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‘ If you want to see the world, close your eyes,’ says one of the characters  
in jean-Luc godard’s The Joy of Learning (Le Gai Savoir) 1969. throughout 
the film two young people meet in a dark, empty television studio for a 
series of dialogues during which they undertake a rigorous analysis of the 
relation between reality and film. occasionally, blackness is interrupted by 
a conflation of images and sounds: documentary footage of ordinary street 
scenes and the 1968 Paris Spring protests; stills of politicians interwoven 
with cartoons and archival photographs. the couple’s comments reveal a 
discrepancy between the political situation and the visual narrative which 
represents it. godard’s film is a statement of the failure of his medium to 
embody the real. commissioned by french state television, it also forms  
a subversive examination of mass media and its language. 

the paradox embedded in the quotation which opened this essay could 
equally have come from roland barthes reflecting on photography in 
Camera Lucida 1982. barthes’ poignantly personal study contends that  
the process of perception is neither passive nor neutral and that seeing 
‘the real’ is an act of imagination. a photograph, according to barthes,  
is burdened with preconditioned knowledge and personal experience.  
an image may be a token, a symbol, a catalyst for emotions. Similarly, a  
film strip – as a set of images – develops meaning alongside our memory 
and anticipation of what we think we are about to see. a mediated image 
is manipulated by how it is shown. and then again, by how it is seen.  
and again, and again... 

how we absorb sequences of texts, sounds and images has been explored 
since the birth of cinema. It remains a preoccupation for contemporary 
artists who have grown up within a firm cinematic tradition and been 
exposed to an intense flow of still and moving images. countless tv 
channels, a global movie industry, the internet and digital technologies 
generate a stream of visual accounts – simple to record, easy to distribute 
and always accessible. their index – their claim to accuracy – is open for 
exploitation, mismatch and recontextualisation.
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focusing on the tension between image, narrative and perception, the 
exhibition Objects in Mirror are Closer than they Appear exposes a fracture 
between what we are shown and what we see, a space of shifting 
interpretations and doubt. It engages with the seductive qualities of 
fiction which call for the suspension of disbelief, encouraging confused 
senses. the exhibition lingers in the moment preceding the viewer’s 
intuitive decision of whether or not to trust their eyes. 

the show brings together works by international artists who use film  
or video to engage with the medium’s perceptual and representational 
potential. borrowing from various cinematic conventions, blurring the 
boundary between depiction and deception, they test the status of 
images and question the logic of storytelling. With a variety of approaches, 
their references oscillate between the black boxes of movie theatres and 
the ‘black mirrors’ of our tv screens, computers and smartphones. does 
the illusive charm of the medium undermine its authority as a visual 
record? and what about imagination as means to reflect on the external 
world? this exhibition is an exercise in pensive seeing, aimed at a 
conscious immersion in fiction rather than establishing objective facts. 
Instead of a reflection on what is real, it proposes a focus on what is real 
in a reflection.

And what is actual is actual only for one time
And only for one place 1 

the main protagonist of ján Mančuška’s short video Double 2009 
summarises his monologue with a sentence questioning his own 
credibility: ‘I would never have believed that.’ his kafkaesque story 
revolves around a man struggling to recall an uncanny incident from his 
recent past when he stumbled home drunk one night to find a stranger 
occupying his housing estate apartment. the actor stands in front of a 
projected film showing another man delivering the very same monologue 
simultaneously. there is a slight discrepancy in their gestures and 
expressions but we only hear one voice. When author, protagonist and 
storyteller occupy shifting and interchangeable positions, the integrity  
of the narrator is undermined. Double implicates us in the process of 

interpreting a given text by unveiling its preparation for performance. It  
is clear that we are witnessing a rehearsal but the respective roles of the 
two performers remain unexplained. the border between the action and 
its re-enactment becomes confusingly blurred. the mechanism of 
mediation is exposed, yet this doesn’t subvert the story.

Patricia esquivias’s Folklore II 2008 is a research-based video, which 
ostensibly stitches together a quirky lesson in Spanish history spanning  
the 16th century to the present. biographical facts about two national 
icons, king Philippe II and celebrity pop singer julio Iglesias, are compared. 
the artist’s faltering voiceover links an assortment of found images, 
simple diagrams, advertisements and tourist postcards to map out the 
cyclical rise and fall of the Spanish empire through the metaphor of the 
sun. the comparison that begins with a series of seemingly random 
coincidences becomes an inquiry into where historical accounts end and 
myths begin. the video – constructed as a rudimentary lecture with 
esquivias’s hands visible on screen moving source material around, her laptop 
in shot and a general cut and paste aesthetic – is at odds with digital age 
presentation techniques. visual material serves as fabricated evidence for 
her seemingly untenable account. together with the narration it forms  
a version of history. It is far from official but its consistency is undeniable. 

