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Untitled (Caveman Contemplating Fire) (2009, animation projected on print, 20” x 30”). Artist’s
still.

The projection is made specifically for this surface (the electrical outlet): the piece

wouldn’t make sense projected anywhere else and engages site-specificity in this

respect. Technically, there is no screen in this piece, only animation

looping back onto its source of energy, onto its origins.

This was the first time that I explored the relationship between animation and energy.

I began conceiving of electricity as the invisible life force of animation. Electricity is

literally what keeps the character alive. The flickering light of animation can be seen

as the final stage of a complex process of transfer and transformation of energy. The
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Closed Circuit (2009, animation, video projector, DVD player and power bar, 40” x 30”).
Artist’s still.

energy released by fire and explosions is harnessed in power plants, channeled,

transformed and eventually converted once more into light. Domesticated light,

tamed fire, became a central metaphor for animation in Quest for Fire. Animation is a

means of representing, capturing or controlling time’s fundamental intangibility or

incomprehensibility. As pure movement in a luminous form, fire’s perpetually

changing and intangible nature relates to time and the fluidity of animation. This

connection was suggested to me by Rosalind Krauss, in her discussion of Sergei

Eisenstein’s reaction to the “amazing elasticity of forms” in Walt Disney cartoons:

Calling this “plasmaticness,” [Eisenstein] compared the freedom with
which animated figures change identities–the mobility of their shapes,
their endless metamorphic potential–to the phenomenon of fire. The
universal fascination with fire, the libidinal energy associated with its
formal flux, and the parallel to this presented by animation go part of the
way to explain the grip cartoons exert. (Krauss 18)
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Like much of my older work, Closed Circuit and Untitled (Caveman Contemplating Fire)

were structured around the loop: the animations themselves were looping, but were

also conceptual loops in their own right. Closed Circuit was projected onto its point of

origin while Untitled (Caveman Contemplating Fire) was structured redundantly as an

image of light made with light (video projection representing fire). Nineteenth

century optical toys—cinema’s immediate ancestors—were short animated loops as

well. Following Tom Gunning’s conception of the cinema of attractions, these early

animation machines represent time without the intention of creating the illusion of a

realistic narrative world. The loop presents an impossible non-linear temporality that

only reinforces the magic of the animation being viewed. Loops seem to have made a

comeback of late: animated GIFs could be considered part of this trend13.

In Untitled (Caveman Contemplating Fire), a looping sequence of red, green and blue

video is being projected. The “screen” consists of a red, green and blue print depicting

a caveman contemplating fire. The interaction of the coloured light and the similarly

coloured print produces a shimmering animation effect, making the flame appear to

move. In this case, the projected animation was completely dependent on the

projection surface for its meaning: it acted as prepared screen. My thesis project takes

the techniques used in Untitled (Caveman Contemplating Fire) in a new direction,

replacing the video projector with coloured rock-show lights. These computer-

controlled LED lights dissolve through a red, green and blue cycle, looping at various

speeds14. Again, the projection surface is key: it is only through the meeting of the

coloured light and the “screen” that the animation comes to life. I chose red, green

                                                  
13 Animated GIFs (standing for ‘graphic interchange format’) are a type of image file developed
for the web.
14 I am using three Chauvet Technostrobe ST-4000 RGB LED lights, communicating with
Max/MSP via DMX control, a MIDI-like standard for lighting.
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and blue because they are primary colours15, which enable the creation of three

distinct states: each colour is absolutely different from the other two in its wavelength

formation. I understand colour theory and animation as stemming from the same

historical trajectory, a modern shift in the cultural relationship with the visual. I’m

reminded here of Jonathan Crary’s discussion of Goethe and the nineteenth century

scientific project to formalize vision and colour perception, to see it as embodied and

to quantify the physical response (68).

Using computer-controlled rock-show lighting opens up my project to a more open

history of animation, one which includes sound-and-light shows and multimedia and

time-based audio-visual performance as a whole. The use of lights as opposed to a

projector opens up interesting reflections on animation and cinema:

• their variable speed mean that one can experience frame rates
themselves

• as the lights strobe faster, one loses the notion of distinct colours and
rather perceives a state of flux: it is almost as though one can experience
the “flicker fusion threshold”16, or the rate at which our perception can
no longer distinguish individual frames but rather smooth motion. The
effect also becomes nauseating, extremely physical and visceral. The
animation becomes fascinating and repulsive at the same time

• projector-less animation disrupts the notion of directionality and
makes the experience of animation more ambient

• rock-show lighting ties my work to other areas of multimedia (sound
and light shows, live music visuals), which are also part of the history of
moving images

• there are no frame edges to my piece, which evokes the round or
blurred edges of projected magic lantern shows and phantasmagoria

• the presence of the lights in the room, their presence as animation
apparatus, evokes the technological magic of early cinema17

                                                  
15 Following additive colour theory whereas red, yellow and blue (or cyan, magenta and yellow)
are primary colours according to subtractive colour theory.
16 The flicker fusion threshold relates to persistence of vision. It is the perceptual threshold at
which the eye starts seeing sequential discrete images as one consistent movement.
17 Magic and technology were intimately connected in early cinema exhibition. The projection
apparatuses (Cinématographes, Biographs and Vitascopes, for example) were as much part of
the attraction as the images they were used to show, if not more. Indeed, they were often in
the same room as the audience, it was only later on that they were moved to a sound-proofed
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• separating red, green and blue light deconstructs the experience of
electric light the viewer associates with video or film, where the three
colours are mixed

• the animated effect derived from this technique is an experience of
difference: rather than seeing colours as such, the viewer starts seeing
motion as the difference between states

• animation is stripped down to its basic components: a sequential
display of different states to produce the illusion of motion

Although I feel the content of my work is animation itself, I have chosen energy as

one angle by which to tackle this vast subject matter. I have been using the prehistoric

discovery and control over fire as a theme to discuss the history of the human

relationship with light, energy and technology, which I see as essential to understand

our relationship to the moving image. The urge to control time—within a larger

project of controlling ‘nature’—is a key part of the development of moving image

technologies. In this sense fire is a primordial form of animation.

