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Abstract 
 

Edmond Husserl’s notion of ‘first sense’ experience is a phenomenological and 

experiential interpretation of the world based on immediate pre-theoretical and pre-

cognitive reflection. For Husserl, the apperception of the world using ‘first sense’ 

presupposes any scientific or theoretical understanding of it and presents a more 

meaningful and truthful experience because it is based on the fact of being. Authentic 

experience, in this exegesis, is considered a form of immediate and intuitive 

experience in which the certainty of the ‘first sense’ world contrasts to the obedience 

and homogenising effects of the spectacle and consumer society. For Guy Debord 

(1967) and Jean Baudrillard (1970) consumption and production combined with the 

omnipresence of mass media and advertising in contemporary existence is the 

source of debilitating and homogenising behaviour. The monotony and regularity of 

the work place, the separation of individuals through the comfort of television and the 

focus on the accumulation of goods that is commonplace counteracts immediate and 

intuitive experience and desecrates authentic living. 

 

This exegesis examines how the video works of two international artists, Anri Sala 

(2002) and Francis Alÿs (1999), and a selection of my own videos communicate the 

concept of authentic experience by exploring familiar and unremarkable subjects. 

The research hypothesises that although contemporary patterns of existence 

subsume individual behaviour for economic gain (as theorised by Debord and 

Baudrillard), authentic experience, in terms of immediate and ʻfirst senseʼ experience 

is a primary source of meaning. The work of Bill Viola is used in this research to 

contrast the use of video by Alys, Sala, and myself. Viola’s work demonstrates, 

through its theatricality, high production values and grandiose themes, concerns that 

are otherworldly and metaphysical as opposed to the immediate and of essentially 

human character of the works that are central to this discussion. 

 

By using the visual language of television and other time-based entertainment, video 

has the ability to focus on individual and specific circumstances and spontaneous 

behaviour in ways that viewers can easily recognise. Video art, paradoxically, 

highlights the affect that technology, consumerism and homogeneity has on 

individual experience through technology itself. In the videos of Sala and Alÿs, 

natural, or actual, time, evidenced by the passing of the sun over billboards (Sala) 
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and Mexico’s City’s square (Alÿs), reveals social and political circumstances as well 

as our relationship to a much larger cosmological system. My videos aim to 

demonstrate authentic experience in the form of an immediate and intuitive response 

to banal events, whereby the familiar is dislodged from its role as an apathetic 

misnomer to the Spectacle through the combinatory use of video, audio and 

performance.  

 

The majesty of ordinary experience is revealed in my videos through expressions of 

bashfulness, giggling, and waving in The Quick Step (2005), the rupturing of a cyclic 

and repetitious sequence in When The Rain Comes (2007), highlighting consumer 

behaviour and disrupting its rhythm through the use of play in Name That Tune 

(2006), the use of audio to induce a sense of self-awareness in the viewer in Our 

Communication Recorded (2006) and by displacing recognition with a mesmerising, 

non-distinct form in The Alien’s Back (2007). 
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Accidentally captured and carefully edited, Christopher Bennie’s moments in 
‘being’ appeal to the willing believer and the cynic alike. Anyone who has 
ever searched the horizon for a finite moment, examined a scene for the 
detail that will define it or enjoyed the unexpected discovery of an anomaly 
will agree that surrendering disbelief is sometimes a necessary precursor to 
fulfilment. What is surprising about Bennie’s video art, however, is that it 
acknowledges the reverse assumption: that disbelief is the norm. Bennie 
operates on the understanding that the legacy of media saturation (and the 
ensuing post-modernist discovery of simulacra) is suspicion. Therefore to 
view his work, an instant agreement ‘to believe’ must be achieved (Murphy, 
2006 n.p.). 
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Introduction 
 

The first stage of the economy’s domination of social life brought 
about an evident degradation of being into having — human fulfillment 
was no longer equated with what one was, but with what one 
possessed. The present stage, in which social life has become 
completely dominated by the accumulated productions of the 
economy, is bringing about a general shift from having to appearing — 
all “having” must now derive its immediate prestige and its ultimate 
purpose from appearances. At the same time all individual reality has 
become social, in the sense that it is shaped by social forces and is 
directly dependent on them. Individual reality is allowed to appear only 
if it is not actually real. (Debord, 1967, para. 17) 

 

Certain social commentators consider immediacy and intuition to be counter-

productive to progress. Guy Debord’s Society of the Spectacle (1967) and 

Comments on the Society of the Spectacle (1988) and Jean Baudrillard’s The 

Consumer Society (1970) describe human behaviour in relation to the controlling 

economic forces of contemporary existence. They suggest that mass media and 

advertising create false desires by promoting irrelevant products and unnecessary 

experiences in the form of commodities, consumption and abundance, but in 

actuality, separate individuals from each other, their work and the natural world. For 

Debord and Baudrillard the juggernaut of market driven phenomena is debilitating 

and homogenising.  Fuelled by the perpetuation of desire – expressed through 

commodities, ways of living and forms of accepted behaviour – the Spectacle creates 

obedience, isolation and loneliness; feelings altogether distinct from the sense of 

freedom and liberation from work that technology and economic security could allow. 

To Debord, the Spectacle is an omnipresent system of signs and behaviours that has 

displaced the real world and is now the only world known to us. He writes: ‘the 

spectacle subjugates living men [sic] to itself to the extent that the economy has 

totally subjugated them. It is no more than the economy developing for itself’ 

(Debord, 1967, para. 16). 

 

Individuals find themselves more alienated and isolated than ever through 

technological development, accumulation of material products and division of labour 

caused by mass-produced goods. At the heart of Debord’s Spectacle is an economy 

that directs homogenous, repetitive and divided human activity towards the pursuit of 

false happiness. This happiness is no more than an accumulation of commodities 

and artificial representations of existence. It is a happiness that comes at the price of 

authentic individual experience. A worker, separated from any form of moral and 
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physical investment in their product, consumes ever more commodities to reduce 

their sense of isolation and alienation. The society of the Spectacle represents a 

complete cycle of consumption and production to the point where the world is only 

recognisable as a representation of desire. In fact the real world is no longer 

recognisable.  

 

Baudrillard’s (1970) analysis of abundance in contemporary existence reveals the 

extent of the separation from real life that individuals experience. In desiring ever 

more products consumers have increasingly lost track of how they were produced 

and what purpose they serve. Baudrillard (1970) associates the concept of 

abundance with mysticism by describing the ease and tranquillity with which goods 

and culture appear as a form of magic. The magical and mythical gift of abundance 

shrouds the reality of labour, banality and production, while the magical and mythical 

gift of culture displaces colonialism and genocide to preserve the appearance of 

diversity in civilisation. Both goods and culture appear in abundance and as valuable 

commodities precisely to distract the consumer from the atrocities at the heart of their 

appearance. Goods on supermarket shelves, artefacts in museums, and the 

appearance of reality in the form of news on television, are each consumed without 

strain and can be experienced in guiltless comfort. The facts and actual experiences 

of the ‘real’ world are conveniently displaced with the use of climate control, elevator 

music, High Definition live news footage and a choice of multiple brands selling the 

same or similar products on supermarket shelves. This false perception of 

individuality comes at the cost of actual isolation and separation from lived reality, but 

is coated with comfort, sprinkled with acceptance, and donned with a sense of 

selfishness that conveniently turns its head to the effects of labour conditions and 

environmental damage.    

 

This exegesis examines how videos I have made during my Doctoral candidature 

explore authentic experience. As a tool complicit with the Spectacle’s goals for 

distributing appearances for the sake of economic development, video automatically 

suggests a relationship to homogenous consumer experience. This relationship is 

explored by adopting the familiarity of video, in particular the uses of home made and 

amateur video, to explore the Spectacle from the perspective of individual 

experience. By focusing on ordinary and banal events and treating them intuitively, 

my videos propose authentic experiences by rupturing the familiarity of common and 

homogenous experience. The examination of my work in this exegesis will reveal the 
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relationship between authentic experience and video by exploring phenomenological 

notions of immediacy, intuition and ‘first sense’ experience. 

 

Videoʼs simplicity, ease of use, immediacy, visual clarity, accessibility and 

commonality, its ability to represent reality in actual time, and its ability to 

communicate individual experiences make it an effective, common and immediate 

tool to explore authentic experience. Video, in this sense, is a medium that 

paradoxically communicates authentic experience without disregard for the forms 

and techniques used by the dominant technology of television, mass media, cinema 

and entertainment. By capitalising on the universal visual language of television and 

other time-based entertainment and focusing on individual realities and spontaneous 

behaviours, video art acknowledges and has the capacity to subvert the 

homogenisation of Spectacle culture.  