If the images of the present don’t change, then change the images of the past. 2

Similar logic constitutes Lars Laumann’s visual essay Morrissey 
Foretelling the Death of Diana 2006. the work is based on an obscure 
online conspiracy theory claiming that Morrissey – in his songs with the 
Smiths – predicted Princess diana’s fatal accident in 1997. the film’s 
narrator delves into a frenetic decoding of the 1986 album The Queen is 
Dead alongside a montage of film clips and pop culture references. track 
by track, a dense report is woven from a web of encrypted messages, 
with what is either a prophetic or preposterous conclusion. We are torn 
between the seductive narrative logic and our own rationality. familiar 
images combined with the narrator’s confident tone are convincing even 
when the content sounds like a paranoiac product of an obsessive mind. 
disbelief is suspended. the film footage is used to re-imagine history 
instead of representing it and a conventional, linear narrative is replaced 
by an associative one. 

2  Chris Marker Sunless (Sans Soleil) 19831  T.S. Eliot, ‘Ash Wednesday’ 1930, the continuation of an excerpt used by Chris Marker  
in the English language version of the film Sunless (Sans Soleil) 1983



This is the story of a man marked by an image from his childhood. 3

associative narration also defines the structure for Sherif el-azma’s video 
installation Powerchord Skateboard 2006. In the two-channel projection, 
multiple trajectories unfold from one image loaded with a powerful 
personal memory for the artist – a drawing of a wounded Spartan warrior 
made for a history class. It is followed by a sequence of images 
compartmentalised in journal-like entries that jump back and forth 
through the 1980s. each visual entry triggers the next one. only personal 
associations dictate the connections between them. the fragmented plot 
reflects the condition of male adolescence – testosterone, adrenalin, rock 
music, restlessness, drugs and pornography all appear in the tv and 
video aesthetics emblematic of the era. the parallel sub-narratives on 
adjacent screens are not synchronised. the rupture between them creates 
a space for alternative associations. the final sequence in Powerchord 
Skateboard documents a graffiti artist spray painting and then effacing  
a portrait of President anwar el Sadat. earlier in the video, el-azma inserts  
a clip of the televised assassination of the egyptian president during  
a victory parade in 1981. the live broadcast has become an emblem,  
a videogram of an event firmly imprinted in the collective memory. 

Maha Maamoun’s Night Visitor: the Night of Counting the Years 2011  
is a collage of youtube footage showing the break-in at the headquarters 
of State Security in the aftermath of the egyptian revolution. the title 
refers to the practice of secretly arresting political activists in the dead  
of night. the spontaneously shot material documents an action of great 
historical significance. It also shows what was hidden for decades: elegant 
offices of dignitaries, rough prison cells, state documents, inscriptions 
scratched on the walls. the camerawork is shaky, the footage barely 
edited, the images blurred. Without any filmic quality or sophisticated 
documentary style, the visceral recordings embody the event – the 
physical presence of its participants, their excitement, movement and 
chaos. Margins of official history become exposed on low resolution visual 
accounts. Posted online to join thousands of other poor quality images, 
these non-films represent unadulterated and instant testimonies.

another work by Maamoun, 2026 2010, consists of a series of still 
portraits of a man lying in a hammock with his eyes covered by a pair  

of futuristic goggles. this image refers to chris Marker’s iconic film  
The Jetty (La Jetée) 1962 whose main protagonist is a survivor of a nuclear 
war imprisoned by scientists experimenting with time travel to prevent  
a cataclysm. Marker’s film is a montage of evocative photographs with  
a persistent motif of a woman on an airport platform. the image links 
past and future and establishes a beginning and an end for the story 
which develops along an erratic timeline. In a haggard voice Maamoun’s 
time traveller quotes a chapter of a book by contemporary egyptian 
novelist Mahmoud uthman, The Revolution of 2053 2007. the narrative 
incorporates two simultaneous trajectories: the protagonist’s arduous 
journey into the future and his forage into the recesses of his memory  
to recount his tale. his initially positive impression of the future gradually 
turns out to be a mirage generated by a ‘gigantic screen screening a 
virtual image of the extension of the pyramids plateau onto the horizon’ 
which disguises society’s true state of decay. Somewhere along the line, 
the real has become irrelevant and the projection of a fantasy has 
replaced it. In Maamoun’s film, image and text do not illustrate each 
other. It is only by an imaginative leap that the viewer can bring back the 
missing component of the account. an apocalyptic atmosphere is tangible 
even though it is not visible. the absence of an image enforces the story. 

