Catalogue: 12th Biennial of Moving Images
Publisher: Centre pour l'image contemporaine, Geneva, Switzerland
Expected Publishing Date: October 2007
Things I forget to tell myself: Oedipus interruptus

Shelly Silver’s Video Work

Stefanie Schulte Strathaus

Things/I/forget/to/tell/my/self//

or/we//we/waste//precious//time//we/waste/time/on//absurd//on/absurd//clues//

Maria/Victoria/Elisabeth/Ivana/Victoria/Rosemary//

And//and/pass/by/the/truth/without/suspecting/it

1. The primal scene
Two weeks ago I went to Documenta 12 in Kassel where I met Shelly Silver. It was a Documenta that could be done in two days, since cinema had been exiled back into the cinema, where it had come from: into invisibility from the perspective of someone who has become socialized in the space of art, since it translates that space into time. James Coleman, at least, managed to translate time back into space. In his video work, the screen was placed into the empty room so that the image on it carried over the space of the room, and both spaces could be viewed as a single one from outside a glass wall. Inside, when she didn’t know that I was looking at her, I watched how Silver went up to the screen in plain view of everyone and peeked behind it, as if checking the seam between the two spaces. “Retake with Evidence” was the name of the work, in which Harvey Keitel recites a monologue beginning with the words: “Why are we here, what is the meaning of this gathering?” Shelly Silver remembered the sentence and repeated it later over dinner. 

Keitel’s fragmentary monologue sounded vaguely historical, maybe Shakespearian English. The riddle kept everybody at the whole Documenta busy: What was his monologue from? Silver had already anticipated the solution in 1988: “Things I Forget to Tell Myself.”

In this video, the artist, born in New York in 1957, lets us glimpse moments of the city in which she still lives and works. Her hand sometimes covers the image, sometimes it forms a lens that redirects the gaze to the window of a skyscraper, to a door, behind which even more secrets lie hidden. Today she thinks (like I do) she heard Oedipus in those sentences that Harvey Keitel was saying to himself.

2. Steering Desire
1984: Silver is working as a camerawoman with video artists and as a video editor at Rebo Studios, the first high definition studio in the US. The film scholar Teresa de Lauretis, in her text “Oedipus interruptus,” characterizes femininity and masculinity as movement in the direction of Oedipus and the Oedipal stage: “That movement…is the movement of narrative discourse, which specifies and even produces the masculine position as that of mythical subject, and the feminine position as mythical obstacle or, simply, the space in which that movement occurs.” Identifying means participating as an active subject in a series of relationships, in which the spectators take part in a double identification process: “The masculine, active, identification with the gaze (the looks of the camera and of the male characters) and the passive, feminine identification with the image (body, landscape).”
  “Do we have to conclude,” asks de Lauretis, “that all representation of the female subject’s desire is hopelessly caught in this nexus of image and narrative, in the web of a male Oedipal logic?”

Video is not bound to the rules of narrative cinema. It can dispense with them–even more than experimental film can–since it forms no linear succession of individual images and, because of the possibility of different arrangements in space, does not require the viewing structure of the cinema. In Silver’s video work getting in (1989), masculine and feminine positions collapse. We see doors and entrances to various building and houses. Two interwoven voices entice the spectator to want to enter, two mythical subjects that together would carry out this penetration into the private sphere: We hear a male and a female voice having sex, their moans choreograph the editing, the determined movement toward the entrance to the house, the opening of the door, the dizziness that comes from looking at a revolving door. Desire is expressed wordlessly, but only in appearance: The moving image, the editing, and the sound are in a position to build a language of their own, which offer the spectator a series of identification points and therefore of possibilities to act.

3. Grammar and Meaning

Silver’s video work we, made in 1990, requires a split screen because it seeks to exhibit the system of viewing, the society, the “we” that Shelly Silver comes from, with its split offerings of identification: In the left image we see people in a pedestrian zone, the constructed space, in the right we see a masturbating hand holding a penis. “The possibility that the viewer may be “overlooked in the act of looking” is emphatically present in pornographic imagery (and film). Because of its “direct implication in the social and psychic aspects of censorship,” the fourth look “introduces the social into the very activity of looking.”