 

For Baudrillard television and mass media entertainment unites people in shared 

isolation from the reality and dangers of the world—in the comfort of armchairs and 

lounge rooms. In addition, contemporary societyʼs understanding of the visual 

language employed through video—its fragmented sense of space and time and its 

varying speeds, is intuitive and sophisticated. The medium therefore affords an 

immediate, accessible and responsive way to communicate experience to a diverse 

and broad audience. Conversely it can also express complex social and political 

situations that surround individuals and that govern contemporary existence in ways 

the mass media, by way of fracturing information and dispersing it with advertising 

and product endorsement, cannot. Francis Alÿs (Zocalo 1999) and Anri Sala 

(Blindfold 2002) provide two examples of artists using digital video effectively to 

probe the affects of globalisation on human behaviour and social and political 

environments by examining social conditioning from a larger, cosmological, 

perspective. 

 

New political video operates in a different way. It evokes rather than 
preaches, emotes rather than shocks and acknowledges the complexities 
and conflicts of multicultural identities in the modern world. It has 
introduced aesthetic sensibilities and forms that enrich the canon and, 
finally, it has devised ways of reviving contingent humanism as an 
anecdote to the impasse of post-modern cynicism (Elwes, 2005, 179). 
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The concept of immediate and intuitive experience is discussed using 

phenomenological psychology, a philosophy that places perception and experience 

at the centre of meaning. Edmond Husserl’s (1977) concept of ‘first sense’ 

experience communicates an understanding of the world based on immediate, pre-

theoretical and pre-cognitive reflection. For Husserl, ‘first sense’ is an experience of 

being in the world that can be claimed as meaningful because the apperception of 

the world occurs with absolute certainty prior to any naming, theorising or 

categorising. ‘First sense’ experience provides the primary qualification for a concept 

of immediacy and intuition that is at odds with the behaviours associated with 

economic development conceived in this research. In contrast to the controlling and 

homogenising effects of contemporary existence, Husserl’s ‘first sense’ is considered 

authentic experience and is communicated through acts that display immediacy and 

intuitive responses.  

 

How authenticity is explored and then communicated is the primary focus of my 

research and it is important to clarify early on that I do not claim that any of the 

examples in this exegesis are authentic in themselves. My research explores the 

phenomenological sense of ʻfirst senseʼ experience and attempts to communicate it 

through video. Using Husserlian logic, the description of a subjective and personal 

experience transcribes a conceptual or theoretical imprint onto what was previously 

felt and is therefore no longer ʻfirst senseʼ. Video acts similarly in that although it 

records experience it can never represent the reality of that experience afterward. 

The research in this exegesis however highlights video’s capacity to reveal in what 

ways spontaneity, immediacy and ‘first sense’ experience can function in the 

Spectacle and explores the concept of authentic experience through unremarkable 

and banal environments. Both the exegesis and the videos should not be 

considered as an attempt to define authenticity other than a subjective and uniquely 

individual experience. Diverse subjects such as Chinese students marching, cows, 

an amusement park ride, a crop-dusting aeroplane, a bear costume, dancing, a polar 

bear, a white sheet and puddles, to name a few, present uniqueness and banality as 

authentic at the same time as reflecting the culture of spectacle with which they co-

exist.   

 

The exegesis begins with an Introduction and is followed by four sections.  Sections 

One and Two describe the social and philosophical concepts of the Spectacle, the 

consumer society and phenomenological ʻfirst senseʼ experience. Section Three 
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contextualises the research by examining two examples of contemporary video art by 

Francis Alÿs and Anri Sala and contrasts their focus on the particular circumstances 

of individuals with the metaphysical and symbolic themes Bill Viola explores. Section 

Four will analyse a selection of my own videos in order to argue how they probe 

authenticity and rupture Spectacle. The conclusion will summarise the findings of this 

studio research project by describing the importance of video to illuminate authentic 

experience in contemporary existence.  

 

In Section One I use Guy Debordʼs The Society of the Spectacle (1967) and Jean 

Baudrillardʼs The Consumer Society (1970) to describe the effects of a culture 

obsessed with consumption, abundance, security, comfort, entertainment, mass 

media and advertising. The term Spectacle is used to represent Debordʼs ideas 

about the current system of production and consumption. It is an important concept in 

its description of the total homogenisation of culture for the purposes of economic 

gain. To Debord, the spectacle is the representation of life of the non-living, a 

concept that opposes the idea of authentic experience. Baudrillardʼs The Consumer 

Society (1970) is used to explain the specific homogenising affects of supermarkets, 

television and over-abundance. 

 

Following a description of the Spectacle, Section Two will describe Edmond Husserlʼs 

(1977) concept of ʻfirst senseʼ experience to express how immediate and intuitive 

experience can be considered as a way to communicate authentic and meaningful 

experience within the Spectacle. In this exegesis, the concept of authentic 

experience is directly related to the concept of immediate truth that Husserl attributes 

to perceiving the world using ʻfirst senseʼ. The immediacy of ʻfirst senseʼ experience 

is, for Husserl, a legitimate way to experience ʻtruthʼ because the certainty of the 

world presupposes the naming, theorising and cognising of it. Scientific qualifications 

of this kind, Husserl argues, take place after the fact in order to explain experience. 

Authentic truth will thus be considered as moments that reveal signs of immediacy 

and intuition with regard to the states of isolation, homogenisation and controlled 

behaviour of the Spectacle. Husserlʼs ʻfirst senseʼ phenomenological philosophy is a 

simply stated concept that has been chosen in order to clearly articulate the 

differences between an experience of the world that is unique, calm, immediate, 

profound and to some degree spiritual and one that is structured, regulated and in 

disrepair.  
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Section Three looks at three examples of contemporary video art to compare and 

contrast two different processes and uses of the medium. The videos of Francis Alÿs 

(Zocalo 1999) and Anri Sala (Blindfold 2002) are compared for their similarity in 

representing experience in natural or actual time, while Violaʼs work contrasts 

immediate, and thereby authentic, experience by its symbolic reflection on 

metaphysical and otherworldly phenomenon. Alÿsʼs and Salaʼs use of natural or 

actual time is analysed according to how it can communicate particular economic and 

social concerns while revealing truthful aspects of the experience of individuals, in 

particular for individuals in low socio-economic environments. Through this 

discussion it will be seen that such a specific use of time reveals larger issues than 

what at first appears as seemingly simplistic or banal.  

 

In Alÿsʼs and Salaʼs work the Spectacle is represented by the banality and social and 

economic concerns of daily life in both Mexico City and Tirana respectively. However 

each work subjugates the Spectacleʼs presence through the representation of a 

phenomenon of cosmological proportion—shadows and the sunʼs reflection, 

exemplified by their gradual movement in natural or actual time. Viola, conversely, 

stages theatrical and dramatic performances and employs big budget cinematic 

techniques to render grandiose conjectures on the liminal state of existence between 

life and death.  

 

Viola makes explicit use of the latest sophisticated digital technology to present room 

sized immersive installations that register great emotional impact through the use of 

sound and slow motion. While the use of video to capitalise on the Spectacle’s 

language - its common currency - as well as undermine it, is comparable to Alÿs and 

Sala, Viola disregards immediate experience for something far more transcendent. 

Viola’s work is therefore seen in this research to contrast any form of observable 

authentic experience in the world that Alÿs and Sala present and to instead 

hypothesise on enigmatic, philosophical and subjective interpretations of elusive 

themes. 
 

Section Four analyses five examples of videos I have made during my Doctoral 

candidature. Each video explores authentic experience in different forms. Three 

methods of filming diverse subjects developed during the candidature are described 

and are explained in relation to their use while exploring authentic experience. The 
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methods either use impartial observation while filming, editing or manipulation of 

footage in retrospect, the staging of performative actions in front of the camera, or a 

combination of all three. It will be shown that authentic experience can be 

communicated through flawed and inattentive individuals, rupturing cyclical 

sequences and with the use of audio to shift pre-conceived expectations of specific 

experiences to induce self-awareness in viewers.  



 9  

Section One: Obedience, Abundance, Distraction and The Spectacle  
 

I am not alone in having been born backward into an incoherent realm 
of texts, products and images, the commercial and cultural 
environment with which we’ve both supplemented and blotted out our 
natural world (Letham, 2007, p. 63). 
 