If they don’t see the happiness in the picture, at least they’ll see the black. 4  

a similar approach lies behind ján Mančuška’s text-based video  
A Middle Aged Woman 2009. It shows a sequence of interrupted words 
spreading across a blank screen. fragments of sentences gradually  
appear on the white background, forming a partially legible narrative.  
the viewer instinctively tries to predict how the action develops. the 
tension between expectation and unfolding narration builds up as the 
ambiguous text is translated into the viewer’s mental image, and 
sustained in the subtle modifications in the story. and yet the story  
as such is superfluous. It serves as a pretext for exploring the grammar  
of narrating past, present and future, the possibility for controlling the 
pace of narration in a text-based medium. the manipulation mediates  
the exchange between author and audience. the suspense is rooted  
in our constant intuitive attempts to fill in the gaps and project missing 
parts of the story onto the existing, incomplete material.

3  Chris Marker The Jetty (La Jetée) 1962 4  Chris Marker Sunless (Sans Soleil) 1983  



Manon de boer’s Dissonant 2010 starts with an image of a woman 
listening to music by eugène ysaÿe. as soon as the violin sonata ends she 
throws herself into rhythmical dance, recalling the melody from memory. 
the camera follows the repetitive choreography. a three-minute interval 
corresponding to the duration of a single 16mm film roll limits the continuity 
of the visual recording. While the film roll is being changed, the sound is 
still registered. for a minute the screen is black yet the dancer’s bodily 
presence – her movement and breathing – remains audible. just as the 
dancer performs to the music she remembers, the viewer projects the 
absent image of the dance onto an empty screen. the senses supplement 
each other. Imagination supersedes perception and competes with 
representation. the rhythm of the 16mm roll being changed reminds the 
viewer of the materiality of the medium. the black gaps on a film mark 
the editing process – the selection of images, the decision on how the 
story is going to be shown. these elongated moments of blackness 
expose the biggest cinematic paradox: ‘out of the two hours you spend in 
a movie theatre, you spend one of them in the dark. It is this nocturnal 
portion that stays with us, that fixes our memory of a film.’ 5

a black screen seems to begin herman asselberghs’s Speech Act 2011. 
gradually a man’s face emerges from the darkness. he is watching a film. 
Its sound is intense but the images he can see are beyond the frame. 
then curtains are drawn and black turns to white. an epic, accusatory 
monologue on the mediation of reality begins, taking the form of a dense 
but lyrical lecture in film studies. With 2009 hollywood blockbuster Avatar 
as his focal point, the speaker charts the crimes and offences of mainstream 
cinema and homogenised pop culture in relation to the avant-garde film 
tradition. he intellectually dissects the structural, visual and commercial 
layers of Avatar, exposing the formula for its success: the expensive 
manipulation of familiar oppositions. his agenda reaches beyond 
cinematic concerns to consider the politics of representation. he questions 
the possibility of seeing the world through the lens of mass media and 
condemns strategies of visual exclusion. Metaphorical references to black 
permeate Speech Act: as a punctuation mark, as an uncertain space for 
generating meaning, as an illusive membrane on which we project our 
memories, losses, prejudices, fantasies and desires: ‘Shut your eyes  
and you see black. black isn’t nothing… black is what was, is no longer 
and can possibly be.’ 

herMan aSSeLberghS (b. 1962, Mechelen, belgium) lives 
and works in brussels. his work focuses on the border areas between 
sound and image, world and media, poetry and politics. his installations 
and videos have been shown at centre Pompidou, documenta X, deitch 
Projects (ny), hartware, Witte de With, M hka, van abbemuseum, 
International film festival rotterdam, Internationale filmfestspiele berlin, 
fId Marseille, eMaf, Medien und architectur biennale graz, among others. 
In 2007 he won the transmediale award. herman asselberghs, who 
has published extensively on film and visual culture, teaches at the film 
department of hogeschool Sint-Lukas brussel.

