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The Grand Illusion

Seo Hyun-Suk Assistant Professor Graduate School of Communication and Arts, Yonsei University

The attraction of the cinematic apparatus, at its inception, was not so much to the indexical
representation of reality as it was to the illusory movement of photographic imagery.
Standing close to and yet sharply distinguished from the appearances of material reality,
the grey world inside the flat screen only mimicked the vibrancy of people and places like
jealous ghosts. The allure of the cinema lay precisely in the similarities and differences
between the flat image and what it pointed to. This kind of dynamic between sameness and
difference - the logic of irreducible gaps, so to speak - also characterizes the temporal
construction of cinema, for the optical illusion of movement was created by small visual
differences between adJacent photographic images.

The wonderment of cinema experienced by the first audiences is lost in today’s movie
theaters, living rooms, and newly developed technologies that display moving images in
different forms. The contemplation of the medium itself is difficult when confronted by the
quick cuts and dramatic allure of big budget movies. Could we possibly relive the initial awe
of 1895 if the visual differences between adjacent frames were reduced to a barely
perceptible level?

Adad Hannah's video Stills have rid movies of their movement and attempted a return to
photography, like urban dwellers seeking out their hometowns in a vain attempt to
recapture something they have lost. The origin of what we have lost, however, is neither a
concrete object nor specific signs. If illusion governs Hannah's work at all, it is not the
usual spectral illusion of movement but the very impression that the illusory movement has
been perfectly eliminated. In fact, time and movement have never been removed and the
firm illusion of the cinematic apparatus is indeed at work.

Because of this double illusion, Hannah's work does not stop at simply reconstructing the
traditional practices of tableaux vivants in western art. Perhaps it renders a paradoxical
statement that the very possibility to return cinema to its origin, namely photography, is
itself a grand illusion. If Andy Warhol's early films displayed fetishistic frustration in their
attempts to approach the essence of cinematic imagery by eliminating the lure of cinematic
movement, Hannah's videos delicately manifest the hidden mechanics of the cinematic
apparatus enabling this optical illusion. He resolves Warhol's dilemma by playfully
revitalizing our nostalgic impulse to return to the origin of cinema, compelling the viewer to
experience the simple and pure contours of perception and memory. In faked stillness,
familiar images blur the already ambiguous boundary between public space and private
experiences. Through Hannah’'s work we might enter the murky trajectory of human
consciousness created by moving images; and there we might reencounter the specters of
wonderment we have lost.
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Tribute, digital video, 5 minutes, 2002

Museum vivants
by Jennifer Fisher and Jim Drobnick
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Adad Hannah’s Stills appropriate the museum as the mise-en-scéne for a series of
performance-based videos. Staged in the dignified spaces of the Montréal Museum of Fine
Arts, Hannah reimagines the Baroque galleries in which paintings appear to be golden-
cased windows onto other worlds and where the architecture lends itself to ceremonial
rituals and rarified experiences. In the series of stills excerpted and discussed here, what
we call "museum vivants,” people are viewed posing in pictures, for pictures and as
pictures — with uncanny resonances occurring between the various levels of
representation, reality and mediation.

Drawing upon his work as a performance artist and a set dresser for TV commercials,
Hannah contemporizes for the digital era the nineteenth-century practice of tableaux
vivants [ “living pictures”). Each still consists of a continuous videotaping of individuals
specifically arranged in the context of art or in the act of aesthetic apprehension. Over the
past 250 years, tableaux vivants have evolved as a theatrical device, popular amusement,
and kinaesthetic exercise. Typically, participants molded their bodies to enact works of art
— imitating figures found in sculptures and paintings, interpreting literary and mythic
themes, or portraying cultural icons. Posing in a tableau vivant challenges models to hold
their posture for extended periods of time — to remain ‘still as a statue.”’
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Whereas video art has often worked as an extension of, or an alternative to, film and
television, Hannah brings video into an association with photography. Like the use of stills
to publicize Hollywood films, Hannah’s Stills convey provocative moments in which
narrative, psychology, personality and social relations are compressed or implied.
Projected like large-format photographs, these fixed moments open into an expanded
sense of time in which action is frozen, but subtleties are exaggerated: a finger twitch, a
swaying torso, an eye blink, and other micro-details of sentience. These aspects of
“liveness” provoke the eye to undo the totality of the composition and to see the image not
as an emblem of thanatos, a la Barthes, but as an ongoing, vital presence. ?