If the spectacle, considered in the limited sense of the “mass media” 
that are its most glaring superficial manifestation, seems to be 
invading society in the form of a mere technical apparatus, it should be 
understood that this apparatus is in no way neutral and that it has 
been developed in accordance with the spectacle’s internal dynamics. 
If the social needs of the age in which such technologies are 
developed can be met only through their mediation, if the 
administration of this society and all contact between people has 
become totally dependent on these means of instantaneous 
communication, it is because this “communication” is essentially 
unilateral. The concentration of these media thus amounts to 
concentrating in the hands of the administrators of the existing system 
the means that enable them to carry on this particular form of 
administration. The social separation reflected in the spectacle is 
inseparable from the modern state — the product of the social division 
of labor that is both the chief instrument of class rule and the 
concentrated expression of all social divisions (Debord, 1963, para. 
24). 
 
So we live, sheltered by signs, in the denial of the real (Baudrillard, 
1970, p. 33). 

 

The Society of the Spectacle (1967) and Comments on the Society of the Spectacle 

(1988) describe contemporary social life, which, according to Debord, is organised 

solely in terms of economy, labour and production. As Debord conceives it, the 

Spectacle is the omnipresent representation of real life to the point that it structures 

all of human life for its own purpose. This representation of life is not simply a 

singular moment or image like a photograph or painting, or the presentation of the 

world through advertising and media. Rather, the Spectacle is a totality of multiple 

representations of the world (what it looks like, how to behave, what to buy, etc.), 

presented to us to such a degree that the representations ‘fuse in a common stream’ 

(Debord, 1967, para. 2) to become the real world; an autonomous image as both the 

product and the goal of consumption and production. This autonomous image of the 

world, of un-realty, is what Debord describes as ‘the concrete inversion of life’ in 

which the Spectacle is the ‘autonomous movement of the non-living’ (Debord, 1967, 

paragraph 2). Debord also points out that not only is the Spectacle the representation 

of the world as a ubiquitous and autonomous image, but it is a ‘social relation among 

people, mediated by images’ (Debord, 1967, para. 4).  
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The Spectacle grasped in its totality is both the result and the project 
of the existing mode of production. It is not a supplement to the real 
world, an additional decoration. It is the heart of the unrealism of the 
real society. In all its specific forms, as information or propaganda, as 
advertisement or direct entertainment consumption, the spectacle is 
the present model of socially dominant life. It is the omnipresent 
affirmation of the choice already made in production and its corollary 
consumption. The spectacle’s form and content are identically the total 
justification of the existing system’s conditions and goals. The 
spectacle is also the permanent presence of this justification, since it 
occupies the main part of the time lived outside of modern production 
(Debord, 1967, para. 6). 

In a system Debord equates with being ‘really topsy-turvy’, where ‘the true is a 

moment of the false’ (Debord, 1967, para. 9), separation, alienation, surveillance, 

obedience and hypnotic behaviour flourish. Beginning with the loss of unity to the 

world, through the accumulation of products to the division of labour caused by 

departmentalisation, technological development and mass-production, individuals 

find themselves increasingly isolated and lonely.  ‘All the time and space of his [sic] 

world become foreign to him with the accumulation of his alienated products 

(Debord, 1967, paragraph 31), while ‘separated from his product, man himself 

produces all the details of his world with ever increasing power, and thus finds 

himself ever more separated from his world. The more his life is now his product; the 

more he is separated from his life (Debord, 1967, para. 33). 
 

The term Spectacle is commonly used to describe something elaborate, ‘over-the-

top’, invented, orchestrated, theatrical or grossly large. The Oxford English Dictionary 

describes Spectacle as ‘something to look at, especially some strange or remarkable 

sight, a visually striking performance or display or a public show or exhibition on a 

grand scale’. In both regards, the term signifies differentiation from the banality of 

ordinary or everyday life. The description of the Irish rock band U2’s film, U23D on its 

official website provides an example of the kind of ‘spectacular’ language often used. 

Not only is U23D ‘the first digital 3D, multi-camera, real-time production shot with the 

largest collection of 3D camera technology ever used in a single project’, but it also 

boasts ‘multisensory experiences’ and ‘creates an immersive theatrical experience 

unlike any 3D or concert film that has come before’ (http://www.u23dmovie.com/). 

While this might be the typical experience we have come to expect of a Spectacle in 

our technological era, Debord’s definition is altogether more debilitating, if not 

somewhat humdrum by comparison.   
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As I have established, Debord’s Spectacle is an omnipresent system of signs and 

behaviours created by economic forces. The signs are made visible through the 

mass media and dictate the degree of consumption (and its corollary, production) 

necessary for the Spectacle to operate on its own accord. Debord’s Spectacle is so 

debilitating that the alienation it produces in individuals through the accumulation of 

consumables is also repackaged as the goal of the system. For Debord, the 

Spectacle is not simply the description of a ‘striking performance’ in which 

‘multisensory experiences’ may occur, but is a complete state of homogenised 

experience which, in its divorce from the real world, does actually create an 

‘immersive theatrical experience unlike any 3D or concert film that has come before’. 

However, the hypnotising behaviour that Debord equates with ‘the social relation 

among people’ can be explored to reveal signs of authentic experience. By observing 

individual nuances and flawed behaviours (mistakes, awkwardness, fumbling), by 

rupturing cyclical and repetitious patterns and by creating audio effects that induce 

self-awareness in viewers, my videos, it will be shown, promote a more authentic 

experience than the behaviour and modes of existence Debord suggests likely of the 

omnipresent and hegemonic Spectacle.  

 

While the specific behavioural traits of the Spectacle are not discussed in detail in 

either the Society of the Spectacle or Comments on the Society of the Spectacle, 

mass media’s hegemony over behaviour and its isolation and homogenising effects 

are described using examples of supermarkets, shopping malls and television in 

Baudrillard’s The Consumer Society (1970). Here Baudrillard illuminates the general 

separation individuals experience as a result of over-abundance, the culture of 

consumption, the controlling effects of advertising and the appearance of reality on 

television. Baudrillard’s observations of these phenomena combined with Debord’s 

Spectacle are the primary sources I have used to present a contemporary view of 

existence. Both authors contribute to the nexus of control, obedience and 

homogenisation at the heart of our experience of existence that is used to contrast 

the concept of authenticity in the analysis of my work in Section Four. 

 

The aisles and aisles of products on supermarket shelves are, for Baudrillard, the 

most obvious symbol of abundance in our contemporary existence. Abundance also 

appears in worldwide chains of large hardware stores (Bunnings), music and 

bookstores (HMV and Borders), and the ubiquity of fast food outlets and petrol 

stations on highways and main roads (MacDonald’s, Kentucky Fried Chicken, BP, 

Caltex). Of particular importance to Baudrillard in relation to the ubiquity of 



 12  

abundance, or over-abundance, is the idea that the supply is never ending. 

Supermarket shelves are continually restocked, hardware stores supply plants, 

plumbing goods and a café for lunchtime shopping breaks, and running out of petrol 

or going hungry is unlikely with the options available for contemporary motorists 

(usually in the same establishment). In The Consumer Society Baudrillard equates 

such never-ending supply to the notion of a mythical and magical gift that symbolises 

a miraculous negation of scarcity. He states ‘there is something more in this piling 

high than the quantity of products: the manifest presence of surplus, the magical, 

definitive negation of scarcity, the maternal, luxurious sense of being already in the 

Land of Cockaigne (Baudrillard, 1970, p. 26).  

 

For Beaudrillard, abundance is magical because it appears in all forms and from 

seemingly nowhere. The magical appearance of goods occurs similarly in the 

Spectacle. Workers, separated from their products by techniques of mass production 

and departmentalisation (in which repetition and monotony replace creativity and 

imagination in the process of producing) cannot fully comprehend the extent of their 

output. The ‘magical’ appearance of this output on shelves, in showrooms, in stores, 

as content in films or on television and on the Internet, seems miraculous to them 

since they are not part of the entire production process. The desire for holistic and 

meaningful work based on moral and physical investment is superseded by the 

abundance of endless supply of abstract and meaningless consumables. Abundance 

in this sense is perceived less as a gift to be valued than as a feast or orgy, where 

individuals gorge in fear of the gift not returning.  

 

To Baudrillard, we have come to expect this ‘Land of Cockaigne, this Eden, this 

utopia’, because we are the kings of abundance and these things appear as 

‘something dispensed by a beneficent mythological agency to which we are the 

legitimate heirs: Technology, Progress, Growth, etc.’ (Baudrillard, 1970, p. 32). Thus 

we have the miraculous appearance of plenty that displaces the reality of production 

and labour—of repetition and banality. From consumer goods on supermarket 

shelves to ‘cinéma-vérité, live reporting, the newsflash, the high-impact photo, the 

eye-witness report etc.’ (Baudrillard, 1970, p. 33), the omnipotence of consumption 

abounds and is easily accessible.  

