of hits (well 

over 8,000). This is clear evidence of the links Smithson’s work has established to 

institutional ‘cool’. 

 

It is important to acknowledge that I admire these works and artists, and the work of 

Richard Serra, whom I discussed in a previous chapter, tremendously. I do not in any 

way dispute their deservedness of recognition. My investigations were of the 

institutional framework that supports and controls the manner in which works such as 

these are packaged, and most importantly how this PR process comes to impact the 

perceptual environment of the art institution. The self importance the institution gives 

the preservation of its own power has little room for original thought and creative 

impulses are directed firmly towards marketing outcomes. My irreverence, fed by the 

previously mentioned accentuated sense of distance from the real experience of major 

artworks, perhaps came from that Australian working class ethic that dictates that if 

something is really important, then it is important enough to be funny. 

 

Air Force One I have never, ever been able to take seriously. On my many shopping 

expeditions to Bed, Bath and Beyond I was struck by the consistency of the color 

schemes of the various items being promoted. Late in 2007 the palette was 

universally white and powder blue, with highlights in other blue tones, the color 

palette that adorns the special design with which Air Force One is decorated. As long 

as I have known of the existence of this important aircraft I have been mystified by its 

color scheme and painted design. Why not the red, white and blue of Old Glory (the 

U.S. flag) - too bold perhaps? Clearly the wisdom of a good artist headed off such 

foolish thoughts. That the President of the United States gets a specially decorated 

plane, while Kevin Rudd, John Howard before him, and other national leaders are 

stuck with aircraft emblazoned with uninspired military logos, seems sad. 

 

My next significant studio commitment after my solo exhibition at Spencer 

Brownstone gallery was to make works for the Mother’s Tankstation, Dublin, booth 

at the NADA Art Fair in Miami. Within the art world the rumblings of fear about 

economic downturn were starting to be heard, with the subsequent impact that would 
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follow on to the livelihood of emerging artists and galleries such as those exhibiting 

at NADA a point of concern. Knowing exactly where to point the blame I turned my 

attention to the man at the top. The theme of my approach to the construction of 

Extreme Makeover, 2007 (Figure 86) was guided by color and economics. After 

securing a toy Air Force One, I bought rolling pins, egg flips, bath brushes, sponge 

mops and other ancillaries that matched the Air Force One color scheme, and when it 

came to the larger structural elements, along with the color constraint, I chose only 

items that could be collapsed or folded flat, such as ironing boards, a folding chair, an 

umbrella and a demountable set of wire drawers.  These larger items could be 

collapsed to make a more compact and affordable shipping package. I allowed the 

need for economy to guide the ridiculousness of the sculptural form, making a 

relationship to the ridiculous lack of fiscal responsibility of the honored occupant of 

Air Force One. I made a prediction of the conditions for artists following the 

impending economic downturn and the subsequent demise of many galleries by 

topping the sculpture with a ‘For Sale by Owner” sign, which a motor struck 

regularly with a spinning speaker, making it wave about urgently, the vibration 

feeding back through the structure and creating turbulence for the toy Air Force One 

suspended over the camera lower down within the sculpture, making its flight 

reflective of the turbulent economic times. The title for this piece was appropriated 

from the American TV series in which those less fortunate have their houses made-

over by TV designers into new wonders. A great number of the recipients of the 

charity of this TV series have since been evicted from their homes, having been left 

with property tax bills on their revalued homes that are well beyond their financial 

capacities, shadowing the general state in which the Bush presidency was leaving the 

United States economy. 

  

My research had led me to experiment with ways in which the sculptural form could 

be unified as equivalent phenomena with the technology of the screen image and the 

existence of the screen image as a window to the real. With Extreme Makeover, 2007, 

I took the inevitable and important step of mounting the television screen on the 

sculpture. 
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Pinnacle, 2007 (Figure 87), also shown with Mother’s Tankstation at NADA Miami, 

also adopted this innovation in a work that elevated a folding chair onto the wall in 

pursuit of a view of the romance of the mountain top image it produced within the 

confines of its own system. 

 

Fortunately the Miami art fairs did not experience the feared plummet in sales and the 

commodity of art remained a solid investment, for a while longer at least. 

 

For my final piece of 2007 I had to make a work for an exhibition that took the 

geographies of New York as its theme. Each artist was asked to name their favorite 

location and to make a work based on their reflections on that place. New York is a 

competitive town, and for me nothing defines that better than the idiotic pitched 

battles of the taxis as they race down Broadway from red light to red light against the 

backdrop of sex and the sub text of body image that is inexorably linked with 

conceptions of New York. In Broadway 2007 (Figure 88) I made a simple and crude 

found object construction, stringing banks of souvenir toy taxi cabs onto a treadmill. 

