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Gerard Byrne’s ‘magazine works’ are video installations based on discussions and interviews from old magazines. They seem to take little advantage of many of the visual possibilities of the medium of video, seemingly being but a step away from becoming audio pieces. However, video can be and has been characterised as a literally ‘phoney’ medium, more akin to the telephone than to film – the profusion of cinematic references in recent video art notwithstanding. If Byrne’s practice can be termed historiographic, it is not merely because of the historical documents he uses as source materials, but because of the specific operations he performs on these written documents through an audiovisual medium.
 

To this day, cultures from which no written records are known to exist are habitually characterised as prehistoric. Writing is thus the medium of history in two senses: that of the actual past, or res gestae, and that of historiographical writing, or historia rerum gestarum. In producing the latter, the historian accesses the res gestae primarily through writings produced at the time. While recent decades have seen a gradual increase in interest in non-textual sources, and hence in new ways to conceive the res gestae, the results are still primarily presented in writing – writing that takes pride in its rigour and accountability, referencing its sources in footnotes. However, there has also been, since the nineteenth century, a lively culture of ‘unofficial’ historiography, not only in the work of novelists and playwrights, but also in painting, illustration and film. Stephen Bann is perhaps foremost among recent historians who have drawn attention to the interrelations between nineteenth-century historical writing, the historical novel and visual/material culture, pointing out, for instance, the ambivalent response of historians such as Ranke and Barante to Walter Scott’s historical novels, and noting that there is some similarity in rhetoric when it comes to the ways in which historians and novelists make the past present for the reader: ‘The claim of historical narrative to represent the real is dependent on the historian’s creative use of the “superfluous” detail rather than on the skill and scrupulousness with which the evidence has been evaluated.’

Gerard Byrne would seem to be one contemporary artist who has heeded Bann’s call for a ‘cross-disciplinary view of historical representation’ that studies the ‘codes through which history has been mediated’, through images as well as through the spoken and written word.
 His magazine works revisit source material that replays, on a micro level, the transition from orality to printed language. They do so in a medium that was seen, in the 1960s and 70s, to announce the end of the Gutenberg era, and thus of the dominance of printed culture and of the strong sense of history that was a product of this culture. 

Man Who Acts, Man Who Talks

In Byrne’s New Sexual Lifestyles (2003) and 1984 and beyond (2005–07), the transcription of a conversation becomes a script: the recording is re-enacted, and rerecorded in a different medium. Both are based on discussions published in Playboy magazine during its heyday in the 1960s and early 70s, and the strategies in the videos are related, but not identical: in New Sexual Lifestyles, the discussions about swingers, bestiality, homosexuality and religious oppression have been relocated to a late modernist villa in the Irish countryside, which adds a certain period look. However, the performers’ clothes and hairstyles – see, for example, the chauvinist male wearing a baseball cap backwards – are clearly of our own era. The questions posed by Playboy editors that introduce the different segments (such as ‘When did you first realise that you were a homosexual, Mr. Perry?’) presented in the video as visual intertitles. By contrast, in 1984 and Beyond, in which a group of science-fiction authors played by Dutch actors sketch scenarios for the future, the questions are asked onscreen by an interviewer dressed in the same formal attire as the interviewees.

The futurological discussion in 1984 and beyond was originally published in 1963, while the sexual lifestyles debate is from 1973. Well into the 1960s, many writers and other ‘creatives’ habitually dressed in the dominant male uniform of suit and tie. Photographs of Arthur C. Clarke visiting the set of 2001: A Space Odyssey (the principal photography of which took place from December 1965 to September 1967) show a man who would not look out of place in Byrne’s film. However, by that time things were already changing though the influence of emerging countercultures, leading to a much more informal dress code in certain parts of society, including the literary and artistic world. That the writers in 1984 and beyond wear clothing that relegates them to a distant past seems only logical, since their technocratic scenarios about imminent colonisation of other planets and fantasies about a future bachelor’s date with a young lady (who, ‘of course,’ makes him wait; ‘some things will never change’) seem to put them squarely in a distant past. By contrast, the sex panel reflects a historical shift that has, among other things, radically changed people’s self-presentation and sartorial conventions. In the world of 1984 and beyond, a heterosexual young urban professional with an ‘almighty expense account’ is still the ideal; by the time of New Sexual Lifestyles, this norm is being questioned. However, in many ways, the debates in New Sexual Lifestyles are as trapped in their time as those in 1984 and beyond – and, conversely, when the science-fiction authors discuss scenarios of overpopulation and collapse, they seem to exist in an uncanny Jetztzeit with the present. 