 

What is more, the miracle of abundance, like the Spectacle, supplants the urge to 

participate in the world with comfortable solitude. Without actually being there we can 
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participate in the ‘heart of the event’, ‘live’, ‘face to face’, and witness, from the 

comfort of an armchair, ‘the dizzy sense of a total presence at the event, the great 

Thrill of Lived Reality—i.e. the miracle once again, since the truth of the media 

report, televised and taped, is precisely that I was not there’ (Beaudrillard, 1979, p. 

33).  

 

Abundance and homogenised behaviour are symptoms of contemporary existence 

that, for Baudrillard ‘represents our tranquility consecrated by distance from the 

world, a distance more comforted by the allusion to the real (even where the allusion 

is violent) than compromised by it’ (Baudrillard, 1970, p. 34). The overall effect of 

these symptoms is disengagement with the fundamental essence of living.  

 

We are at the point where consumption is laying hold of the whole of 
life, where all activities are sequenced in the same combinatorial 
mode, where the course of satisfaction is outlined in advance, hour by 
hour, where the environment is total – fully air-conditioned, organised, 
culturalised. In the phenomenology of consumption, this general ‘air-
conditioning’ of life, goods, objects, services, behaviour and social 
relations presents the perfected, ‘consummated’ [consommé] stage of 
an evolution which runs from affluence pure and simple, through 
interconnected networks of objects, to the total conditioning of action 
and time, and finally to the systematic atmospherics built into those 
cities of the future that are our drugstores, Parly 2s and modern 
airports (Baudrillard, 1970, p. 29). 
 

The miracle of abundance can, in other words, be considered as the negation of 

authentic living, in particular, the negation of intuitive and ‘first sense’ experience that 

I am considering is a form of authentic experience. Beaudrillard’s ‘combinatorial 

mode’ of existence is discussed in relation to my videos in Section Four in various 

forms including the rhythm of pedestrians and traffic in a busy shopping intersection, 

the militarisation of youth in China, the repetitive and cyclical nature of travelling 

along motorways, the fixation with body image and appearance and the kind of 

distraction that results from habitual monotony. Section Four will show how my 

videos reflect the Spectacle, in particular homogenised behaviour and the total 

conditioning of labour, while intuition and ‘first sense’ experience is explored and 

presented through diverse banal forms. The following section (Section Three) 

describes Edmond Husserl’s (1977) phenomenological concept of ‘first sense’ 

experience with reference to the concept of perceptual and experiential truth. 

Perceptual and experiential truth gained through intuitive or ‘first sense’ experience is 

what is considered authentic in this exegesis. 
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Section Two: Authenticity as an Intuitive and ‘First Sense’ Experience 

 
The past exists only in our memories, the future only in our plans. The 
present is our only reality. The tree that you are aware of intellectually, 
because of that small time lag, is always in the past and therefore is 
always unreal. Any intellectually conceived object is always in the past 
and therefore unreal. Reality is always the moment of vision before 
the intellectualisation takes place. There is no other reality. This pre-
intellectual is what Phaedrus felt he had properly identified as Quality. 
Since all intellectually identifiable things must emerge from this pre-
intellectual reality, Quality is the parent, the source of all subjects and 
objects (Pirsig, 1974, p. 241). 
 
 
I am the absolute source, my existence does not stem from my 
antecedents, from my physical and social environment; instead it 
moves out towards them and sustains them, for I alone bring into 
being for myself (and therefore into being in the only sense that the 
word can have for me) the tradition which I elect to carry on, or the 
horizon whose distance from me would be abolished – since that 
distance is not one of its priorities – if I were not there to scan it with 
my gaze. Scientific points of view, according to which my existence is 
a moment of the worlds, are always both naïve and at the same time 
dishonest, because they take for granted, without explicitly 
mentioning it, the other point of view. To return to things themselves 
is to return to that world which precedes knowledge, of which 
knowledge always speaks, and in relation to which every scientific 
schematization is an abstract and derivative sign-language, as is 
geography in relation to the country-side in which we have learnt 
beforehand what a forest, a prairie or a river is (Merleau-Ponty, 1967, 
p. ix). 

 

Raymond J. McCall’s Phenomenological Psychology (1983) is useful for its general 

introduction and historical tracing of the ideas of philosophers concerned with the 

nature of human psychological functioning. McCall traces psychology from its 

beginnings as a philosophy rooted in Aristotelian and Platonic traditions. Then, as 

now, philosophical concerns were dualistic and Plato and Aristotle’s differences 

were marked by the concept of whether the soul resided inside the body or was 

outside it as part of the world. Plato claimed the divine soul is separate from the 

body commanding a higher power of intellect from mere sense perception, while 

Aristotle claimed that all of life bears soul and therefore life is not a supernatural 

entity but a natural entity. Now, as we will see, using contemporary ideas of 

phenomenological perception, a similar form of dualism centres on the concept of 

inner consciousness (experience) and outer world (Spectacle) phenomenon. To 

guide his readers through the historical changes and developments of this historical 
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dualism, McCall presents us with the fundamental ideas of Galileo and Newton, 

Descartes, Hobbes and Locke, Leibniz and Kant, Herbert, Fechner and Wundt, 

Brentano, Kulpe and the Wurzburg school through to Husserl, Heidegger’s Dasein 

and Existential Phenomenology. McCall’s analysis of Husserl’s transcendental 

reduction has informed the basis for my own investigation into Husserl’s ‘first-

sense’ experience and its relationship to authenticity.  

 

The idea that the world is already given in immediate experience, and that sciences 

attempt to structure all understanding based on an intuitively sensed world, is 

tantamount to Husserl’s concept of ‘first sense’ experience as well as the concept 

of authentic experience in this paper. From this perspective Husserl’s thinking is 

important because it presents the idea that our understanding of the world is based 

on an experience that is immediate, intuitive, naive and individually unique. This 

concept radically opposes the ideas of control, homogeneity and progress 

presented by Debord and Beaudrillard in regard to consumption, abundance and 

the Spectacle. For Debord the affect of the consumption of goods and information 

to the extent that occurs in society resembles the desecration of authenticity and 

the implementation of obedience for the purpose of the economy developing for 

itself. In contrast, an immediate and intuitive experience of the world results in the 

apperception of a certainty of being that Husserl considers represents a form of 

truthful experience.   

 

We direct our attention to such and such objects of our perceptual 
field, grasp them and progressively take cognizance of them. We look 
more closely at the things already visible, and lay hold of what is next 
to them or in them, included with them in their concrete present. On 
the other hand, all naming, predicating, theorizing activity, as well as 
any other activity, which would burden the experiential object with any 
novel sense, remains out of play. But – and this is to be emphasised – 
we do not ask whether or not what is given to us as perceived, or 
universally as experienced, owes its experiential content in part to 
previous sensuous activities; in these regards we ask no questions of 
origin. Thus, whatever gives itself in each case as perceived, as itself 
present existence, we let pass as perceived and universally as 
experienced. (Husserl, 1977, p. 43) 

 

Both Husserl’s ‘first sense’ and Phaedrus’ notion of Quality are similar. Both figures 

equate pre-intellectual and pre-cognitive experience with some kind of ‘meaning’. 

Husserl’s ‘first sense’ amounts to a certainty of being in the world that can truthfully 

express the experience of existence, while Phaedrus identifies ‘the moment of vision 
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before intellectualisation takes place’ with the concept of Quality. Truth for Husserl 

is the certainty of ‘the pre-theoretical world, which precedes all theoretical 

questions, the world perpetually perceived and experienced in all its relativity as 

existing in undoubting certainty’ (Husserl, 1977, p. 46). This experience of the world 

cannot be questioned because it is the fundamental totality of experience. 

Immediacy, and along with it the certainty of the world, experienced in this way, via 

‘first sense’ experience, informs the concept of authenticity used here. Authenticity 

is thus considered to be an experience that is similarly immediate, intuitive, ‘pre-

intellectual’ and at odds with the control, obedience and homogenisation caused by 

the Spectacle.    

 

According to Husserlian thinking, in which the certainty of ‘first sense’ experience 

reveals the truthful fact of our being in the world, the truth of existence is 

everywhere; it resides in our ability to intuitively perceive a tree, a road, the 

landscape, our thoughts or our feelings. In my videos the concept of authentic 

experience is probed by focusing on the immediacy of things in themselves. In 

contrast to the ‘multisensory experiences’ of Spectacle culture, subjects that do not 

‘create an immersive theatrical experience’ but, instead, are considered banal, 

unremarkable and mundane elicit a sense of familiarity. By exploring experiences 

common to diverse, banal situations the videos oppose the Spectacle, most 

noticeably ‘as information or propaganda, as advertisement or direct entertainment 

consumption’ (Debord, 1967, para 6) to reveal the fundamental monumentality of 

everyday ‘first sense’ authentic experience. 