The only major modification, apart from screwing a camera to one of the toy cabs and 

placing live feed into a TV set, was to insert an analog timing system, where a slowly 

turning hub cap periodically activated a proximity switch, turning a red light on and 

stopping the treadmill and thus the cabs, then turning off the light and allowing the 

treadmill to return to its frantic operation. In this piece an important step occurred 

where the manic on-screen action of the toy cabs generated an image that, though 

clearly not real, was just believable enough in the character of the experience it 

implied. My research was revealing that with these more compelling sculptural forms 

the level of reality of the live feed video image had to be controlled to be appropriate 

to the visual impact and sculptural language of the structure. 

 

I began 2008 with another experimentation in the functioning of my carnivalesque 

impulses, as expressed through my new sculptural strategies, with There’s a Hole in 

My Bucket, 2008. (Figure 89) For this piece I allowed myself another quick venting 

of my feelings towards Air Force One and its usual occupant.  As the world watched 

the U.S economy head on a messy downward spiral towards the toilet, taking all with 
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Figure 86 – Ian Burns Extreme Makeover, 2007
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Figure 87 – Ian Burns  Pinnacle 2007 
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Figure 88 – Ian Burns Broadway, 2007 

 

 

Figure 89  - Ian Burns There’s a Hole in my Bucket, 2008 
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Figure 90 – Ian Burns Outpost, 2008 
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Figure 91 – Ian Burns Glacier, 2008 
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 it, the need for an overall clean out was clearly hampered by an obvious blockage in 

the system, lodged in this particular jumbo jet enjoying sunny skies. 

 

In March of 2008 I had a solo exhibition as part of the Volta New York Art Fair. For 

this exhibition I made three new sculptures in which I made further refinements to my 

investigations. In both Outpost, 2008 (Figure 90) and Glacier, 2008 (Figure 91) I was 

able to effectively enact simple scenarios, which relied on the primary structural 

elements of the sculptures to generate on-screen imagery of powerful, near reality. On 

screen effects of mist and cloud were achieved through simple and clearly visible 

tricks of refracted light. Both pieces took on a sub text of inaction with two TV tray 

tables the primary structural elements of Outpost, and a chair filling that role for 

Glacier. Both these collapsible items spoke of a convenience linked to putting up a 

fictional front. Consumers are encouraged to buy large homes and install in their 

dining rooms substantial dinner tables and sumptuous chairs, but in the end find the 

time and motivation only to grab quick meals propped in front of the screen of their 

primary information source, television. These works sculpturally displayed the tools 

of inaction whilst topically conveying screen imagery related to key subject matter 

generally acknowledged as in primary need of attention in contemporary society. 

 

 The sculptural form of Outpost followed a tight internal logic. The scene it depicts, 

of a lonely flag standing against the desolation of a windswept landscape, an image 

construction appropriated from Colony Cam, 2005 (Figure 50), is one that results 

from an imperial and warring logic. The inevitable outcome of this is injury for those 

at the frontline of the colonial desire and the perfection with which the crutch I found 

slotted into the structure of the tray tables created a tightly hybridized sculptural 

construction that represented the truth of this aptly. The crutch’s internal and external 

diameters fit exactly between the two pipe diameters used on the frame of the tray 

table, allowing me to smoothly insert the crutch as a connector between the two of 

them. I added a saw and a Wonder® bread lunchbox which complimented the 

narratives of spectatorship and amputation. These items served as mounts for various 

ancillaries necessary to the kinetic operations of the sculpture and finally I mounted 
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the television to the crutch in a placement that suggested the reading of the crutch as 

flag pole, and the TV as flag, the two mirroring the on screen content. 

 

With Glacier, 2007 a snow shovel, destined to be useless with the progression of 

global warming, fit as seamlessly to the structure of a chair as the crutch did to the 

tray tables. With the addition of a white plastic bag, a blue light source, and a few 

other ancillaries attached to a fire extinguisher sign and an ice scraper, the final form 

of this sculpture rendered an on screen image of ice cliffs seen through the curvature 

of an icy valley simply by placing the miniature camera on the curved back of the 

chair with a view of the white plastic bag and the chair seat. 