As a portrayal of a collection of talking heads, these videos seem defiantly ‘unfilmic’. They do not engage in the popular referencing of genealogies of avant-garde cinema and/or in the deconstruction of classic Hollywood cinema that became almost de rigeur for video art in the 1990s – a construction that reconfigures earlier attempts at defining the specificity of video by treating it as a tool for salvaging and re-editing film history, not unlike Jean-Luc Godard in the Histoire(s) du cinéma (completed in 1998), though rarely with his erudition. In spite of Byrne’s apparent distance from cinematic forms, his talking pictures can be seen as a retrospective intervention in debates that were sparked by the arrival of sound film. His work reflects on, and shifts the terms of long-running historical debates about the role of sound in moving images. 

A crucial text in this discussion is Rudolf Arnheim’s A New Laocoön (1938), in which he discusses the conditions under which, within the parameters of his own aesthetic, several media could conceivably be combined. Arnheim’s main criteria are that the different media (for instance, sound and image) consist of parallel structures that are both complete and aesthetically pleasing on their own (i.e., the music and the movements of a dance performance), but that one medium is dominant. In combination, two media cannot have equal value. In theatre, for instance, speech dominates visual spectacle. Arnheim’s portrayal of the relation between word and image is marked by a fear of the primeval force of the image: ‘Being concrete and biologically older, the image can produce the more massive effects, so that the word is threatened when the picture and particularly the moving picture, presents itself. A good stage production endeavours to tone down the natural dominance of the visual performance by keeping it at a certain distance from the audience and by restricting the amount of action on stage.’
 In another text, Arnheim makes the critical point º in which he comes surprisingly close to Bertolt Brecht – that the intricacies of advanced capitalism do not really lend themselves to visual expression: ‘The world of our century is a poor actor.’
 

However, since film’s visual possibilities are so much richer than theatre’s, in film the image must dominate. It is almost impossible to reconcile the use of speech in ‘talkies’ with this requirement of visual dominance: in silent film, the actor existed on equal footing, so to speak, with all sorts of objects and the natural world, but the talking film ‘endows the actor with speech, and since only he can have it, all other things are pushed to the background’.
 Furthermore, dialogue ‘paralyses visual action’; when the ‘talkies’ arrived, a purely filmic style of narrative, as developed by the masters of silent film, was replaced by ‘a theatre-type play, poor in external action but well developed psychologically. This meant replacing the visually fruitful image of man in action with the sterile one of the man who talks.’
 Arnhem was an early writer on television, but from the point of view of combinations of word an image, he sees these media as essentially the same.

Arnheim’s aesthetic is conservative and static: in contrast to Clement Greenberg, who saw the ‘purification’ of artistic media as a historical process, Arnheim’s ‘Laocoönism’ aims at distilling timeless laws that nonetheless reflect Arnheim’s own time-bound aesthetic preferences.
 But for all its obvious limitations, Arnheim’s normative analysis manages to problematise the apparently natural coexistence of moving image and spoken word, which has played such a dominant role in the culture of the last eighty years. Byrne, who insistently presents us with images of ‘man who talks’ in his work, might be said to follow Arnheim in questioning the role of language in video and television – but in a much more open-ended manner, and with greater attention to different modalities of language. 