 

Husserl claims that the perpetual field is a whole unity – that it unites all separate 

elements to join them together to form one ‘surveyable unity of experience’ (Husserl, 

1977, p. 43). This kind of unity is also in direct contrast to the omnipresence of the 

Spectacle and the behaviour caused by abundance and consumption. ‘The 

Spectacle within society corresponds to a concrete manufacture of alienation’ 

(Debord, 1967, para. 32) and represents the complete  ‘supplement to the real world, 

an additional decoration… the heart of the unrealism of the real society’ (Debord, 

196, para. 6). Husserl’s ‘surveyable unity of experience’, on the other hand, reveals 

the source of our understanding of the world that not only can be perceived by 

anyone, but is everywhere - omnipresent. This is an important point with regard to 

the omnipresence and total homogenisation of behaviour in the Spectacle. In as 
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much as the Spectacle is the complete representation of life as an image of the 

ruling economy, Husserlian ‘first sense’ experience implies the possibility of 

obtaining ‘meaning’ (in terms of phenomenological certainty and the truth of 

existence) via an authentic engagement with the totality of the world through direct 

and immediate experience.   

 

The perceptual world, or pre-intellectual world, of ‘first sense’ experience is the 

world from which all understanding is drawn and the world Husserl equates with 

higher knowledge. He believes judgements based on ‘first sense’ experience 

delineate interpretations of the world and inform our scientific understanding of it. 

Our current theoretical and spiritual beliefs, our social structures, the political 

climate, our policies on education, the state of philosophy etc. are all based, 

according to Husserl, on our immediate experience of the world. ‘First sense’ 

experience, as an intuitive apperception of the world, presupposes the general, 

theoretical and cognitive understanding of it and gives rise to unique forms of 

authentic behaviour.  
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Section Three: Natural Time as Authentic in Contemporary Video Art  
 

The perception of time and its relationship to our experience of the world is being 

reconsidered in material form through the presentation of video work in international 

exhibitions around the world. The exhibition Time Zones at the Tate Modern, London, 

in 2004 is an important exhibition for this discussion in the way individual works dealt 

with the concept of perceptual truth in temporally different ways. “Time Zones 

proposes a reconsideration of the representation and role of time in recent video and 

films, reflecting the continued spatial and temporal differences that co-exist globally” 

(Todoli, 2004, p. 9).  

 

Amongst the art works included in Time Zones were Francis Alÿsʼs Zocalo, May 20 

1999 (1999) (Fig. 1) and Anri Salaʼs Blindfold (2002) (Fig. 2). Specific to Alÿsʼs 

Zocalo is the ability to ʻseeʼ the work without having to sit through its twelve-hour 

duration. Zocalo documents, in natural or actual time, the action of people going 

about their daily routine in Mexico Cityʼs Zocalo square. Of particular interest is the 

gathering of people under the shade of the squareʼs large flagpole. The daily and 

banal activity of the cityʼs residents and tourists who populate Zocalo on this day 

becomes inconsequential when compared to the passing of time evident in the 

flagpoleʼs shadow. Interestingly, the microcosm of individual realties going about their 

daily routine is, through the framing of Alÿsʼs video, aligned to a much larger 

universal rhythm of time. 

  

Anri Salaʼs double-screen video projection Blindfold, displays no immediately 

recognisable subject. Rather it begins with both screens displaying a harsh glowing 

white light for an extended duration. From the start the sound of people and cars 

helps viewers contextualise the work to a familiar social space. Over time two 

metallic billboards are revealed, situated on top of rooftops of shabby looking 

apartments in the artistʼs hometown of Tirana, Albania. Jessica Morgan, author of 

“Time After Time” included in the accompanying Time Zones exhibition catalogue 

states: ʻone imagines the effect of an image within the image, projecting onto the 

blank surface the glossy totality of an advertisement, its sign language not quite in 

sync with the surrounding economyʼ (Morgan, 2004, p. 18). 
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In Blindfold, the workʼs initial glowing whiteness represents an abstract but complete 

image that slowly reveals the complexity of Tiranaʼs particular socio-economic 

situation. Using Husserlʼs notion of ʻfirst senseʼ experience to consider the abstracted 

image, I would suggest the world (given to us, in this case through video projection), 

presupposing any naming, theoretical cognising or intellectual reflection is literally 

reflected back to us as intense white light. Or, as Husserl says, ʻthe complete original 

concretion of the world… is always experienced in naïve originalityʼ (Husserl, 1977, 

p. 41). Only later, after the slow transcription of the sun reveals the billboards, does 

the Spectacle of economic progress and its resulting social development make itself 

apparent. In this instance the shabby apartment blocks, the lack of advertisements 

on the billboards and the dirty streets represent the degradation of life quality in the 

former Eastern Bloc country of Albania. In this environment it is difficult to decide 

whether the Spectacle is retreating or ascending over the society. 

 

Both Alÿs and Sala display the subjects of their videos in natural or actual time. The 

passing of time evident in the moving of shadows and reflections highlights the 

concept of natural time in an experiential way—through the time of the video itself. 

The experience of natural time is important to the concept of authentic, immediate 

experience because it disregards the structuring effect of clock time and the 

techniques of representing the passing of time in film and television (cross dissolves, 

pans, wipes, fades in and out etc.). Morgan contrasts our modern use of time, in 

particular the use of schedules, timetables, meetings and agendas with a pre-modern 

rhythm of nature, suggesting that in contemporary existence natural rhythms have 

been lost. She cites Anthony Gibbons, who claims that in pre-modern time; ʻno one 

could tell the time of day without reference to other socio-spatial matters; “when” was 

almost universally either connected with “where” or identified by regular natural 

occurrencesʼ (Gibbons in Morgan, 2004, p. 19). In contrast, the invention of the clock 

created a mechanical beat with which people keep a rhythm in tune with progress, 

development, agendas and economic efficiency. In this regard, Salaʼs and Alÿsʼs 

videos can be seen to not only precede mechanical time, by observing the natural 

phenomenon associated with the travel of light through reflection and cast shadow, 

but also to present existence as matter-of-fact, as the thing itself, occurring 

immediately and without recourse to cognition. 
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Natural time, in Salaʼs and Alÿsʼs videos as well as video art in general, is implicit to 

the medium itself (although speeding up footage and slow motion affect the 

perception of natural time in different ways. I will discuss the use of slow motion in 

my work Name That Tune in the following section, while Bill Violaʼs use of slow 

motion is considered below). Our apperception, in Zocalo, of the flagpoleʼs shadow 

or, the billboardʼs dissolving glare in Blindfold, is revealed through the time in which 

these phenomena directly take shape. These examples reveal the authenticity of a 

particular situation that not only reflects real life as it actually is in its immediacy and 

banality, but also reveals larger social and economic concerns. Authenticity in my 

videos, it will be shown, is similarly observable through the depiction of immediacy 

and the banality of particular situations. 

 

Authenticity of a metaphysical kind is explored in the work of Bill Viola, in particular 

the liminal state of existence between life and death. Viola’s uses of video and 

installation probe the mysteries of this zone and offer visual representations that 

perhaps give clues to our own existence and mortality. He stages and records 

majestic and theatrical performances that are so immersive and contemplative they 

implicate viewers toward otherworldly experiences. His work clearly contrasts 

popular representations of death seen in the glorification and ubiquity of violence and 

killing in cinema, by a ritualistic approach to the subject. Slow, meditative and 

epically presented fables offer viewers unique personal experiences of their own 

mortality – experiences altogether absent in the action films of Quentin Tarantino 

such as Reservoir Dogs (1992) and Kill Bill (2003). Nevertheless Viola draws upon 

the same production values as these big budget moguls but instead engages 

solipsistically with a rich and mesmerising tapestry of audio, high quality slow-moving 

imagery often typified by their display in ornate and charged contexts such as 

churches or as massive projections in museums. In so doing, Viola can be seen to 

probe an essential aspect of humanity–the point where life is inextricably aligned to 

death in an epistemological way.  