 

Both Outpost and Glacier, despite the apparently magical appearance of the screen 

image, were fundamentally simple assemblages. To illustrate this point I made these 

pieces as editions of 5 each, and employed a studio assistant to copy my artist’s proof 

and generate them. This then raised the question of sculptural skill, concurrent with 

the dumbing down of the technology present in the works. These works took their 

form through a logic dictated to by the functional requirements of the camera and the 

shape and color of the objects. No particular skills were required. 

 

The final major work I completed before commencing preparations for my PhD 

submission exhibition was Haven, 2008 (Figure 92). In this piece I allowed a more 

manic form to come together to create an apparently endless, vague three-scene 

narrative. The combination of the primary sculptural elements of an ironing board, 

clothes drying rack, sponge mops, chair, umbrella and a satellite dish defied the tight 

logic of Outpost and Glacier. In this piece the chaos of a sale at the dollar store 

reigned. The level at which technological prowess hits the gestural level of geek, and 

at what point kinetics lend an overall feeling of the simply manic, subsuming the 

phenomenological experiential goals of the work, continues to be of concern.  In this 

piece I made a more active and visual sculpture to invetigate. The three scenes, a 

mountain top, a skull, and Air Force One struggling through cloudy skies appeared 

on the TV screen through a seemingly randomized analog control sequence 

controlled by two rotating cutting boards activating limit switches. Sculpturally this  
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Figure 92 – Ian Burns Haven, 2008 
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piece, with its gravity defying upward thrust from the relatively small footprint of the 

clothes drying rack and sponge mop prop, accentuated with the energy of its kinetic 

components, proved widely successful, eliciting numerous “wow” responses. 

However, in this piece I felt this factor diluted any phenomenological impact that the 

on-screen imagery presented, although there was great viewer interest in the manner 

in which the skull image was rendered by a few holes cut in a bread board placed in 

the lit satellite dish. In the end I encountered a greater level of interest in me as the 

artist that created this work, and this loss of focus on personal enjoyment and 

discovery on the part of the viewer did not lead me to feel comfortable with the 

outcomes of this experiment. It was too much of a spectacle. This served to tighten 

my focus as I began preparations for my final exhibition in the progress of the 

research presented here. This culminating exhibition represents the embodiment of 

my findings and reflection on that exhibition serves as the conclusion to the exegesis. 
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Conclusion 

It’s all Good 

In outlining the groundwork for this research in the first chapter, I cited the words of 

Robert Whitman. That very brief sentence, loaded with implication, - “The image is 

like an iceberg.”i - is apt to re-consider in concluding this paper, and not just for the 

reasons Whitman might have imagined. 

 

Whitman, Bishop George Berkeley in his Immaterialist Theory of Optics, and many 

others, saw the image as merely an instrument of provocation for the psychologies of 

experience, memory and belief. When this analogy is applied to the visual outcomes 

of the work of the contemporary artist that greater portion of frozen wonder that lies 

beneath could also be said to reflect the time, effort and/or gestural finesse of the 

agent of its production. It could also be said to reflect the production value of the 

work, and the effect of the spin of the public relations effort. 

 

More so now than in the few decades ago when Whitman made his analogy, the 

mention of the iceberg provokes immediate and negative connotations of 

environmental disaster - the direct result of human technology and a social inability 

to see the big, really big, picture. As discussed in Chapter Five, encouraged by the 

voracious appetite of an active and thriving art market, and by museum curators’ 

hunger for works of easy to follow thematic spectacle, many artists have, with 

varying degrees of consciousness, pursued the poetic imagery of the ice landscape. 

Ice colonizes our imagination through weight of recurrence as an image on the 

nightly news. 

 

Pierre Huyghe’s A Journey that Wasn’t, 2006 (Figure 93) was a film work made for 

the 2006 Whitney Biennial. The end result was a piece of high cinematic quality, 

reflective of the high production values employed in realizing this output. The film 

was rich, beautiful, enigmatic, and, relatively speaking, big budget. Topically it was 

the story of the artist’s quest in pursuit of an albino penguin. Huyghe, clearly aware 
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of the weight of the history of the production values he was calling on, organized an 

event in New York as part of the production effort that went into this work. 

 

As part of the gathering of footage for the movie he staged a one night musical on the 

ice skating rink in Central Park (Figure 94). The objective of this effort was to recast 

the Wollman Rink as an Antarctic island, a place of wonder surrounded by the weight 

of humanity. The budget was stretched to the maximum in this technological effort of 

filmic production set deception. On the big night torrential and miserable rain 

stretched organizational skills and patience equally. The weather was not sympathetic 

to Huyghe’s lofty goals. Cecil B. DeMille would not have stood for such 

meteorological impudence, and nor did Huyghe. The show went on. 