It is intriguing to note that recently Byrne has entered into a dialogue with the work of another ‘Laocoönist’, Michael Fried, who started off as a young ‘Greenbergers’ in the 1960s. A thing is a hole in a thing it is not (2010) is a series of videos dealing with Minimal art and its controversies. They include a restaging of Tony Smith’s legendary New Jersey Turnpike Ride and of the 1964 Public Radio broadcast New Nihilism or New Art?, with Donald Judd, Dan Flavin and Frank Stella. Part of this suite of videos is also a short video recorded at the Van Abbemuseum in Eindhoven, showing various people lecturing on or talking amidst Minimalist artworks, which are also shown being filmed and photographed. The films can be seen as more neutral investigations of what Michael Fried decried as the theatrical presence of Minimal objects; with Byrne, these objects are discursive as well as filmic – and televisual. The radio segment is particularly interesting; here, the camera focuses on studio equipment and arms and hands, with just the occasional shot of a face; we don’t even get to see ‘man who talks’ properly. Minimal art melts into thin air, spoken words. The strutting besuited Dutch actor (familiar from 1984 and beyond) who, cigarette in hand, lectures on Minimal art in the Van Abbemuseum recites from a less than perfect English translation of two Dutch reviews of Donald Judd’s 1970 solo show at the Van Abbe. The repeated use of the Dutch term drieklank makes his discourse somewhat opaque to most listeners – like the objects that act as machines for producing discourse even while resisting it. 

While the New Nihilism debate was a radio broadcast, even if parts of it have also been published in various anthologies, New Sexual Lifestyles and 1984 and beyond are based on published and no doubt thoroughly edited transcriptions of conversations – an odd admixture of elements from oral and written language. The monologues and dialogues are clearly too well crafted to be ‘pure’ spoken language; they are texts not intended to be spoken, as in conventional film scripts. The actors clearly attempt to make their exchange seem organic, adding all kinds of little gestures and laughs whenever it is appropriate. They do not, however, disrupt the carefully crafted flow of the sentences to arrive at a more naturalistic conversation. In New Sexual Lifestyles, the intertitles serve as extra reminders of the intermediate printed stage that the mediated oral words of the video have traversed. The interview has become steadily more important in modern publishing, allowing for an easier incorporation of the spoken word in print. This incorporation always entails a rewriting of the spoken word; even rare attempts at literal transcription, as in Andy Warhol’s Interview magazine, must necessarily entail decisions inherent in the transition from one medium to another.

It is not surprising that Byrne based one of his works on interviews printed in Interview magazine.
 The informal quality of these, in contrast to those from Playboy, is carefully preserved or restaged. Byrne kept some of the actors’ small hesitations, mispronunciations and slips of the tongue. If the interview is a strategy to incorporate the spoken word in the printed press, and is as such perhaps an exemplary manifestation of the ‘Gutenberg era’ as theorized by McLuhan, its rise has also meant an ‘informal turn’ in which the printed word takes on some characteristics of the spoken word.
 On the other hand, the reversal of print into talk in Byrne’s conversation pieces suggests that the spoken word, in turn, changes in nature. If Warhol’s Interview, with its steady parade of ephemeral would-be celebrities, stands for a culture of perpetual self-performance, does it not also suggest that orality itself is now scripted, and exists to be transcribed? 

All this, however, stills leaves without answer the question of what the role of the image of the ‘man who talks’ may be in Byrne’s work. Byrne undoubtedly creates a visual surplus with his costumes and his striking post-war locations – in 1984 and Beyond, the sets are more varied than in New Sexual Lifestyles, and they include the Rietveld Pavilion at the Kröller-Müller Museum and several spaces of the Provinciehuis in Den Bosch – but this might still be seen as an attempt to compensate for a basically non-visual approach. Does one really need the images of the talking men and (in New Sexual Lifestyles) women? What do they add? A sense of presence, perhaps; a never seamless embodiment of discourse, folding printed text back onto lived experience. 

