Architecture,
television, archaeology:
Gerard Byrne’s Subject,

2009
Maeve Connolly

Taking the form of a three-channel video
installation with a wall text, Subject (2009)
seems Lo invile comparison with carlier
multi-channe! works by Gerard Byrne,
such as Vew Sexual Lifestyles (2003) and
1984 and beyond (2005-07). All of these
installations involve the use of TV
monitors, with headphones attached,
and the action is organised into a series
ol sequences ordered differently on each
DVD so that it is not possible Lo fully
experience these works without moving
helween monitors and viewing some
sequences several times. In addition to
this shared mode of display, there are
similaritics in production, as all three
involve the use of ‘scripts’ derived from
textual sources (including magazines and
journals) dating from the 1960s or 70s,
which form the basis for ‘reconstructions’
performed by professional actors and
shot in modernist architectural structures.
On closer examination, however, it is
possible to identify important differences
between Subject and the earlier multi-
channel installations, particularly in the
relationship belween seript and location.

In New Sexual Lifestyles, a conver-
sation belween predominantly North
American critics. advocates and analysts
of sexual hedonism, published as a
roundtable discussion in Playboy maga-
zine in 1973, is reconstructed by a group
of Irish actors. They are scated in a

stmple but dramatically sited Modernist
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address this history, it clearly acknow-
ledges the significance of theatre (and
the newspaper) in the development
of television’s characteristic modes of
address.

By focusing attention on a
Modernist universily campus and
evoking an array of televisual genres that
belong to an earlier moment, Byrne
might be accused of nostalgia for broad-
casting, for the welfare state or even for
the lost dream of universal education.
In Subject, moments from past, present
and future are brought into proximity
with each other, and the fact that the
actors are depicted in spaces once
occupied by the writers and original
readers of Byrne's source texts only
highlights the distance that exisls
between the imagined future of the
1960s and the present situation
confronted by students and lecturers, a
gulf that has widened even further since
the work was made in 2009. Yel even
though it draws heavily upon the formal
language ol a very familiar medium,
Subject does not offer a straightforward
or reassuring image of the pasl. Instead,
through its sustained emphasis on
the campus as a site in which social
conventions are learned and practiced —
as well as occasionally contested—
it offers an archaeology of the university
that is both unfamiliar and quietly

unseltling.

opposite

Chamberlin Powell and Bon’s Leeds
University campus, broke ground before
and was built alongside their more
widely known Barbican centre project.
Although both projects share many
concepts and aspirations, Leeds
University has fared less well in terms
of preservation.

below

The War Game (dir. Peter Watkins, 1968)
and (right} Culloden (dir. Peter Watkins,
1964).

1. For a discussion of this history see
Stuart Hall, *Caltural Studies: Two Paradigms’,
Vedia, Culture and Society, no.2, 1980, pp.57-72.

2. Written in 1939, Brecht's play is-also
referenced in Byrne’s work In repertory, 2004-06.
First exhibited at Project Arts Centre in Dublin,
this work involved the display of a collection of
scenic elements, drawn from three specifie
theatre productions {the 1947 Broadway
production of Oklahoma!, the 1961 Odeon
Theatre [Paris production of Waiting for Godot
and the 1963 Martin Beck Theatre productionof
Mother Conrage.

3. For a discussion of the deployment
of Brechtian techniques in film during the 19605
and 70s, as well as a uscful overview of debates

around realism, sce Robert Lapsley and

Michacl Westlake, #ilm Theory: An Introduction;
Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1989.

4. In 2000, Leeds students voted to
withdraw his lifetime union membership
hecause of his role in “curtailing civil liberties’.
BBC News website, updated 7 December 2007
hitp:/news.bbe.co.uk/2/hi/uk_news/polities/7133
364.stm {last accessed in June 2011,

5. John  Caughie, 7eélecision Drama:
Realism, Modernism, and British Culture, Oxford
and New York: Oxford University Press, 2004, p.68.
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TEXTS, PARATEXTS, HYPERTEXTS

Books have forewords or introductions,
periodicals have editorials. The three
types of texts share a goal: outline,
explain, suggest, set up or introduce
what is to come. They require to be read
in advance of the other texts (although
the reader can choose not to), serving as
a sort of instruction manual that helps
‘using’ what comes after. The topicality
that normally characterises editorials is
substituted in the introductions and
forewords—more often than not—by a
tone that suggests permanence, as if its
contents were to be relevant for posterity,
or at least for a future that lasts.

Gerard Byrne’s work has often
taken texts originally commissioned and
published by periodicals as its basis,
cultural products that may or may not
have been significant in their time, but
that, when recuperated, reconstructed,
reworked or restaged, thirty or forty
years later, in a different context (an art
context in general, or the context of
this or that video or photographic
installation in particular), constructs a
history and a certain legacy. This is a
legacy for Byrne’s work itself, and
perhaps also for a general cultural
history (of the West, or of artistic or
cultural modernity).

Making a history yours or for
yourself requires some constancy and
a manifold strategy. The operation
that takes place in Byrne’s installations
involves analysis, exegesis and decon-
struction as well as a clear fascination—
a fascination that to an extent frustrates
attempts at understanding both the
material and the time that gave birth
to it. The works seem to say that it is
important (for Byrne, and possibly for
the viewers) to learn how to appreciate
things we don’t understand, and that,
by promoting a curiosity for such
things, we might open the doors for
something else to happen.

In this sense, if this foreword or
introduction is a paratext that frames
the other, principal texts—like the
colophon, the title, the afterword or the
acknowledgements, all demanded by
the form of the book in general and this

book’s specific institutional origin—
Byrne’s works, as well as the rest of the
texts in this book, are palimpsests: texts
that are constructed on other texts that
don’t exist any longer, but of which
traces remain; texts that are reused or
altered but that still bear visible traces
of their earlier form. All these works,
the texts printed in this book and
the images that accompany them
present, hopefully, more than a set of
intertextual references, quotations and
allusions to literary, artistic and
intellectual history, but a transtextual
range of articulations that show not
only how a work can explicitly refer to
another, but how it can also elaborate,
expand, modify or transform the
grounds where it stands.

Books, like artworks, are also of
their moment, and this book can be seen
as a toolbox that gives clues (because
curiosity, in order to emerge, needs at
least some information), as well as an
attempt at summing up, or at least to
take stock or provide a record of sorts
in relation to the work Byrne has
produced to date. It functions then, in
the manner of Arthur Miller perhaps, as
an advertisement of the work itself—in
this case done not by the author, but by
others who stand in his place. However,
if it is the case that these texts and
tmages not only function as tools for
understanding the works, and through
them the things, events and time they
refer to, but also rewrite, redraw and
reconfigure the texts’ relationship to the
works and the times, this book might
then articulate both a story or several
stories of a time and, simultaneously,
a set of ways in which the story of a
time can be told, and made yours.

PABLO LAFUENTE