 

This performance event, in all of its organizational effort and spectacle, provided the 

Public Art Fund, and the Whitney Museum, with the vehicle they needed to begin 

their major PR efforts in advance of the 2006 Whitney Biennial. The fascinating 

aspect of this was that the very production values the spin of the press releases were 

boasting about, in a city like New York, were as common as the mud that resulted 

from the downpour suffered on the night of the event. The Broadway musical is a 

constant backdrop to life in New York City, and the production vehicles and 

structures of movie sets are a source of constant irritation for those with more 

mundane objectives, such as getting to work. 

 

To quote from the article in the New York Times written by Carol Vogel that appeared 

in advance of the event, 

 "Having sculpture in the park was becoming predictable," said Tom Eccles, 

the former director of the Public Art Fund who is the curator of the project in 

collaboration with the Biennial's curators, Chrissie Iles and Philippe Vergne. 

"We wanted to do something different. This is a film where reality and fiction 

become blurred."ii 

 

The excitement of the public relations thrust of this article is not towards the concepts 

and ideas of the artist, but rather towards the production values and spectacle of the  
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Figure 93 - Pierre Huyghe A Journey that Wasn’t, 2006 

 

Figure 94 - Pierre Huyghe A Journey that Wasn’t, 2006 
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execution of a process to produce a compelling screen-based image. The artist is 

notably absent from the quotations in this article, and is credited as more of a 

functionary, with the status of visionary being taken on by the curatorial team. This 

reveals in more concrete terms the danger and potentially idiotic endpoint of public 

relations spin around works that rely on high production values, and the budgetary 

cache of contemporary super curators. Once big budget production value is allowed 

to constitute the work, the next step is that those in charge of the purse strings take on 

the creative credit. The artist is merely a spoke in their wheel of creative vision. 

Vision which is of dubious quality if it sees sculpture as “predictable” and innovation 

in film that blurs “reality and fiction” – a device that is surely inherent to the function 

of a great portion of film production across the long history of the form. 

 

Diarmuid Costello gave greater vision to the fear of the effect of spin on the 

contemporary fine art museum in his writings, which expand beyond just the 

marketing of museum exhibitions to include the forum of their presentation as an 

actual work. His concern is with the grand architectural “cathedrals” of museums 

such as the Tate Modern and Guggenheim Bilbao subsuming the art to the level of a 

secondary event. He identified the “museum fictions” of Marcel Broodthaers as 

resonant in this discourse. iii Rosalind Krauss also saw the work of Broodthaers as 

fundamental to contemporary argument. She takes his work as a launching point in 

explaining how contemporary work, in its reliance on broader technological mediums 

could be viewed. As she explains it,  

’medium’ brings the issue of ‘specificity’ in its wake … [a]lthough this is 

…[a] loaded concept … since a medium is purportedly made specific by 

being reduced to nothing but its manifest physical properties –it is … 

nonetheless intrinsic to any discussion of how the conventions layered into a 

medium might function. For the nature of a recursive structure is that it must 

be able, at least in part, to specify itself.iv 

 

In this discussion of medium there is still a presence that the artist can manipulate. 
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Huyghe went to the Antarctic looking for an albino penguin. Such a creature’s 

rareness is implied by its unusual presence amongst masses that are otherwise similar. 

The polar bear on the other hand, is becoming rare not because of its whiteness, but 

because of the loss of the iceberg and all its parts, below and above the water level. 

The great masses of ice are demonstrably evaporating faster than human ignorance. 

 

Its all good, 2008 (Figure 95), the title work of the concluding exhibition submission 

for my doctorate, features a remarkably sly and cheerful fiberglass polar bear. Free of 

the constraints of the vanishing arctic ice world, the mop wrung out and the bucket 

emptied, he was born instead from the manic explosion of the heavily polluting 

sweatshops of China. He knows he is a representative of the new world order. 

Ignorance is bliss. He holds aloft a plastic world of mediation that guarantees his 

cousin Winnie more days at the beach, one that is sourced by shopping, not from flea 

markets as Bourriaud would have it, but from the discount store, that world where 

you can get tomorrow’s trash today, a place that attempts to monumentalize 

minimum production value through a wafer thin veneer of glitz – a world far more in 

tune with the world of contemporary art than the nostalgic sentimentality and high 

value of the flea market. 