“A good thing about reading words like this,” says Michael Snow in a very recent work consisting only of writing, “and not hearing a voice, is that you can’t accuse it of being male or female.” The “fourth look” is also expressed in a text by Thomas Bernhard (from his novel Correction), which joins the two halves together. “We mustn't let ourselves go so far. . . . If we keep attaching meanings and mysteries to everything that we perceive, everything we see that is, and everything that goes on inside us, we are bound to go crazy sooner or later . . .”
 But how does Freud put it in his text on negation? “Negation is a way of taking cognizance of what is repressed.”
 In all the video works that she made between 1986 and 2006, Silver invites the viewer to free association rather than interpretation, to a collective search for the suppressed behind the visible and between the lines, between reality and fantasy.

4. Mystic Writing-Pads
“If we imagine,” writes Freud in another place, “one hand writing upon the surface of the Mystic Writing-Pad while another periodically raises its covering sheet from the wax slab, we shall have a concrete representation of the way in which I tried to picture the functioning of the perceptual apparatus of our mind.”

Silver’s video works are Mystic Writing-Pads. Always leaving traces of texts in the image: photographic images that push into the foreground, but only become visible “with appropriate lighting” or if you turn your head. The spectator’s stance, his/her position in relation to the work, is decisive. This, along with the fact that he/she is constituted through a gendered process of identification, gives him/her historicity. Silver is interested in the traces of their histories, the histories of the spectators. She takes her figures seriously as historical and lets them narrate themselves: by questioning them. Right before the audience’s eyes, biographies develop out of her questions, which divulge just as much as the answers that are given. What is not said opens the space for association. Silver’s position vacillates between that of the figure on the screen and that of the spectator–through a desire that works in both directions, one that she constantly checks against consistency and reciprocity.

5. Wanting to Look
She takes this furthest in her most recent video work What I’m Looking For (2005).  In order to find protagonists, Silver wrote a want ad: “I am looking for people who would like to be photographed in public revealing some part of themselves (physical or otherwise). No other relationship will take place outside of being photographed.” The desire of being looked at is invoked, people are invited to put themselves into the artist’s desire to look and therefore that of the audience. It’s decisive here that Silver does not use moving images, she does not film the people in her creation, instead capturing them in still photographs. The fact that this act of fixing cannot stand up against the structure of desire that she has set up is expressed on several levels. The individual images, shown in quick succession, do seem to move and the whole process is accompanied by a voice-over that thematizes the failure of the project: People don’t show up at their appointments, the purported subject-object relation becomes strained, Silver’s conditions and limits get undermined. The only fixable self-representations among the ones in the want ads are her own profiles, which Silver therefore leaves out of the video image and instead exhibits them hanging on the walls in the installation’s projection room.

6. Anamnesis
She called her very first video work in 1986: meet the people. People with no clear relation to the artist sit in front of the camera and talk about themselves, about their life situations, their hopes, their dreams. The characters are invented, but their stories could stem from interviews. In their placement in front of the camera, the performers seem to be very close to the characters. Twenty years later, the Internet made it possible to continue this project in a certain way: desiredescape.net is a website (and will be a film) for those that want to escape from the confines of their lives. The visitor is asked to make texts, images, videos, or sounds (read: stories) available, sharing their experiences, hopes, and escape strategies with others. 

7. Media Spaces and Fugitive Places
Two years after getting in Silver made her most narrative film, calling it The Houses That Are Left (1991). Houses and spaces, whether they typify individual structures of personality in the sense of dream interpretation, a society, or a media arrangement, have an inside and an outside, a here and a beyond. So, like the seam that Silver observed between the screen and viewing space in Kassel, there are also seams in her own work, formed by the internet, the video image, or the television, between spaces of production and reception, real as well as virtual. The Houses That Are Left connects the world of the living with that of the dead. Having arrived in the beyond, there is not much more to do than to watch the living on television. Occasional messages into the world of the living are not permitted, they destroy the existing order, but they sometimes get through anyway. Controlling the social structure is in the interests of market research on this side. “If respondent refuses, please probe,” reads one of the title cards in this Mystic Writing-Pad, which is perhaps an expression of Silver’s own reflections on her work. From off screen comes the question: “What is it about market research that interests you in particular?” “Well,” answers the applicant/author framed by the TV screen, “I love to write. But writing is very solitary work. So I decided to look into a profession where I could use my writing skills in conjunction with something that would allow me to work with people, to be in a group, and I looked into market research because I was always intrigued by finding out what people want or what they think they want.” The influences from beyond constantly destroy the video shot on this side. While the stressed out interviewer is sleeping, lines of text appear on the screen next to her bed: Once again like a Mystic Writing-Pad, a dancing couple appears faintly in the background: “It seems you can kill yourself the way you have a dream . . . isn’t suicide the solution?” With these last words the author/interviewer/protagonist wakes up.