The six stills chosen for the exhibition at SAW Gallery centre on modes of aesthetic
experience — both idiosyncratic and conventional.3 Given the tradition of Kantian “dis-
interested contemplation” as
the standard of museum
demeanour in beholding art,
as curators we selected stills
that focused on two extremes:
excessive or engaged interest
on the one hand, and banal or
disengaged disinterest on the
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Crying, digital video, 5 minutes, 2002
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other. Projected in two cycles of three videos, each museum vivant lasts five minutes and
loops continuously with the others.

The first cycle portrays the museum as a site of aspiration — one of its traditional roles as a
place where citizens are formed according to civilizing rituals.4 But here, beholders exceed
museum propriety as they overidentify with the artworks. Tribute depicts a woman with an
arm outstretched to Philippe de Champaigne’ s The Tribute Money (1650-55). Her gesture
reacts to the painting” s depiction of the tense meeting between Christ and a Pharisee, who
demanded to know whether the Messiah’ s spiritual beliefs advocated disobedience to
Roman authority. Christ is reported to have uttered "Render ... unto Caesar the things
which are Caesar’s; and unto God the things that are God’s,” ® thus skillfully negotiating
the apparent incompatibility between religious and political allegiance. The woman’ s hand
rises to meet the hands of
the two men and silently
inserts herself into the
interaction, complicating the
significance of the mytho-
historical moment by virtue
of her contemporary living
presence and gender.
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Portrait of a Gentleman, digital video, 5 minutes, 2002
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In Crying a kneeling man clasps his hands in a gallery of religious paintings, tears running
down his cheeks. The artwork of his gaze is not visible, but his melodramatic response is
unmistakably evident. |s he offering a prayer or just resting his hands? Is he moved by the
religious iconography or the beauty of the painting? Are the tears joyful or sad? Whatever
the case, the man’ s unleashed sentiments overwhelm museal disinterestedness and flood
the room with emotion. Such a spectacle of crying recognizes that artworks exist as more
than just formal compositions or exemplars of art historical styles; they can also evoke
unpredictable feelings. This still confirms the efficacy of the face, as Deleuze suggests, as
the prime vehicle of conveying affect. 6

Portrait of a Gentleman shows a man who has disrobed and knocked over a velvet rope
barrier. He lunges toward a seventeenth-century painting by Bartholomeus Van der Helst
(with the same title] in an apparent attempt at carnal union. Two museum guards strive to
halt his impassioned careening into the canvas. Caught in the act of what we could call
artophilia - an excessive love for and
eroticization of art - the naked man
exhibits patently ungentlemanly
behaviour by rupturing the protocols of
museum restraint. His fervent pursuit
of consummation with the portrait may
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be apposite to the violence sought by iconoclasts and vandalizers, yet his disregard for the
artwork’ s sanctity is similar.

In contrast to the atypical eruptions of excessive identification mentioned above, the second
cycle of Hannah’ s stills depict, by contrast, the museum quotidian. We observe people in
the midst of unremarkable moments, or as they use the museum against the grain of its
intended scripts. In Guided, beholders focus their attention upon a lecturer positioned
before Abraham Bloemaert's Harvest Scene (1625-30). While the docent — the familiar
figure who explains art and edifies the public — gestures toward the painting, it is nearly
obscured by the huddle of listeners. Our perspective into the scene is that of an outsider
unable to perceive precisely what is happening. Looking upon the scene from below, as if
from the viewpoint of a child, there is a sense of exclusion from the inner circle of adults
and the temptation of prohibited knowledge.

The last two stills present distinctively banal museum experiences. Here we witness the
polar opposite of excessive identification: a disengaged disinterestedness. That is,
museumgoers utilize the space apart from direct engagement with art. Beyond the
museum’ s designation as a site of cultural inscription and moral instruction, it is a
heterotopic public space often deployed as a “time-out” from the frantic pace of the city. In
4 Chairs, visitors relax in upholstered chairs poised in a compartmentalized, cruciform
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Guided, digital video, 5 minutes, 2002
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shape. The individuals in this alienated arrangement relate neither to each other, nor to the
art. Are they distracted, dreaming, making plans, or just spacing out? Whatever their
thoughts, these individuals are distinctly “alone” despite being together in public.