 

Environmental moralizing is only the joke at the tip of the iceberg. Its all good, 2008 

is made for the white cube. The ignorance it is portraying is only superficially that 

regarding global climate affairs. The greater ignorance it depicts is that of the 

understanding of the role of the technological screen in contemporary art. The screen 

is only the tip of a world that belongs to practices and techniques that extend well 

away from the artist’s studio, the museum, the gallery and the art fair into all aspects 

of contemporary society. 

 

American Beauty, 1999 was Sam Mendes’ debut feature film project - a work of 

significant cinematic skill and production finesse. One of the key protagonists in the 

plot is the geeky kid Ricky, whose scratchy camcorder footage opens the film. A 

famous piece of footage that appears later in the film, also credited to Ricky, is a 

sequence in which he is said to have filmed an amazing encounter with a swirling,  
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Figure 95 - Ian Burns Its all Good, 2008 
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Figure 96 – Ian Burns A Poor Excuse 2008 
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floating plastic bag, a moment that through the ironic ‘natural’ phenomenology of an 

item of litter, demonstrated the presence of beauty in the world. Curiously this 

footage lacks any of the amateur scratchiness of the opening sequence of the movie, 

though it occurred earlier in the chronology of the plot. It is, in fact, a piece of quite 

skillful camera work.  Perhaps Ricky’s camera skills were on the decline. The steady 

zoom, pan and tracking in following the random meanderings of the plastic bag 

would defeat most handheld camcorder operators, and of course it is this that is the 

initial window to the unraveling of this much heralded sequence, one which is 

framed by a large and significant organization dedicated to the production of cultural 

spaghetti. 

 

The visual failures of the plastic bag scene of American Beauty, when considered 

against the volume of general acclaim accorded this ridiculous sequence, point 

directly towards the banality of cinema, and so can be made to structure the argument 

for higher criticality in the use of cinematic production techniques in fine art contexts. 

In art we do require the contemplative. The technology that supports the screen image 

is becoming available to all in rapidly increasing levels of sophistication, which 

American Beauty, via Ricky, alludes to. All viewers are gaining insight into the visual 

indicators of production strategies, down to the level where it becomes possible for 

software connoisseurs to perceive the difference between an effect rendered in Final 

Cut Pro and one rendered in After Effects in the resultant screen imagery. Against this 

technological systemic backdrop, artists can no longer channel standards of practice 

dictated to by these technologies without some criticality. 

 

The American Beauty plastic bag is a filmic representation of the collision between 

high and low culture, where the suburban teen Ricky can allegedly make art armed 

only with a camcorder and an acute perception of the world around him. Sam Mendes 

in this sequence, in employing such high production values, takes on a luxury that the 

artist using the screen image within the white cube can ill afford.  A poor excuse, 

2008 (Figure 96) is a work made for my doctoral exhibition that quite directly 

portrays the simultaneity of the lie and phenomenological operations of this cinematic 

event, while humorously introducing an indication on the true meeting of high and 
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low, which is in production value and the contemplative potentials of that, not in 

placing emphasis on the qualities of deception in the final screen image. 

 

Though Mendes’ first effort at a feature length movie, the producers of American 

Beauty secured for its director the services of a number of top-flight actors such as 

Kevin Spacey and Annette Benning. DreamWorks knew that the credibility of fame 

would add power to the telling of the tale in the movie. This strategy of utilizing the 

fame-based draw card is no different in the mentality being applied in the 

promotional mechanisms of the world’s cycle of biennial exhibitions, where the 

artist’s efforts are reduced to the simplistic level of marketing strategies more in tune 

with establishing brand recognition than bringing light to bear on the validities of the 

artist’s explorations. Big names are needed to headline marketing efforts. 

 

This is the way of the contemporary world, so rather than run against this force, I 

sought the power of my own star draw. Nothing but the best would do. I needed the 

most recognizable star in the world today, one who by their very antics, background 

and path to success could represent iconically the ambitions of low culture to find the 

ground of high artistic merit. In completing my doctoral exhibition I sought to bask in 

the reflected glow of the star power of Britney Spears. But of course I also needed the 

glow of a fine art star to lend the necessary institutional credibility, and the work of 

Lawrence Weiner, with its insights into contemporary sculptural production provided 

the ideal reference. 