Return to the Village

Just as Byrne’s works appear to be devoid of overt references to film history, they keep their distance from conventions associated with forms of video art that either aim at anchoring the medium to its specific technology (Nam June Paik being the inescapable historical example), or at critically dissecting the apparatus of video and its relation to television (some pieces by Dan Graham are crucial here). In their celebratory or critical take on the medium, such practices tended to focus on video as a real-time image, with sound being present (at times), but of secondary importance. However, in his video projects of the 1970s, some of which were pilots for proposed television shows, Andy Warhol characteristically emphasised spoken word. The tapes shot for Phoney (1973) show beautiful young people having phone conversations, and Fight (1975) features Brigid Polk and Charles Rydell shouting at each other in an apartment. The latter soon evolved into an idea for a TV show that would broadcast a group of guests arguing at a dinner table. Although none of these shows were broadcast, it is crucial that Warhol conceived of the medium of video in televisual terms; video existed to produce television, not to make gallery pieces. And was television not the medium of talking heads?

According to Bob Colacello, the title of Phoney was inspired by Marshall McLuhan’s observation that the word ‘phony’ entered the English language after the introduction of the telephone.
 A personal encounter between McLuhan and Warhol disappointed the artist because McLuhan refused Warhol’s wish to make an audiotape of the conversation (‘I thought he knew about machines’).
 Nonetheless, Warhol’s focus on telephones and spoken word in his television projects suggests an agreement with McLuhan’s emphasis on the oral dimension of television, which in McLuhan’s media theory is radically different from film, and closer to telephone and radio than to the silver screen. McLuhan argued that academics with a background in the humanities, in a culture predicated on language and literature, were oblivious to the profound changes effected by modern communications media. In terms that curiously mingled romantic longing for premodern mythical wholeness with anxiety over the potentially harmful effects of these media if their effects were not understood, McLuhan stated that the culture of print, a culture he associated with linear and rational thought, was coming to an end. He emphasised the visual aspect of the printed word; the printed book and the Renaissance painting, with its linear perspective, both demand (or produce) a single viewer with a detached, analytical attitude.
 However, this Gutenberg culture was being replaced by the instant feedback of the electronic age, which represented a return to the oral culture of early humankind. ‘The ultimate conflict between sight and sound, between written and oral kinds of perception and organisation of existence is upon us.’
 

To emphasize his point, McLuhan quoted from a transcript of a radio DJ’s monologue: ‘That’s Patty Baby and that’s the girl with the dancing feet and that’s Freddy Cannon there on the David Mickie show in the night time ooohbah scuba-doo and how are you booboo. Next we’ll be Swinging on a Star and ssshhhwwoooo and sliding on a moonbeam.’
 The sense that was on the rise was hearing, resulting in a new ‘global village’ on the model of tribal villages in Africa and elsewhere, as seen from McLuhan’s primitivist perspective. This notion does not merely refer to the fact that the world becomes smaller through new forms of communication, as it is commonly understood, but to the new importance of hearing, as ‘electronic speed’. The distanced, analytical attitude that had been fostered by the predominantly visual culture of the printed book was on the wane, and people were once more beginning to experience the world as tribal cultures have presumably experienced it – full of mysterious sounds and sensations surrounding them, expressed in spoken myths. McLuhan famously did not so much regard television as a visual medium, but as an audible – and tactile – one, leading to quips that the media guru must have owned a faulty TV set.

In A thing is a hole in a thing it is not, Byrne approaches Minimalism as part of a media continuum that includes, crucially, the phoney medium that is radio. Most often, Byrne’s re-enactments are based on printed transcripts of conversations, suggesting a more complex interplay of literacy and orality than that suggested by McLuhan’s pronouncements. The new orality is informed by writing, by print – and even in the case of the radio interview with Judd, Flavin and Stella, most people will know it through print. The art of the 1960s and 70s reflected this print-mediated ‘new orality’. Particularly interesting in this regard are films and videos by Lawrence Weiner, including the feature films A First Quarter (1973) and A Second Quarter (1975), in which actors recite or perform Weiner’s statements. As Eric de Bruyn notes, ‘The manner of reading varies: sometimes the performers read the statements together, at other times they do so by themselves; sometimes they read aloud, at other times they do so silently; sometimes they read to the audience of the movie, while at other times the audience is left to read for itself. Reading is thus not restricted to a private occupation, but becomes a polyphonic experience. In the hands of Weiner, cinema was transformed into a massive reading apparatus.
 