Ascending/Descending foregrounds the museum’ s stairs, a dramatic architectural feature
prominent in most universal survey museums. Traditionally, this part of the museum
functions as a transitional, ritualistic threshold in which visitors ascend from the mundane
world of commerce and expediency to the “higher,” contemplative realm of art. What is
fascinating about this still is its disjunctive temporality. While museumgoers stand
immobilized on the stairs, in the background we glimpse real-time reflections of passing
traffic and pedestrians, each oblivious to the other’ s circumstance.

Stills depict a curious state of limbo which problematizes assumptions about each of the
referenced media formats: they are performances without action, photography without
stasis, videos without editing. Just as the ontological distinctions between media blur, so
too do the performers in Stills converge with the figures in the paintings, are flattened by
the video camera into the museum environment, and, when projected onto the gallery
walls, ultimately become art themselves.

Notes

1. For more information on tableaux vivants, see Jim Drobnick and Jennifer Fisher, CounterPoses,
Montreal: Oboro and DisplayCult, 2002.

2. Indeed, Hannah prefers to work with nonprofessional models whose untrained bodies are more
revealing of movement. On the deathliness of photography, see Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida, trans.
Richard Howard, London: Jonathan Cape, 1982.

3. Stills was curated by DisplayCult and exhibited at SAW Gallery, Ottawa, September 5-28, 2002.

4. See, e.g., Carol Duncan, Civilizing Rituals: Inside Public Art Museums, New York and London:
Routledge, 1995; Tony Bennett, The Birth of the Museum: History, Theory, Politics, New York and
London: Routledge, 1995; and Donald Horne, The Great Museum: The Representation of History,
London and Sydney: Pluto Press, 1984.

5. The Bible (King James version), Matthew 22: 21.

6. Gilles Deleuze, Cinema 1: The Movement-Image, trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Barbara Habberjam,
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1986.

Jennifer Fisher is Assistant Professor of Contemporary Art and Curatorial Studies at York University,
Toronto. Jim Drobnick is a postdoctoral fellow at the University of Manchester. Fisher and Drobnick
are the founding members of DisplayCult, a collaborative framework for interdisciplinary studies in the
visual arts (www.displaycult.com]. Together they write, curate, organize conferences, and produce art.
Their exhibitions include CounterPoses (1998), Vital Signs (2000), Museopathy [2001), Linda M. Montano
(2003) and Aural Cultures (2005}, among others.
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Purchased 2003 in Havana’

Anon., publicity still, date unknown
s Chinatown (photographer and movie unknown). Gelatin silver print

Adad Hannah’s Cuba Still [ Remake)
by Steve Reinke
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Adad Hannah is best known for a series of silent video projections collectively titled Stills."
Stills are reminiscent of tableau vivants, a nineteenth-century theatrical entertainment in
which performers/models struck a pose, often derived from classical painting, and held it
for extended periods of time as living statues. Tableaux vivants, when photographed,
become mere tableaux. Photography kills the vivant. Life requires presence; presence
requires duration.

Moving pictures can be derived from still ones — technologically, film necessarily followed
and was dependent on photography — but photography cannot be derived from film without
the loss of duration. Film contains photography in a way that photography cannot contain
film.
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<{Heroine, 48cm x 62cm, archival print, 2005
> Heroine, digital video, 4 minutes 50s, part of Cuba Still (Remake] installation, 2005

Traditionally, time has been viewed as an endless, divisible continuum. The two dominant
metaphors are of moments strung together, like pearls on a string, or the flow of a river,
passing inexorably from future to present to past in such a way as to make the present
continuously ineffable. In this model, time is external to experience, like a river we step
into, separate from our existence and flowing always at the same rate. Phenomenologists
discard this transcendent concept of time in favour of a model based on time as immanent,
lived, experienced. “We do not live ‘in time,” as if the latter were some independent,
abstract flow external to our being. We live time’; the two terms are inseparable.” 2

It is no coincidence that questions of existence and time became central to philosophy
contemporaneously with the development of motion pictures; the technology itself poses
the questions. What is the difference between photography and film, still and motion
pictures? Is film photography + time or is it something more? A mechanistic view, one that
conceives of time in the traditional sense, would say that, indeed, motion pictures are a
series of still images presented sequentially. For André Bazin, influenced by the
phenomenologically based philosophy of Bergson and his own somewhat mystical
Catholicism, film was photography + time + x, x being an aspect of time that had remained
inadequately conceptualized. Hannah's Stills, moving images that refer to photographic
images, also pose this question. For Bazin, this something else, this x in the equation, was
duration. Duration, for Bazin, was spiritual: it could breathe. Filmic images were in the
world, and depicted the world, in a manner fundamentally different from photographic
ones.3