 

The cultural presence of the remix is reaching epidemic proportions and as 

technology has gained in sophistication, sampling and mixing has become so 

smoothly embedded that the sample is often coded into the mix in a manner that 

allows only those in the cultural know to identify it. The heights of conceptual art do 

not need such deep encoding, so in She’s Built!, 2008 (Figure 97) I made a remix 

through the simplest of sound and video samples drawn from Britney’s songs and 

other YouTube appearances to complete a rendering of one of the most important text 

works of  Lawrence Wiener, complete with sing-a-long Karaoke text. An important 

aspect of this work is the quality of the mixing. The scratchy, pathetic collage quality 
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provides a vehicle for contemplation as significant as any implications of the more 

overt content issues. To smoothly edit it would have made the outcome easily 

processed and remove the means of its creation from the contemplative framework. 

 

It is in these works of art, and the others that make up my submission exhibition, that 

the true conclusions lie. Art is able to speak in a way that no other vehicle can, and 

despite the importation and dominance of technologies and strategies produced to 

support general social communicative needs into art contexts, artists must maintain a 

criticality and vision that is linked to the cognitive imperatives that drive the art 

viewer to look for reward in the experience. The marketing gurus may believe that 

the packaging and hype of spectacle is what is required to keep the punters coming, 

but what they seem to fail to understand is that the only thing that keeps them coming 

back is the quality, depth and insight of the art presented. In the end cinemas show 

better films, and restaurants, or mother, make better soup. 

 

I am quite confident of the ability of artists to find ways to overcome any greater 

social forces that are in play that generalize or trivialize their practice in ways that 

attempt to deflect attention way from the actual art. 

 

Artwork of quality is born of intensive studio practice, not the studio as a hermetic 

environment, but practice attuned to the feedback loop of constant interaction and 

review of the most recent developments in exhibition practice and technique. Artists 

know to respect the intuitions and insights born of this structure or model. I have 

followed that tradition and procedure in this project as I have outlined in this 

exegesis. For all the arguments used to explain a work of art the hope remains both 

on the part of the artist, and of the viewer, that it will convey a presence, or an 

implication far beyond anything that the tip of the iceberg that is it’s physical 

manifestation, carries. It remains the case that it is through contemplation that 

substance is felt and this is no different when the technological screen is used. 

 

The works displayed in my concluding doctoral exhibition convey the gestural skill 

and production experience I have accumulated in my research over the course of my 
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candidacy, and find new forms and strategies for dealing with the relationship 

between art and the screen image, with the machinations and industry that stand 

behind it. Britney, giving voice to Lawrence Wiener, sings “The piece need not be 

built.” Weiner, in describing in text contemporary artistic process, took a production 

choice and creative control – a mode of cultural expression and value was used. The 

truth of the matter is not that the piece does need to be built. It already has been. It 

remains a fact that how it is built matters. 
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Figure 97 – Ian Burns She’s Built! 2008 (video still) 
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Appendix I 

Documentation Images of Submission Exhibition 

The following pages provide documentation images of the works installed in the 
submission exhibition. 
 
The insert at the back contains a CD with image files and a DVD featuring some 
moving image documentation of the operation of some of the kinetic aspects of the 
work. 
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Installation Views – Queensland College of Art – Dell Gallery, 2008 
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“Seascape” 2007 
Digital inkjet artist’s proof/edition of 5; set of two images 
59cm x 89cm; 27cm x 20cm 
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“Himalaya” 2007 
Digital inkjet artist’s proof/edition of 5; set of two images 
52cm x 101cm; 27cm x 20cm 
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“Clouds” 2007 
Digital inkjet artist’s proof/edition of 5; set of two images 
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“A Poor Excuse” 2008 
Live feed 3 ‘channel’ video installation 
Dimension Variable 
Collection of the Artist 
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“Its all Good” 2008 
Found object kinetic sculpture incorporating live video and audio 
169cm x 120cm x 97cm 
Private Collection 
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“Across the Nile” 2008 
Found object kinetic sculpture incorporating live video and audio 
135cm x 180cm x 150cm 
Private collection 
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“Down Under where…” 2008 
Found object kinetic sculpture incorporating live video and audio 
195cm x 167cm x 110cm 
National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne 
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“Showtime” 2008 
Found object kinetic sculpture incorporating live video and audio 
172cm x 55cm x 55cm 
Museum of Contemporary Art, Sydney 
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“She Don’t Need Diamonds” 2008 
Found object kinetic sculpture incorporating live video and audio 
135cm x 110cm x 50cm 
Private Collection 
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“She’s Built!” 2008  
DVD - sampled video, sound and text – Exhibition Mix, artist’s proof 
Duration 52:17 
Collection of the artist 
 

 
 

 


