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INTRODUCTION

Video art is a time-based art. Moving
into time— past, present and future—
engenders endless possibilities of
manipulating space—real or fictive—
and dealing with countless recollections
and memories.

Although in different ways, space and
memory are important elements in
Marie-Jose Burki and Alexander Hahn’s
video works. Burki has a liberal arts
background and studied literature, while
Hahn has for a longtime been involved in
research and the study of psychology,
sociology, linguistics, semiotics, and
computer science. Their works in the
video medium is a new way to approach
nature and culture and an innovative tool
to convey their message, a message
strongly informed by their previous,
respective educations.

In her two video installations here, Burki
employs the theme of the elephant. The
elephant is a metaphor for power, but
also memory. Burki often states “an
elephant never forgets.” Operation Edison,
1986 is a perfect example of how she
relates her concepts of space and memory
in a work dealing with complex issues.
The installation is made of two electric
cables—one the negative and the other
the positive pole—drawing a gigantic
elephant image on the wall. On the
monitor a mass of clouds in transfor-
mation (metaphor for space) periodicaily
appears, and is immediately superimposed
by the image of an electric bulb. As if
under the electric discharge, the filaments
inside the bulb oscillate gently, presenting
an image like a line of elephants
seen afar, that gradually disappears.

Operation Edison, remembers Edison’s
story of electrocuting an elephant to
demonstrate electrical power, but the

underlying statement in Burki’s work is
the manipulation of opposite concepts.
The same cable which draws the image
of the powerful animal on the wall is
responsible for its electrocution. The
electric resistance plays against physical
resistance, and the body’s materiality
against the electronic immateriality.

In Untitled, 1986 a black electric cable
feeding the equipment turns a few dozen
times around the video player. Four
small loud speakers are placed on the
lower part of the player, creating an
object resembing an elephant paw. The
monitor displays a tape made of objects
moving at various speed, such as train
and globe. Images change through
successive superimposition. Each time a
new image appears, the loud speakers
release a powerful crashing noise, the
physical power of the elephant manifesting
itself here through acoustic intensity and
visual perception.

Driven by his previous studies in
psychology and semiotics and making
video tapes, where the image is simul-
taneously perceived externally and
internally, Hahn became increasingly
interested in dual and opposing concepts
such as conscious/unconscious and
reality/unreality. Later Hahn was
introduced to computer, a tool providing
him with countless new ways to simulate
events. This has since become a key
element in his artistic creation.

Central to Hahn’s work are the used
electronic parts which he could easily
and inexpensively find at businesses in
lower Manhattan. Among these junk
objects, there were also discarded
satellite-transmitted video newsreels.
These offered Hahn a treasure of electronic
images which he calls “images trouvées”
in an allusion to Marcel Duchamp’s
“objects trouvés.” Hahn frequently uses
these disparate images in his video works.



Urban Memories (1986-87), is an
installation made of three monitors and
two players. The monitors play a tape
which has been filmed under a silvery
light and in an extremely cold surround-
ing. The camera moves through a
labyrinthine network of Renaissance
perspectives drawn by Jan Vrederman
De Vries (1527-1604). On the monitor
we see continuously the same architectural
structures—hallways and rooms—appear
and disappear, and meet on their recursive
trajectories images of a nuclear war
aftermath. Hahn’s transformation of an
orderly and real space into a disorderly
and unreal one points to an alienated
world which has lost touch with reality.

Ziba de Weck
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