 

From this reading, to be sure, it can be established that Viola’s work offers 

transcendence from the numbing monotony of the Spectacle. This is not unlike Alÿs 

and Sala, whose observations of the world using cheap consumer grade video 

cameras render it without embellishment, as is the case in forms of information 

dissemination commonly associated with the Spectacle such as the nightly news. As 

I described above, both Alÿs’s and Sala’s more immediate use of the medium 
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presents reality clearly by not being staged, set-up or overly edited and thereby 

revealing monumental, even cosmological, aspects not commonly associated with 

everyday and unremarkable existence. Viola however displaces an ontological 

observation of existence for one that is metaphysical by symbolic uses of 

theatricality, drama, immersion, high definition imagery and sophisticated editing 

techniques to impart a deeply spiritual message.  

 

While Viola’s use of video, by way of capitalising on the spectacular vernacular of the 

medium, is similar to Alÿs’s and Sala’s, his themes (the liminal state between life and 

death), his works’ monumentality and grandeur, combined with the laboriously 

detailed production that goes into it, render Viola’s transcendental concerns 

discordant to ones that aim to show the profundity of an immediate experience of 

existence. From the phenomenological perspective of an apperception of ‘first sense’ 

existence, life itself is transcendent from the cognitive and theoretical labelling of the 

world or rather, more specifically, from the Spectacle of existence. The engagement 

Alÿs, Sala and myself encounter with ordinary existence through video lubricates the 

apparent banality, unremarkability and homogeneity of the Spectacle world with a 

profundity of experience that, at its best, is majestic, monumental, and forthright. 

Viola’s use of symbolism and theatricality automatically take his videos to 

otherworldly experiences beyond the corporeality of ‘first sense’ experience.  

 

In the following Section I will reveal how my work reframes the concept of 

homogeneity and obedience linked to theories about the consumer society and the 

Spectacle to communicate authenticity through an examination of ‘first sense’ 

experience. The individual and personal behaviour and responses that can be seen 

in the examples signal a disregard for the subordination of behaviour that the 

Spectacle and the consumer society have achieved. They dispel the myth of 

homogenous and obedient behaviour that Baudrillard and Debord suggest is 

symptomatic of contemporary existence.  
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Section Four: Authenticity in Action in Everyday Environments 
 

What you’ve got here, really, are two realities, one of immediate 
artistic experience and one of underlying scientific explanation, and 
they don’t match and they don’t fit and they don’t really have much of 
anything to do with one another. (Pirsig, 1974, p. 54) 
 
He [Phaedrus] felt that institutions such as schools, churches, 
government and political organisations of every sort all tended to 
direct thought for ends other than truth, for the perpetuation of their 
own functions, and for the control of individuals in the service of these 
functions. (Pirsig, 1974, p. 114) 

 

In this section, five of my videos are discussed with regard to the ways in which 

immediacy and ʻfirst senseʼ experience explores and presents authentic experience 

in contemporary existence. Homogeneity, obedience and the subsumption of 

individual experience within contemporary existence are also highlighted in the 

videos in different ways. As it will be seen the Spectacle is implied in my work not 

only by the use of video, but also in the examples of militarisation in The Quick Step 

(2005) (Fig. 3), self-image obsession in The Aliens Back (2007) (Fig. 5), 

consumerism and regularity in Name That Tune (2006) (Fig. 4), monotony in When 

The Rain Comes (2007) (Fig. 7) and cognition and expectation in Our 

Communication Recorded (2006) (Fig. 6). 

 

The concept of authentic truth in contemporary homogenised existence is explored in 

my videos by recording diverse examples of unremarkable subject matter. A puddle, 

an amusement park ride, a sheet on a clothesline, dancing, cows, a backward flying 

plane, lens flare, Chinese students, a toenail, a man in a bear suit, container ships, a 

polar bear, et al. have been recorded in ways that signal their specificity while 

highlighting larger social and economic contexts. The following examples show how 

specificity is in direct contrast to the homogenous behaviour at the heart of 

spectacular existence.     

 

Three strategies have been used to explore authentic experience in different forms 

from different perspectives. The first method aims to document banal phenomena 

from a perspective of impartial observation. The second method explores authentic 

experience from a reflective perspective through manipulation of footage using 

computer software after footage has been recorded. A third method probes authentic 

experiences from the perspective of participant by creating self-conscious 
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performative events and actions. Despite the different methods these strategies use 

to observe authentic experience their similarity lies in the heightened sense of 

observation of banal (unremarkable, commonplace, everyday, ordinary) scenes and 

events.  

 

The first method I have employed to explore authentic experience re-presents reality 

using a video camera. The works that incorporate this method resemble, more than 

any other, documentaries. A scene or subject is recorded from multiple angles and 

points of view. The observation and documentation of subjects is recorded formally 

by keeping a levelled horizon and static camera, without panning, zooming or tilting. 

A static camera allows for events to slip in and out of frame and gives the impression 

that no single subject is of particular importance. Close up shots are recorded and 

interwoven with context-revealing wide shots to suggest both intimacy and distance. 

This method renders a detailed visual survey of the situation or event that avoids, as 

much as possible, any form of embellishment or pretence. This method is used to 

highlight the Spectacle and its effects on specific modes of authentic experience in 

diverse environments.  

 

For example, The Quick Step (2005) (Fig. 3) is a 10 minute and 12 second single 

channel video I made while on a student exchange at the Shandong College of Art 

and Design in China in 2005. The video documents students, in military uniform, 

marching, saluting and parading. For fifteen days, eight hours a day, first-year 

students practised these skills. On the completion of their training they will perform in 

front of distinguished guests in an official ceremony that signals the commencement 

of their adult lives in a tertiary institution. Each day thousands of students practised 

their exercises in front of military instructors on a large oval playing field. The video 

was shot over the course of two afternoons in which I observed the event from 

outside the oval. The final sequence was cut from approximately thirty minutes of 

footage. The footage consisted of numerous wide shots, close ups and details that 

were taken from a number of angles.  

 

Rather than focus on the military aspect of the event, the video highlights moments 

where examples of individual peculiarities (expressed through flawed technique, 

mistakes, un-coordination, smiling at the camera or waving) are in opposition to 

military order. In The Quick Step the kind of homogenous cooperation needed for 
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marching seems somewhat undesired and in some cases simply unmanageable for 

a number of students. Rather, examples of gossip, yawning and a general inability to 

follow instructions or keep in time when marching can be seen throughout the video. 

For a number of students the presence of the camera caused a distraction that was 

itself too uncommon not to acknowledge. On a few occasions students were 

punished for waving at me and made to perform additional exercises. It is as though 

the cameraperson is an active participant in the disruption of the military Spectacle in 

much the same way as the studentʼs behaviour reflects their interest in it.  

 

One might suspect that the young men and women portrayed in The Quick Step, by 

acknowledging the influence of the cameraperson, each have more immediate and 

personal concerns. In that regard, the playfulness of their responses to the camera, 

the display of un-coordinated military behaviour and smiling expose a sense of 

individuality that ruptures the context of control that military enforcement implies. 

Through these studentsʼ behaviour, it is possible to recognise shared human 

experiences that span diverse cultures, religious beliefs and economic predicaments. 

The immediacy of their actions and seeming disregard for the symbolism of the event 

can be described as intuitive, or ʻfirst-senseʼ responses to the situation in which they 

find themselves. In the context of militarisation, authentic experience appears in The 

Quick Step in every lacklustre manoeuvre, yawn, foot-trip, giggle, wave and bored 

expression.  

 

A second method used to examine authentic experience favours manipulating and 

editing footage in hindsight after recording has taken place. Post-production 

techniques such as slow motion (Name That Tune 2006 and Down To Earth 2005), 

repeating an edited sequence for optical effect (Portal1 2006), layering of sound (Our 

Communication Recorded 2006 (Fig. 6) and The Supernova 2005) are applied in the 

computer editing software Final Cut Pro, to create new perceptual affects.  

 

For example, Name That Tune (2006) (Fig. 4), which screened at the +Plus Factors 

exhibition at the Australian Centre for Contemporary Art in 2006 as part of the 2006 

Melbourne Commonwealth Games Festival, has been manipulated using slow 

motion and by adding text. The original video sequence of cars approaching my 

camera at an intersection at Burleigh Heads on the Gold Coast, while formally 

representing a shopping Spectacle, lacked evidence of immediacy, playfulness, or 
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spontaneity. The scene simply displays cars and pedestrians going about their daily 

routine. What the footage revealed more than anything was a kind of monotonous but 

mesmerising choreography of activity complicit with Debordʼs Spectacle. Cars and 

pedestrians cross paths in a dreamlike ʻpreservation of unconsciousnessʼ (Debord, 

1967, para. 25) in which the graceful rhythm of consumption paraded itself before the 

camera. In Final Cut Pro the footage was slowed to amplify the sense of monotonous 

rhythm, while subtitled text has been applied at various moments to correspond to 

car licence plates. Haiku-like statements appear at the bottom of the screen 

discontinuously and pontificate on existence, for example High King Informer (969 

HKI), I Found Utopia (425 IFU) and Donʼt Know Everything (436 DKE).  

