DAVID G. TORRES

NO
COMMENT,
NO
PHOTO

bill gates: “No comment.”
eric schmidt: “It would be better if
you didn’t make that comment.”

“The creation of a world view is the work
of a generation rather than of an individual,
but we each of us, for better or for worse,
add our brick to the edifice.”
john dos passos

In cinema, the “180-degree rule” guarantees that the characters or
elements facing each other in a scene will always keep to the same position
on the screen. According to the rule, the camera will never go beyond a
figurative longitudinal axis that guarantees visual understanding of the
scene. Thus, in a shot reverse shot, the character or element on the left will
always keep to its position in relation to the other character or element. If a
character or object advances from left to right, towards another advancing
from right to left, and if the camera does not cross that figurative axis,
in the subsequent editing and visualization of the scene, both characters
or objects will move in opposite directions, while if the camera does not
respect that axis, the two characters will appear to be moving in the same
direction. In short, the camera must always be on the same side of the
action; only in this way can the distance be maintained between the scene
taking place on one side and the spectators on the other.
What the imaginary axis based on the 180-degree rule guarantees is that

on the work of mabel palacín, the 180˚ project,
the current status of the image,
its relation to reality and (political) narrations

the relationship between the images and the spectator is a fitting one.
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In short, the rule centres on, exemplifies and insists on the relationship
between images and spectator in the representation of reality.

Speculating about the relationship we have with images, about how we

to intervene in what happens and, later, reconstituting reality through

relate to them, how we interpret, understand and react in the face of the

the fragments he sees. In one image, for instance, a watch appears, so the

reality/image pairing, is a central issue in the work of Mabel Palacín.

character looks for a watch; then comes a box, and he looks for a box; in

Hers is a complex perspective, since she does not establish a dichotomy

another there is a fuse and a lighter, he looks for them and ends up making

between images and reality, but rather assumes that in the multimedia

a bomb— a bomb that takes on a metaphorical value. This bomb would

society of today, perforated and riven by images, the latter no longer

blow up the world inundated with images in which he lives, embedding

configure a representation of the world, no longer mediate between

them in the tissue of the real. Or destroy an order of things, a relational

reality and its representation, but shape the tissue of reality itself.

system which does not work, in order to forge new relational norms.

This relationship between images, reality and spectator or user is referred

Thus, the title La distancia correcta points, above all, to the need to find a

to by 180˚, the title of the project Mabel Palacín has developed specifically

correct distance between oneself, the subject, and the images, to establish

for the Catalan and Balearic Islands Pavilion at the Venice Biennale 2011:

new norms in the current system of images. This is a distance that the

as its point of departure it takes this cinematic rule, the linchpin of the

character in the piece strives to find: fluctuating between imitation and

relationship between images, reality and spectator.

throwing himself into the actions that unfold on the screen. As a work
projected onto two screens around which spectators were able to move,

*

*

*

it required a similar effort on their part: choosing between following one
screen or the other and determining the correct position. This was the

La distancia correcta [The correct distance] is the title of a piece Mabel

key: the correct distance is impossible, since it is fluctuating. It is based

Palacín made in 2003. Two big screens, slightly out of line, one a little further

on moving around, on passing between and encircling the images, and on

forward, are also slightly separated, emulating the distance between the

an interpretation that is open.

eyes. They are freestanding screens, so it is possible to go round them. On
them there appears a character enclosed in a space which could be a garage