This was not, to be sure, some Arnheimian turn, a new theatre of the word rather than of the Aufführung. What Weiner’s films enact and celebrate are the complex relations between different aggregates of language – written, spoken and enacted. In this, they register and articulate the shifts taking place in society in the post-war decades, which seemed to spell the end of traditional literacy. At the same time, like Byrne’s pieces, Weiner’s videos allow for more complexity and contradiction than McLuhan’s discourse, suggesting a less linear historiography that pays attention to the Nachleben of orality in print culture as well as to that of the printed word in the new orality.

Untitled Acting Exercise in the Third Person (2008), is a single-channel projection that shows an actor rehearsing his role as a German war criminal during the Nuremberg trials, based on documents from the time. The work envelopes the viewer with shreds of speech from the unseen director or acting coach, and ambient sounds coming from speakers that line the whole space. At other times the sound is coming from behind the screen, and we only hear the actor. A synchronised projection shutter occasionally creates a complete blackout, so that only darkness and sound remain. In a different way, 1984 and beyond and New Sexual Lifestyles also envelop the viewer/listener. But although Marshall McLuhan and Quentin Fiore’s 1967 book The Medium Is the Massage contains a picture of a tribal storyteller in an African village, taken from Edward Steichen’s 1955 photographic exhibition ‘The Family of Man’, the new orality was part of an audiovisual assemblage that was in turn thoroughly informed by writing – and that would increasingly be enabled by forms of coding that are neither visual nor textual.
 In this culture, the word is embodied in disembodied, telepresent performers. In TV and video, editing is much more apparent than in a pure audio medium; a visual cut is almost always apparent, whereas this is much less the case with an audio cut. Much more than would be possible if they were audio pieces, Byrne’s videos stage dialectic between the actors’ performances and montage, which modulates the pacing of the performances. In conjunction, these two forms of pacing – of the shaping of time – work with and on the source material. 

A crucial aspect of 1984 and beyond and New Sexual Lifestyles is the reshuffling of segments across their three channels – three channels that are not synched, showing edits of slightly different lengths that reconfigure segments from the conversations in different ways. Presented in a gallery space on separate monitors with headphones, Byrne’s talking pictures become memory-images as one goes from one monitor and pair of headphones to the next. The result is an audiovisual space created by switching from one set of monitor and headphones to the next. While one could see this, McLuhan-style, as a decisive break with the linear-visual paradigm of Gutenberg culture, the shuffling of shots across the three videos that make up each piece stimulates an analytical inquiry. Is the apparent relocation of an anecdote about dominatrix Monique van Cleef whipping a Dutch Catholic priest an illusion created by one’s memory, or an actual element of Byrne’s montage? The performed print in Byrne’s pieces is part of a video time-image that remains elusive even as it provokes analysis, and that stimulate the viewer’s awareness of his own embodiment, her own theatrical presence.

The explorers of sexuality and outer space, as played by the various actors, are embodied moments in the ongoing reprocessing of information. In their performances, the word briefly becomes flesh as it is performed, subjected to modulation and symptomatic distortion. Nineteenth-century historicism too had its performative dimension – especially in theatrical environments like Walter Scott’s quasi-medieval residence of Abbotsford, the fantastic series of ‘historical’ rooms constructed by the writer Pierre Loti in his house in Rochefort-sur-Mer, and in Neuschwanstein. But the theatricality of historicism took the tableau as its model. Hannelore and Heinz Schlaffer have characterised historicism as a spatialisation of time, a transformation of temporal sequences into images, both in the form of actual images and in writing, in which the carefully chosen ‘superfluous details’ described by Bann evoke visual plenitude just as ornaments in historicist architecture.
 The past seemingly becomes fully realised, present in a tangible dream image. By contrast, New Sexual Lifestyles and 1984 and beyond perform the res gestae in a series of elusive gestures in televisual time that is hard to hold on to, to possess through a commanding gaze. The only option would seem to be to take another plunge, to restart or continue one’s viewing performance.

This text is a revised version of an essay that was originally commission for the book Cornerstones, published by Witte de With and Sternberg Press. Many thanks to Juan A. Gaitán for his work on the Cornerstones version. 
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