 

The rhythm of consumer activity at this homogenized intersection in Burleigh Heads 

overwhelms any form of individual behavior; everything is going according to the 

Spectacleʼs economic plan. Instead, a gesture that symbolizes the reactivation of 

banal social space is appropriated onto the work retrospectively in the form of an 

intuitive and playful word game.  For David Broker the gesture ʼsuggests that 

grandeur might be discovered on the streets of Burleigh Heads where reason is 

overwhelmed by so great a tedium that the imagination is jolted and in fact, activatedʼ 

(Broker, 2006, p. 28). While the monotony and rhythm of consumer homogeneity is 

highlighted in Name That Tune, the concept of authenticity, through the ʻjolting of 

imaginationʼ, is an after thought but reflects a common experience shared by many 

people in similar locations. Not only are the short phrases ambiguous, their 

relationship to car licence plates is not clearly obvious. Their ambiguity and 

incomprehensibility (ʻDonʼt Know Everythingʼ), from a Husserlian point of view, can 

be seen to disrupt the logic, homogenous behavior and order of this familiar shopping 

scene. ʻFirst senseʼ experience, in which the world is presented prior to any reflective 

or theoretical formulation, is emphasised by slowing time and by disrupting the logic 

of consumer regularity via playful and intuitive word associative games. 

 

A third method developed during my candidature explores authentic experience on 

video by creating self-conscious performative events and actions. The camera 

records a performance or event that I envision beforehand in response to particular 

environments and contexts. For example, to make The Aliens Back (2007) (Fig. 5) I 

set a video camera on a tripod in the bathroom of my house. When the framing was 

satisfactory I pressed record and stood in shot facing away from the camera. I 
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proceeded to flex and relax the muscles in my back for five minutes. While recording 

The Alienʼs Back my intention was to reconsider consumer societyʼs fixation with 

body image and appearance by continuously moving my back muscles and 

shoulders rather than holding poses. Using this strategy the Spectacleʼs image of the 

body as a homogenously defined and universal form is subverted and presented as a 

somewhat grotesque but remarkable entity. The mesmerising shapes that appear in 

my back and their gradual changes reveal unfamiliar and indiscernible forms. 

Considered from a Husserlian perspective it is possible to say that these new forms 

give rise to an intuitive ʻfirst-senseʼ impression of the body, in which it appears in all 

its present-ness without need for explanation, or that, rather, no explanation will 

suffice. Such an impression transcends the thought-concept and theoretical 

understanding of the body that existed beforehand. Equally relevant to a Husserlian 

reading of the scene is the idea that the body is part of the ʻcontinuous unity of the 

one experiential worldʼ. In The Alienʼs Back the apperception of the world as a totality 

that exists in certain indescribable form is achieved through the reduction of the 

theoretical and conceptual understanding of the body itself.  

 

In addition to these methods is the emphasis of one point perspective in many of my 

videos. One point perspective is evident in horizontal and vertical references (the 

horizon line) and by subjects framed straight on so all vanishing points meet near the 

centre of shot. The use of one point perspective is relevant here because it is a 

method to visually represent reality from a singular perspective in a simple and 

straightforward way. ʻOne point perspective offers the most basic and simplified, but 

truthful interpretation of reality (since the renaissance at least)ʼ (Christov-Bakargiev, 

2005, p. 138).  

 

If you think of the birth of Renaissance perspective you could say that 
this was a formal question of how to represent space. But it was 
actually not a formal question at all, it represented a new way of 
imagining a society where individual singularities mattered – maybe 
we donʼt want to live in a gold leaf background suspended in our 
projection towards some after-life forever. So it was a democratic 
impulse, in the sense that it becomes the definition of a singular point 
of view and the relationship between one point of view and an invisible 
reversed point on the horizon (Beg, 2008 p. 90). 

 

Bakargievʼs statement about a singular point of view and the Husserlian concept of 

individual ʻfirst-senseʼ experience share the same basic understanding; that an 
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individual and purely subjective experience is the basis for the perception of Truth. 

What is more, they both suggest that subjectivity, while uniquely personal, is an 

experience gleaned from a larger world; a world that is not only shared but 

recognisable to others also.  

 

Bennie approaches his landscapes from the front; his horizons divide 
our point of view evenly and without disruption to the safety of 
geometry. They are landscapes made up of elements so familiar to us 
– and so deliberately orienting – that we can easily accept their status 
as credible simulations. Whether we are presented with a swimming 
pool, a living room, an ocean view, or a street the direct gaze we find 
ourselves participating in, as co-voyeurs of the scene, affirms our 
shared role in creating our immediate universe. We are both immersed 
in this false reality and conscious of being implicated in creating it. In 
Our Communication Recorded, the almost blank white sheet provides 
the perfect metaphor for this experience (Murphy, 2006, n.p.). 

 

Our Communication Recorded (2006) (Fig. 6) is an eight minute and ten second 

looping video of a white sheet hanging on a clothesline. The sheet gently sways in 

the breeze for the duration of the work and loops seamlessly because footage is also 

reversed. Our Communication Recorded is an example of work that employs the use 

of audio in post-production to affect the response of viewers. While the sheet 

continually sways, the workʼs audio component, made from ambient backyard noises, 

digital bleeps and throat gargles, slowly increases to a crescendo approximately five 

minutes into the work.  

 

Our Communication Recorded (2006) takes its lead from the Spectacle where, as an 

omnipresent system, all life is a ʻrepresentation of life as non-livingʼ, including the 

representation of a sheet on a clothesline (or more importantly, the representation of 

a sheet on a clothesline as an artwork to be viewed in museums and institutions). 

From that perspective the work ruptures the mesmeric acceptance of meaning and 

culture at the heart of institutional systems by creating a sense of heightened self-

awareness in the viewer. Over time our attention to the hypnotic rhythm of the sheet 

is dispersed as the audio component incrementally increases. The use of audio 

guides us from an objective experience, in which the sheet appears, in correct 

cognitive fashion – as a sheet, to a subjective experience, in which we are as much 

aware of ourselves in space as we are aware of the space that surrounds us. At the 

point of crescendo our subjective experience is made all the more apparent by 

sudden silence. Using Husserlian reasoning it is possible to consider that when we 
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experience the sheet objectively, as a sheet, it is part of the naming and qualifying 

aspects of the cognitive and theoretical world (and institutional world). Alternatively, 

the experience we share of ourselves and the environment leading up to and 

including the point of crescendo reveals a kind of brute fact of being. Importantly Our 

Communication Recorded (2006) examines authentic experience from the 

perspective of viewer or participant of the work. Our experience, as objective 

observer, changes over time. We are eventually implicated as a symbiotic part of the 

work through a viewing and experiencing process. By offering a displaced experience 

of reality, Our Communication Recorded ruptures any objective and theoretical 

expectations we may have held by looking at an artwork to reveal the 

incomprehensibility of ʻfirst senseʼ, subjective and authentic experience.  

 

We make the decision to experience video work either in whole or in part. Either way 

we are at the mercy of its presentation (projection, screen, installation), its scheduled 

regularity (looped or with scheduled screening times) and the expectation of meaning 

which un-distracted attentiveness to it promises to reward. Morgan proposes the idea 

that the ʻdistracted receptionʼ of video, where one might miss the beginning of the 

work or not view the work in its entirety, creates a feeling of anxiety that is 

symptomatic of a general mode of observation, and the appropriate viewing tempo of 

our contemporary culture (Morgan, 2004, p. 25). The looped video in a gallery then 

signals a constant return to a kind of stabilisation of meaning that is in contrast to the 

really uncontrollable aspects in daily life. 