In Una noche sin fin [Night without end] a work from 2008 presented

or a large studio occupied by another big screen onto which are projected

at the Salvador Dalí Museum in St Petersburg, Florida (a museum whose

excerpts of films and other images. In the installation, what happens on one

name is an entire mental journey from Figueres in the north of Catalonia

screen is not symmetrical with what happens on the other, although both

to Saint Petersburg, ending up in Florida, a journey of displacement that

show the same thing at different times: a character who tries to relate in

seems to provide an ideal context for the work of Mabel Palacín), the

some way with what he sees projected. He seems to live in a world in which

artist insisted, as a constant that runs through her work, on the need

the only possible way to relate to it is through images. He interprets what

for the spectator to find a correct distance from the work. There were

happens on the screen first by imitating gestures or postures, then trying

also two screens, although in this instance they were opposite each
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other. Spectators had to choose between following the continuity of
one or the other, always leaving one to their rear, or constantly rotating
their position. It was impossible to take in all the information at once.
The successive scenes on each screen were different but with a shared
soundtrack. The piece was divided into different blocks: representation
exemplified in the theatre; the world of work on an assembly line; the
time of relaxation and sleep, and natural order. Each of the blocks was
recorded at a different speed, which suggested the conventional nature of
time: real time does not exist, or rather, as well as real time there is also
a subjective time. The spectator was confronted, then, by different times
of reproduction determined by the means of recording the images: in
fast- or slow-motion.
Moreover, in the block representing the theatrical, the filming incorporated
the spectator into the work.
Una noche sin fin begins with two curtains, one on each screen, red in colour
(we will come back to red), that open and give way to the action. Appearing
on one of the screens are the spectators who turn up for a play that unfolds
on the other screen. The dichotomy between representation and spectator
is taken up again on various occasions throughout the filming (and with
other implications that will appear later on), but in order to nullify it: since
the spectators have been incorporated and form part of the narrative, they
are no longer subjects. Or not only are they subjects, their status fluctuates
between subject and object, between transmitter and receiver.
Both La distancia correcta and Una noche sin fin were situated on
speculative terrain. That is, they speculated about how the relationship
we might establish with images from now on ought to be. This “now” is

la distancia correcta, 2003

important. Never before had we lived in a world so perforated, covered

television à la carte or that the city is plastered with advertising and all

and configured by images. Today, what is at stake is not the relationship

kinds of images, but that the Web and Internet have become constant

of images to reality, but their status as reality, intertwined in the tissue

disseminators of static or moving images and each subject a generator of

of what we were able, before, to call reality. La distancia correcta poses

images using many kinds of device (handheld cameras or mobile phones)

two problems that are fundamental to Mabel Palacín’s work: how we can

that enter immediately into circulation. Before something takes place

relate to images in a world saturated by them, and the point to which

there is a camera ready to record and distribute it.

images have ceased to fulfil a representational role and are simply
present. In her work, Mabel Palacín sets out to think about what the

A different, more complex issue, which goes beyond the simple explosion

status of images is at the present time.

of the image today, is how this explosion leads to a change in the status
of images, of the place they occupy, and the phases in which this change

*

*

*

has come about.

The explosion of the image at the present time is obvious and calls for

In The Anatomy of a Moment Javier Cercas explains what led him to write

little explanation, perhaps. It is no longer a question of us being reduced

a book about Tejero’s attempted coup. Notwithstanding the fact that at

to choosing between two TV channels, nor even that their number might

the moment of writing it almost thirty years had gone by, what attracted

have increased exponentially, that platforms are diverse, that we can have

his attention were a number of contradictions and lacunae that still
persist. But there is one especially relevant fact: most of us recall having
seeing Tejero’s entrance into the Chamber of Deputies live on television
on the afternoon of Monday 23 February 1981. It is true that the TV
images exist--we’ve seen them hundreds of times, we know that a camera
recorded the events--but they were not broadcast live. Images of the
storming of the chamber were only made public weeks afterwards. What
attracts Cercas’s attention is that we remember having seen (experienced)
live an event that we saw recorded.
Neither were images of the shooting of John F. Kennedy seen live. Only
in 1975, twelve years later, was the famous film shot by Zapruder at
the scene of the crime broadcast on television. That assassination was,
however, the first historic media event. Due to this, in 1975 the Ant Farm

una noche sin fin, 2009
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collective chose this, and only this, event as a reference to exemplify the

burning and the second plane crashed, some TV commentators thought

advent of the media society when making a re-enactment of the Kennedy

that recorded images of the first impact were involved.

killing, documented in a film called The Eternal Frame.
The next significant fact that illustrates the change in our relationship to
The next media event to be way ahead of the ones that preceded it

images and the change in their status is much more recent. Last winter,

(after all those that have been recorded since JFK’s assassination) was

during the revolution in Egypt, the images that circulated from Tahrir

the attack on the Twin Towers in New York on 11 September 2001. That

Square were taken not by reporters who were presenting the events to the

was broadcast live. Strictly speaking, it was not the first time that we as

world, but by the demonstrators themselves and circulated in real time,

spectators watched history happen on our TV screens. During the first

first via the Web and later in the journalistic media.