In “The Ontology of the Photographic Image,” Bazin develops his most famous metaphor
for film: the mummy complex. Humans have an unconscious need, according to Bazin, to
defeat time. This need is based on the inevitability of death, of course, but not limited to it:
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< Reclining Man, 48cm x 62cm, archival print, 2005

> Reclining Man, digital video, 4 minutes 35s, part of Cuba Still [Remake] installation, 2005

onik FaRRES 0[Z0] & 4E Ik 01HS ATIO| YIS =

=0
a
rr
ot
ro

>
um
>
A
BHom

E :
mjo
0
10
Q'I_I

|'0
0
N
2o

g olo|x|e| AlZ|=0|Ct H2aE

l_°
lo

2 ot=al| POl RU0) FaHs AFEMAIZHX 91|, 0] X=
Olck. AFEIE{ ola|xlofl CHE SEAF Kielol siLte] AS! SiA|

= Xl&4 ‘duration’ O|ACt, 5 HPHOA| R}A0A O]

2 AIA O|0IX|St=E Z2XR THE YA




22

<| Guitar Guy, digital video, 4 minutes 39s, part of Cuba Still (Remake) installation, 2005
> Guitar Girl, digital video, 3 minutes 34s, part of Cuba Still (Remake] installation, 2005

the decay of things and the entropy of systems are parallel traumas. Bazin posits Egyptian
mummy making as an initial technology of representation against time and death and
entropy, a starting point for Western art history. Hence film as ‘change mummified.” This
conceptualization, which places film in a teleological progression of representational
technologies against death, supposes that film is derived from photography.4 But Hannah’
s project is a reversal of this: to extract moving image from the photograph. Not “change
mummified” but “stasis zombified.”

In Cuba Still [Remake), Hannah takes a publicity still from an unknown film as his starting
point. He bought the 8x10 from a stall in Havana’s Barrio Chino. (The film and actors
remain unknown.] It is clearly not a photogram (frame enlargement] but an archly posed
photograph for publicity purposes. Hannah remakes the photograph as a series of silent
videos “in the manner of his Stills” — one video for each actor. He exhibits the six Stills,
along with a larger projection that composites them onto a single screen, as well as
photographs that document his production and the original 8 x 10.

Duration brings with it the possibility of narrative, of storytelling. The simplest story
requires duration or temporal change: this happened and then this happened. We often
refer to single images as being “narrative,” but, strictly speaking, that is not possible.
Unless an image contains multiple temporal frames [like a long tapestry or scroll, or the
frames of a comic book], it cannot tell a story. At most it can illustrate a single incident
from a story, or suggest, allegorically, possible stories. In history painting the moment
depicted is, ideally, the peripateia, or decisive moment, the point at which possible
outcomes hang in the balance. Publicity stills attempt to condense the entire film into one
image, a task that is possible only because of the highly codified genre adherence of the
feature film.

The narrative engine for storytelling is the question, What will happen next? In previous
Stills, the set of narrative questions is simple and meta-textual: Will the models be able to
hold their poses? How much will they move? Might they crumble under the strain? It may

< Guitar Guy, 48cm x 62cm, archival print, 2005
[>Guitar Girl, 48cm x 62cm, archival print, 2005

< Bongo Player, 48cm x 62cm, archival print, 2005
[>Mannequin Dancer, 48cm x 62cm, archival print, 2005

23




0_;
rlo
Lgﬂ
2
2
ron
]
10
i
0,.
OE
rol
o
40
i
ez
™
>
o]
iul
=4
HU
E
_rl'.l
oH
]
&
[>

X7 QIctm Bich of2fst 8%

rr

Migel 2= AS0] AlZHol X|

I
Mo r2 mo

[=s
i
02

M Algh & gfof Qicts AMdIF AJARIS| JIEZT|= EZ0Ktrauma, 7iCtzt FAX F24)7t FCt
o

[2t5 AlZtat =3ut AEZT|0]| ChEtstod x5 HEH MY olaAky 2=9| 7|&02tn

3

for
19
>
g
tolr
i
a
L]
}_?l_u
>
N
rr
N
o
n
kl
]
n
02
folr
i
i
|:||0
E
o0
ol
i
|
rol
ol
ir)
~ 32

Xl

_I|>| o
oln
02
0x
o
>
T
=)
x
=
rr
N
|0
il
g
fol
i
o
i}
B
N

olet= FHtTiel Holct.