The use of prehistoric imagery functions on another level. I have asked myself

whether I should steer my work in the direction of abstraction and an immersive

phenomenological experience of animation but,  for the time being, I still feel the need   

to use representational signifiers in my work. Representing prehistoric humans makes

my work about the act of seeing, as opposed to work which provides a strictly optical

experience. At this point, I am wary of leaving the work undetermined to that extent.

I also worry that the work would be read simply as a revival of op art or a retro piece of

psychedelia. Although I court kitsch in my work, I want it to reflect on the history of

the moving image. This being said, future works will probably explore the idea of non-

                                                                                                                                          
projection booth (Gunning, Tom. “The Cinema of Attractions: Early Film, Its Spectator and
the Avant-Garde” 58). Audiences were aware of the illusion and revelled in it. Marvelling at
technology and its magical effects is of course a huge part of today’s experience of moving
images. Even the most basic digital image is essentially the result of computer processing and
beyond most people’s understanding: illusions, mysteries and magic are at the very core of our
everyday.
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representational animation.

For me, psychedelic art relates to Tom Gunning’s notion of  the cinema of attractions.

Much like animation, psychedelia is like an undercurrent of modern visual culture, a

marginalized form of visuality which shares cinema’s lineage of nineteenth-century

optical toys and illusions. It relates to the modern understanding of vision not as

objective truth but as embodied subjectivity (Gunning 137-138). Psychedelia is an

overemphasized visuality: abstract images about the act of seeing. I find psychedelia

and the notion of trippiness extremely interesting and I would like my work to be seen

being about psychedelia rather than being simply psychedelic: that is, that it places

psychedelia within a historical framework, a larger history of vision.

In Quest for Fire, I chose to represent prehistoric humans in a cartoon drawing style. I

intended the simplified form, exaggerated gestures and overall coarseness of the

representational language to function humorously and ironically. As a means to make

my work accessible, humour is part of my politic: it should be seen as a strategy to

make light of hegemony. The use of bright colours and familiar visual vocabulary acts

to lower the viewer’s guard and attempts to enunciate something profound out of

lightness. This approach has marked most of my practice: I often eschew a heavy tone,

finding humour more effective in creating meaning in my work. This relates to my

interest in transforming banal materials (like cartoons) to rediscover the sublime in

the everyday.



Chapter 4: Conclusion

Recent developments in the field of animation—the dominance of computer-

generated imagery, the return of stereoscopic 3D, interactivity—evoke the type of

spectatorship that was typical of the prehistory of the moving image, a prodigal return

of Tom Gunning’s notion of the cinema of attractions and a waning of realism. I

understand diegesis as an attempt to ‘realistically’ depict time. Watching moving

images implies a simultaneous experience of multiple temporalities: the real time of

the viewer on one hand (the here and now of the viewing experience) and the

superimposed past, future or alternate timelines represented onscreen. Not only is the

cinema of attractions a negation of diegesis, of an immersive representation of time

but, as a self-aware experience of moving images, it can also be seen as a return of the

present: the present time and space of viewership. I feel that this is how expanded

animation can be best understood: as an experience of animation anchored in the here

and now.

The dominance of hyperreal computer-generated films poses important questions,

notably as far as the cinema of attractions and the waning of diegesis is concerned.

There is no denying that films like Avatar are extremely engrossing, even if they have

no real-world referent like the indexical cinema does. I am unsure if they will function

as self-aware spectacular experiences much longer. They might feel this way now

because of their novelty, the stark contrast they oppose to the photographic cinema

they coexist with. But the present state of animation is more heterogeneous and

paradoxical. While hyperreal computer-generated imagery is creating new hybrid

indexicalities with motion-capture and 3D scanning, YouTube’s ‘digital folk’ moving

image practices emerge as an equally dominant form of animation. These user-
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generated DIY18 videos function like folk culture in their open approach to

appropriation and authorship, but also carry over the notion of the cinema of

attractions in their direct address, their shock-value, their ‘anything goes’ approach to

content.

As a pervasive form in visual culture, watching animation runs the risk of becoming

normalized and falsely transparent. To address this experience reflexively, I think it is

vital to consider the apparatus itself, to step away from it in order to become better

aware of it. Because it can function outside of a prepackaged reception context,

expanded animation like Quest for Fire can potentially deal with the moving image’s

ontological questions more incisively by dealing with the apparatus. These types of

experiments can effectively play with the broader structural issues of animation. In

this way animation as a contemporary art form can engage the medium in new,

challenging ways.

Chapter 5: Contribution to the Field

Quest for Fire engages with the medium of animation at a time when it is at a

crossroads: it has become simultaneously ever-present and hard to define. This project

draws connections between the contemporary status of animation and its origins, and

seeks to create a self-aware experience of the moving image. Quest for Fire stimulates a

reflection on the profound connections between moving images and vision, energy

and our perception of time while reviving animation as a broader practice.

                                                  
18 Do-it-yourself.
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Appendix A. Exhibition Documentation          Quicktime

This appendix is a Quicktime video file of the Quest for Fire installation at 47 Milky

Way. The file name of this video file is “questforfire_documentation.mov.”
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Appendix B.          Max/MSP Patch

This appendix is a Max/MSP file (or patch) used to control the lights in the Quest for

Fire installation. The file name of this patch is “questforfire_patch.maxpat.”
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