 

When The Rain Comes (2007) (Fig. 7) is a 17 second looping video. It was made 

while driving through rainy New Zealand. The camera traces a curving wet road while 

raindrops and windscreen wipers rhythmically interrupt our vision. At approximately 

10 seconds the camera quickly zooms out. A disconcerting sensation momentarily 

occurs, as the car and surrounding landscape appear to stand still. The speed of the 

zoom matches the forward motion of the car creating the appearance that they 

cancel each other out. For a short moment, while our peripheral view of the road and 

surrounding landscape increases, we are given the impression of stasis. Our sense 

of forward momentum suddenly evaporates, as our perception tries to catch up with 

the new image. Of course, as soon as the zoom is complete we return to the familiar 

forward moving sensation.  
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When The Rain Comesʼ looping quality suggests the repetitive nature of not only 

driving, but also being caught in never-ending cycles. In as much as the Spectacle 

represents the continuity of labour and monotonous activity in the pursuit of 

producing and consuming goods that in the end alienate people, When The Rain 

Comes can be seen to represent a monotonous and repetitive form of isolation. The 

separation of human from the landscape and human from other humans are 

elements in the work that resemble the current state of spectacular existence. Not 

only do the windscreen wipers and forward momentum signal the separation of our 

experience of the world from inside a car, but the lack of other people in the work 

signals our own isolation.  

 

On the other hand, our perception of monotony and cyclical regularity is disrupted 

during every loop of the work. The momentary stasis viewers perceive, where time 

seems to stand still, can be likened to a moment of immediate perception of the world 

in which all pre-theoretical comprehension dissolves. While our visual perception 

catches up to the changing momentum of the moving landscape, our comprehension 

of time and place is momentarily dispersed. Its disruption resembles a brief moment 

where the momentum and subsequent monotony of the Spectacle is suspended. And 

for that brief moment it is as if we are not part of structured time or progress-driven 

space. Rather the incomprehensibility of that brief moment or stasis resembles a ʻfirst 

senseʼ experience, in which we fathom the world in its own right. The Spectacle is 

thus ruptured, revealing timeless space in which motion stops and where we appear 

in the world in absolute unity.  The workʼs audio component made by scrunching a 

plastic bag and opening an audiocassette case, mimics the sound of rain and 

windscreen wipers but creates an otherworldly sensation.  
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Conclusion 
 
As video was promoted to an increasingly commercialised mainstream, it 
lost much of its conceptual bite, but gained in aesthetic impact with an 
increase in scale and picture resolution. Video art as a counter-cultural 
practice was tamed first by television in the re-appropriation of its forms 
and subsequently by the transformation of one of its contexts, the art 
gallery, into an ever expanding business empire that nominated video art 
as the ideal medium on which to display its waresʼ (Elwes, 2005, p. 161). 
 
From its earliest portopak productions, video has been the useful 
outsider, attempting not merely a critical stance but models for a less 
alienated and alienating set of uses for the technology that has reshaped 
our century” (Ross, 1990, 10).  

 
Itʼs slick, itʼs cheap, itʼs fast, and above all, itʼs common (Phelan, 2002, p. 
35) 

 

The presentation of moving image work in galleries and exhibitions spaces recently, 

for Elwes, is more in line with the multisensory and immersive theatrical experiences 

the language of the Spectacle promotes. To Elwes, the appropriation of common 

forms of television imagery and techniques in contemporary video art (High 

Definition, rich in colour and saturation, sophisticated editing techniques) indicts 

artists as apathetic in comparison to the reactionary and Avant-garde practices of 

videos early pioneers such as Nam Jun Paik and Wolf Vostell. With ʻlittle inclination 

to critique its ideological ties to the mass mediaʼ (Elwes, 2005, p. 160), artists with 

household names such as Damien Hirst and Tracey Emin use current popular culture 

ʻas it is manifest on television and in the music industryʼ (Elwes, 2005, p. 160) 

towards their own artistic reformulations. In comparison, in the 1960ʼs artists were 

dealing with a pragmatic activism toward feminism and environmental awareness, 

anti-militarist, anti-elitist, anti-industrial, anti-intellectual, irrationalism, communitarian 

and utopic concerns. 

 

On the other hand, the phenomena of recent moving image work, that takes as its 

subject the ordinary and everyday lives of individuals, marks a return to more socially 

concerned investigations of human behaviour. Artists like the ones I have discussed 

in Section Three, Anri Sala and Francis Alÿs, take advantage of the qualities of video 

and the developments of the technology associated with it to seduce audiences by 

rendering real life situations thoughtfully, enigmatically and slowly in the form of 

large, single and two channel video projections. Their videos Zocalo, May 20 1999 
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(1999) (Fig. 1) and Blindfold (2002) (Fig. 2) are both contemplative and immersive, 

and present the reality of individual experience in complex social and political 

spaces. My own work uses the immediacy and commonality of video to render 

experience authentic, in particular spontaneous and ʻfirst senseʼ experience, with 

regard to the controlling and homogenising effect of mass media entertainment, 

advertising and consumerism.  

 

These examples show that authentic experience is being explored in contemporary 

art using, paradoxically, a dominant form of distribution of homogenous behaviour 

common to the Spectacle. However, as Elwes puts it, ʻrather than preach or shout, 

video now evokes and emotes; it acknowledges complexities and has revived 

contingent humanism as an anecdote to cynicism and homogenous patterns of 

behaviourʼ (Elwes, 2005, p. 179). Once removed from the capitalist and consumer 

based forums of network television, entertainment and advertising, videoʼs time 

based quality has the powerful potential to represent the experiences of individuals 

truthfully. 

 

The real investigation is that of life and of being itself; the medium is just 
a tool in this investigation. I am disturbed by the over emphasis on 
technology, particularly in America- the infatuation with high-tech 
gadgets. This is also why I donʼt like the label “video-artist”. I consider 
myself to be an artist. I happen to use video because I live in the last part 
of the twentieth century, and the medium of video (or television) is clearly 
the most relevant visual art form in contemporary life (Viola, 1996, p. 152) 

 

 

Bill Viola’s interests in perception and image making legitimise video as a 

contemporary medium of importance. His acute understanding of the ‘technologies of 

the optical image (photography, cinema, video)’, which are thoroughly documented in 

the artists selected writings in the anthology Reasons For Knocking at an Empty 

House (1995), presuppose a grandeur and philosophy beyond mere observation. 

(Viola, 1995, p. 256).  

 

They give us the world back, and for this they are much more profound 
than people realise. By nature they are instruments not primarily of 
vision, but of philosophy in an original ancient sense (Viola, 1995, p. 
256). 
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For Viola video is an essentially philosophical and symbolic medium. This research, 

on the other hand, places emphasis on a more primary, or ontological, form of 

experience, which is considered authentic in terms of its negation of the Spectacle’s 

hold on behaviour. It reclaims subjective experience as paramount. It disregards the 

laborious shackling of institutional, economic and social de rigueurs and is 

fundamentally concerned with the individual.  

 

The immediacy of video and its ability to register experience in actual time is 

paramount to the ways in which authentic experience can be explored. From 

impartial observation, to documentation of performances, to editing and manipulating 

footage, digital video can render phenomena in ways that reposition real events 

differently from the staged and formulated presentation of life through the mass 

media. The mediumʼs universal appeal, in terms of its familiarity through to its 

relationship to television and its ubiquity in the mass media, combined with its time 

based nature gives it a contemporaneous quality that makes it an ideal medium to 

communicate authentic experience. Viola, despite his interests in transcendent 

themes, states.  

 

We usually think of the camera as an “eye” and the microphone as an 
“ear”, but all the senses exist simultaneously in our bodies, interwoven 
into one system that includes sensory data, neural processing, 
memory, imagination, and all the mental events of the moment. This all 
adds up to create the larger phenomenon we call experience. This is 
the real raw material, the medium with which I work. (Viola, 1996, p. 
152) 

 

The dramatic and immersive effect of the ways video is being presented (through 

large high quality projections and autonomous video installations) is also being used 

to artistsʼ advantage to highlight individual realties and social and political situations. 

Viewers, by being accustomed to cinematic environments, high production values 

and the language of moving image entertainment and advertising of the Spectacle, 

have the ability to immediately recognise the visual codes being offered in examples 

of contemporary video art. The mediumʼs relationship to the mass media and 

entertainment is exploited, not for its own sake, or the commercial appeal of artists 

who use it, as Elwes suggests, but instead to highlight the effects that technology, 

consumerism and homogeneity has had on behaviour and social relations in a very 

real and observable way. 
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Figure 1 
Francis Alÿs, Zocalo, 1999 
12 Hours 
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Figure 2 
Anri Sala, Blindfold, 2002 
15 minutes 
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Figure 3 
Chris Bennie, The Quick Step, 2005 
10 minutes 12 seconds   
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Figure 4 
Chris Bennie, Name That Tune, 2006 
11 minutes 29 seconds  
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Fig. 5 
Chris Bennie, The Alien’s Back, 2007 
3 minutes 50 seconds  
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Figure 6 
Chris Bennie, Our Communication Recorded, 2006 
8 minutes 27 seconds looping  
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Figure 7 
Chris Bennie, When The Rain Comes, 2007 
17 seconds looping  
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