Manon de boer (b. 1966, kodaicanal, India) lives and works 
in brussels. She completed her artistic education at the akademie van 
beeldende kunsten, rotterdam, and at the rijksakademie van beeldende 
kunsten in amsterdam. her work has been exhibited internationally at 
documenta (13) (2012), 29th Sao Paolo biennial (2010), 5th berlin biennial 
(2008), 52nd venice biennial (2007) and has been included in film festivals 
in hong kong, Marseille, rotterdam and vienna. her work has been the 
subject of monographic exhibitions at Index, Stockholm (2011), South 
London gallery (2010), Witte de With, rotterdam (2008), frankfurter 
kunstverein (2008), among others.

SherIf eL-azMa (b. 1975, Manchester, uk) lives and works 
in cairo. he studied at the Surrey Institute in London and teaches 
experimental film at the american university in cairo. In addition to more 
than ten single-channel videos, azma has created performance lectures, 
sound installations and live visuals for the 100Live electronic music festival 
in cairo. his films have been screened at numerous international venues, 
and featured in Manifesta, home Works forum, the Sharjah and venice 
biennials. his works range from the highly experimental to documentaries 
to riffs on the cinematic, often exploring trajectories of psychogeography 
and sexuality in relation to the city.

PatrIcIa eSquIvIaS (b. 1979, caracas, venezuela) lives and 
works between guadalajara, new york, and Madrid. She received her 
ba from central Saint Martins college of art and design, London and 
her Mfa from california college of arts, San francisco. Solo exhibitions 
(selection): Patricia esquivias: reads like the paper, Midway contemporary 
art, Minneapolis; White columns, new york; Murray guy, new york (2008). 
group exhibitions (selection): Pensée Sauvage – über die freiheit des 
Menschen, kunstverein frankfurt; 5th berlin biennial (2008).5 Chris Marker. quoted in Janet Harbord Chris Marker: La Jetée , 2009, Cambridge, Mass./London:  

Afterall Books, p.41.



LarS LauMann (b. 1975, brønnøysund, norway) lives and works 
in  brussels. he studied at the north norwegian art and film School, 
kabelvåg and at the norwegian State academy, oslo. Solo exhibitions 
(selection): gallery West, the hague (2011); bunkier Sztuki, krakow (2010); 
kunsthalle Winterthur (2010); Maureen Paley, London (2010); fort Worth 
contemporary arts, texas (2009). group exhibitions (selection):  
the anti-Social Majority, kunsthall oslo, (2011); free, new Museum,  
new york (2010); false friends, jeu de Paume, Paris (2010); touched, 
Liverpool biennial (2010); as Long as It Lasts, Marian goodman gallery, 
new york (2009); report on Probability, kunsthalle basel (2009),  
the reach of realism, Museum of contemporary art, north Miami,  
florida (2009), 5th berlin biennial (2008).

Maha MaaMoun (b. 1972, california, united States) lives  
and works in cairo. as an artist she works primarily with photography  
and video. her recent exhibitions include: Second World, Steirischer 
herbst (2011); outres Mesures, La galerie – contemporary art centre, 
noisy-le-Sec (2011); the end of Money, Witte de With, rotterdam (2011); 
Mapping Subjectivity, MoMa, new york (2010); Live cinema, Philadelphia 
Museum of art (2010). her curatorial projects include: the Middle ear 
book (Sharjah biennial, 2010), co-curator of Photocairo3 (2005), and 
assistant curator for Meeting Points 5 (2007). Maamoun is a founding 
board member of the contemporary Image collective (cic) – a space  
for arts and culture in cairo.

ján MančuŠka (b. 1972, bratislava, Slovakia – d. 2011, Prague, 
czech republic) completed his education at the academy of fine arts  
in Prague. Solo exhibitions (selection): kunstverein braunschweig, germany 
(2010); Meyer riegger, berlin (2010); georg kargl box, vienna (2010); 
karin guenther gallery, hamburg (2009); andrew kreps, new york (2008); 
tranzitdisplay, Prague (2008); kunsthalle basel (2008). group exhibitions 
(selection): for you, Muzeum Sztuki Lodz (2012); kunstverein Salzburg 
(2012); Life Stories, Mocad, detroit (2010); at home/not at home, ccS 
bard, bard college, new york (2010); Photo I, Photo you, calvert 22, 
London (2010); je est un autre, Meyer riegger, berlin (2009); collection, 
MoMa, new york (2009).
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