Gulf War in 1991, we saw the air raids on Baghdad in real time. They
were programmed to coincide with prime time US television (something

In this last stage, images no longer only represent reality nor do they

the terrorists who attacked the Twin Towers took into account, since the

present it, they actually form part of its tissue, not only because they take

time lag between one impact and the next corresponded to an estimate of

place in real time, but because they affect events in that same real time.

the potential early-morning TV audience in the US early on a Tuesday).

They no longer represent them, they are the events.

The difficulty of establishing a distance from what was happening was
demonstrated by the observations of TV commentators, who compared

The work of Mabel Palacín does not so much discuss the issue of

the explosions caused by the air raids to fireworks or remarked how

representation, the verisimilitude or otherwise of images and their link with

pretty the coloured lights of the trajectories and the impact of the missiles

reality, but takes as its point of departure the fact that they have become

were. The impossibility of keeping a distance in the face of events was

part of the tissue of the real. In other words, it shows that the axis that

the outcome of an effect contrary to that of believing that Tejero’s entry

forms the basis of the 180-degree rule, which proposed a series of norms in

or Kennedy’s assassination was something we experienced live. When it

the relationship between images and spectator, according to which a link

happens like this for the first time, as in the case of the air strikes on Iraq,

was established between them and the reality they represented, has been

it is not entirely accepted that the image is presenting the facts and not

compromised because both spectator and images have crossed the line: one

representing them. The line has been crossed to simple presentation, but

has become a user/transmitter and the others circulate, intertwined with

it is still seen as representation.

reality, not separated from it, not intending to reconstruct or represent it
but to define it instead. As a matter of fact, the protagonist of La distancia

Images of the impact of the plane on the first of the Twin Towers were

correcta lived in a basement in which images shaped reality.

also broadcast some time after the event. But, with half the world’s
cameras set up in New York Bay, filming live, while the first tower was
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Long before the demonstrators in Tahrir Square circulated their images
via the Web, a Mabel Palacín piece had already reflected on the new status
images were acquiring as a result of their circulation. Extremely simple in
execution, C’era una volta (rojo) [Once upon a time (red)] is a work from
2000 which contrasts, in that respect, with the complexity of the habitual
production of her works, although with no fewer repercussions in the
complexity of its content. The work is an outcome of the results obtained
by introducing the word rojo (red) into an Internet image search engine.
It exists in digital format as a series of images that have to be printed in
order to be exhibited.
Obviously, C’era una volta (rojo) refers to the repercussions the Internet
has had in the proliferation of images, to the present-day state of
explosion. But it also incorporates references that extend from Surrealism
and automatic writing, the cadavre exquis and the interest in chance to
Aby Warburg’s Mnemosyne Atlas.
The selection of images in C’era una volta (rojo) is indeed arbitrary.
The only guideline the artist establishes is that they correspond to the
search for red. Such arbitrariness recalls Surrealist games of chance
whose intention was to reveal new meanings and to subvert the schema
of the ordinary (something that poets like Mallarmé had called “poetics
of everyday life”). When the artist renounces the choosing of images she
seems to succumb to chance in a way similar to Marcel Duchamp and his
readymades: finding an object on a certain day and at a certain hour, and
making the decision to turn it into a readymade. One of the effects of this
procedure was that the meaning of the object (a urinal, a bicycle wheel
or a snow-shovel) changed, since it became a work of art, although the
signifier remained unaltered. By removing the object from the chain of
(c’era una volta) rojo, 2000
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signification of reality (poetics of everyday life), it acquired another value

Una noche sin fin, and in many elements in the installation in 180˚. The

(for example, the bicycle wheel that turns uninterruptedly but does not

red walls subvert both the white box (the typical art space) and the black

advance, does not produce, as a metaphor for masturbation). Likewise,

box (the darkened auditorium of the cinema), thus situating the work of

in C’era una volta (rojo), the original representational value of the images

Mabel Palacín on a middle ground that partakes of both and uses the two.