ZH|sF 91 Zolct, —

siLh= 119 ‘Rt A (2|H0]2) oM & AX|X| k2 Fste] ERE AEH ARXIZ 0|&3510]

Cf. 3= stHiLtel Hi2|R X|:=9f §F 7HHTHOIA 8X10 Z7(2] AR ARZIS MCL I Falet Hi*S2 ¢ i |
X UX| LUACE o|H2 ZEI(FS}O| T AS EiE A)o| ot & AE A

Ch oLt O] ARRIZ 0I83HAM 12| CHE AR ZMP Yzio| R4 HICILE BHSOUU=dI, B bl

stLtel HIOR =ES ¢ z £

W, o|Zdmt B, J1o| AUS TIFE MRS SHILoIM TS A EES TARIC =]

E -
DHSRACE d= 6719 A AES A2

X&d2 UHE/ERt ARRIHES JHSSHA BiTh 71E Tadt ool XiEd &2 AlRMA

o
o2 itk 3, 0| Yo| Yojstn Ja|m LiA 1 CHg 20| Yof Wk Aoz 2lojct, L2

9| o|nIX|7} “LiMEIZE" 02t sty ofX|Bt HEts| et 0|2 £7ksEH Yolct stitel oo
7t of2f 7Hel AIZHY £ (G2 M 2! EfIAER| E2 AFEO0|Lt 2 Dtsto] ZUS)S XD U

©| o|o|X|oilM O|oF7|E €0f & == @it THX| Bt O[O|X|7} Skl ojof7|oflAf & s

Ral
&2
(il
o
-Io
FI_F
Q'I_I

_,_
OII

Lt
7{Lt, HIRECR 715t 0|0f7|S2 YAlshs L2 7Hs EX| ZEL) 0[4=Ql At |
X 7

b & 2E Z0 AAS0| HRH=of

<
i
]
>
Y
N mlo

fo
rr
>
fai
lo

rE
Io
H>
r\.l
0z
10
H>
[
1o
]
=
&
I
Ofdh
H
0l
[>
um
>

ol
M =
LHES StLtel o|ofx| 2toll Eedq st U=d|

™
19
>
08
o
10
A
{18
3

0
ER|

=]
]
2
N
or
o
N
°
[l

| ;.' -
AED|HAS QIF LZEIES SH2 THS0l o o] MW7 o 22 ZEZo|ch 19| 0|FHe| ‘A of | O 2

() (=

= i 2LES(H Q]

| S
M LiZElel M2e eaaln EFHAET(HAED| oixiol 2ol &, BYS0| 159 BXE 74 b =2

QAR 4 US7H 2S0| UojLt SR, IS0| VFOE RURIXIE USTIeH 22 Holck 19| Tt l“x_ I
Agl (2|1012) 2 10| Mol AEJF E HE AT AKIO| QOIS AT Y= WA HOICt SHXIEt 1 =

— [

Everyone, 48cm x 62cm, archival print, 2005
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seem that Cuba Still [Remake] constitutes an investigation into the meaning of the original
8x10. This is not the case. The original image is not subjected to any analysis, nor does it
receive any interpretation: it remains as opaque as ever. It is meta-textual meanings that
Hannah investigates here — questions of performance, restaging, repetition, duration, and
the differing ontologies of the still and moving image — with greater complexity than in his
previous work.

Notes

1. An earlier version of this essay accompanied the exhibition Adad Hannah: ‘Folk™ and Still” at
Gallery TPW in Toronto in 2004. It is available online at http://archive.photobasedart.ca

2. George Steiner, Martin Heidegger (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978), 78.

3. André Bazin, “The Ontology of the Photographic Image,” in his What Is Cinema? (Berkeley: University
of California Press, 1967).

4. Philip Rosen, Change Mummified: Cinema, Historicity, Theory [Minnesota: University of Minnesota
Press, 2001).
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Point: Animation at the End of Cinema. He is represented by Birch Libralato Gallery (Toronto) and his
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Cuba Still (Remake), installation view at Gallery B-312, photo by Guy ' Heureux

Cuba Still (Remake), installation view at Gallery B-312, photo by Guy I Heureux
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Cuba Still (Remake] installation details

Cuba Still [Remake] installation detail of projection on wall
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