8. Suicide
Getting in: After Oedipus solved the riddle of the Sphinx at the gates of the city of Thebes, she crumbled into the sea from shame and despair. Following the Oedipal logical structure, what could be a reason not to kill oneself? In Suicide (2003) the filmmaker Amanda/Shelly Silver travels to Japan, perhaps to ask the Sphinx this counter question. As long as she doesn’t know the answer, she stays on the surface of places: in shopping malls, subway stations, at tourist spots. Her thoughts and feelings, which seem to reflect nothing of what she’s seeing, are formulated in a letter to an (ex?) friend. But why Japan? ”In Shintoism,” according to Silver, “mountains, rivers, animals, as well as animate and inanimate objects are worshipped and personified (which she had already made use of in 1999 in small lies, Big Truth and took up again in 2003 in the installation rooster), and this belief infuses the visual culture of Japan. This intuitively seemed like the perfect environment for Amanda’s wild indiscriminate projections. It was also a place where she could exist in complete isolation, with no linguistic or cultural ability to enter or communicate; where the anonymous heroine‚s desire could safely begin to be released without the danger of actual human interaction.” And so she finds no answer–which for her has long been no reason to throw herself into the sea like the Sphinx.

9. La voyageuse
In the nineties, Shelly Silver spent some time outside the US. As an outside observer, she interviewed people in Germany, France, and Japan, researching the relationship between normality and state of exception, between nation and identity, between the private and the political. In FORMER EAST / FORMER WEST (1994) Silver interviewed passersby in Berlin, they speak about what they want and what they imagine after German reunification, the notion of “Heimat” getting particularly deconstructed in the process. The media relationship of the artist/author to those interviewed is narrativized in reference to the Oedipal drama in 37 STORIES ABOUT LEAVING HOME (1996): A woman flees her home to escape an evil curse. In a foreign place, she believes, following the logic of the fairy tale, she will be released from this curse if she collects a precise number of stories and arranges them in the right order. Her trip from New York to Tokyo is the starting point of the video, in which 37 women between 15 and 83 are asked about their personal memories of growing up. 

10. Zoology

Freud once more: “I prefer the company of animals more than the company of humans. Certainly, a wild animal is cruel. But to be merciless is the privilege of civilized humans.” According to Thomas Bernhard and in contrast to Sophocles’s complicating riddling, the simplest interpretation is sometimes the truest one: In small lies, Big Truth (1999) we hear statements by US president Bill Clinton and his affair Monica Lewinsky in court, spoken by various voices, which could be the audience and the society, all shown against images of zoo animals. 

Rooster was created for the Bern Biennale. The work is based on a Jewish legend by Rabbi Nachman about a prince who decides to become a rooster, sitting naked under the table and picking up falling corn kernels. His recovery in the end, made possible by a magician who identifies with his role and leads the prince out of it, is expressed in the fact that he gets up, gets dressed, sits down at the table and eats, like a rooster, or so he imagines, that can do all of this. 

Silver takes this tale apart into its cinematic components: On entering the installation, the spectator is led past a particular Sphinx: projected more than life-size, naked men and women standing up straight with a crown on their heads–a possible narrative end right from the beginning, which contains the failure of the self-contained narrative image. In the inner part of the exhibition a woman’s voice tells the rabbi’s story. The images are divided among four monitors, the perspective is arbitrary.

11. The Riddle of the Sphinx
While Oedipus solved the riddle of the Sphinx, the riddle of his own existence remained hidden from him, just like that of the Sphinx as well (who survived her leap into the sea, which is recorded on the video). The seer Teiresias in Sophocles’s drama tells Oedipus of his own guilt: “Thou hast eyes, yet see'st not in what misery thou art fallen, nor where thou dwellest nor with whom for mate.” I think back on Shelly Silver in Kassel, and how she pulled out her notebook in the restaurant and quoted: “Why are we here, what is the meaning of this gathering?”
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