is displaced: in the new constellation in which they are inscribed they
remain open to other associations. In this sense, the title functions as a

The recourse to red as a leitmotif that runs through various of Mabel

trigger for constructing different narratives. In these narratives, images

Palacín’s projects demonstrates a line of continuity through her works.

stand in for words, like icons, whose value no longer lies in representing

Manel Clot stressed this point in Historia(s) de M, a text about La

something, in which the relationship with reality has been fissured in

distancia correcta: in the case of Mabel Palacín, the need to speak of

some way, and they themselves form a language.

the oeuvre rather than distinct works, since, as we are seeing, one leads
to another. Red, then, is a way of indicating the connection that exists

And this is where the link with Aby Warburg’s MnemosyneAtlas appears.

between them, or, to use a characteristic expression of José Luis Brea’s,

The collection of panels with grouped images that turn the MnemosyneAtlas

their rhizomatic quality. This is a quality that this text attempts to

into a sort of imaginary museum does not only correspond to the wish to

reconstitute by deploying various fragmentary but intertwined narratives

classify. Obviously, the Atlas is organized as a classification that establishes

about the work of Mabel Palacín and 180˚.

similarities or nexuses in common. But this is precisely what makes Aby
Warburg’s proposal extend beyond the simple task of classifying images.

*

*

*

With his Atlas, Warburg set in motion the intuition that images in
themselves form a language. A particular, universal language in which,

In Aby Warburg’s Mnemosyne Atlas there was an issue that C’era una

from a point of departure (red, in the case of Mabel Palacín), some images

volta (rojo) openly addresses: namely, that images have formed a new

refer to others and, beyond that, some qualify others, thus generating their

universal language. What has raised the image to its new status as an

own narrative, in which representational value is reduced and is replaced

extended, global, universal language are the new media for creation and

by an iconic value.

distribution. Two facts will serve to form an idea of the dimensions of
this explosion of images shaping reality: on Facebook alone, users upload

The reference to red is not coincidental: it is a colour with political and

an average of a hundred million photos a day; and also on a daily basis,

emotional connotations; it corresponds to a visual code that has to do with

the time users spend looking at videos on YouTube is approximately

the sanguineous, with the desire to emphasize intensity. Furthermore, red

150 years. A nuance must be added to these facts: moving or static

is a leitmotif in the work of Mabel Palacín: it reappears on the walls of the

images are not only distributed and circulate by social networks but

installation La distancia correcta, in the backdrops, wine and boxes in

also by text messages, emails and USBs; they are scanned and printed
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in different formats and qualities; they are reproduced on projectors,
flat panel displays, television and computer screens, andmobile phones.
Current forms of capturing, disseminating and circulating images have
seen off the modern concept according to which each medium had its
own idiosyncrasy that is, specific properties that were translated into a
language specific to each. The value of the medium has been replaced by
the value of circulation and distribution, whichever system is used.
In Para M. (Séquence voiture / Nuit près du motel / Au petit cinéma) [For
M. (Car sequence / Night near the motel / At the little cinema)], Mabel
Palacín has recourse to the film genre of the road movie. A series of largeformat, black-and-white photographs show a woman (the artist herself )
driving a car in a sequence taken by a static camera. The succession
of images in the space configures the movement, as in the bases that
articulate the moving image in cinema, except that in this case it is not the
flow of images that produces the movement but the spectator moving past
a series of photographs. Moreover, interspersed between them, similar in
size, a projection, this time in colour, shows what the driver is seeing. Para
M. functions like a dismantled sequence. As in Una noche sin fin and La
distancia correcta, the work is divided in two, in a dissection of the shot
reverse shot to which 180˚ also refers when alluding in its title to the rule
of the axis that the camera must respect. In Para M., too, the spectator is
forced to be an active user, to make the work. And, lastly, it prefigures a
scenario in which the image has lost the thread with the medium: a series
of photographs opposite a static video lead to movement. A scenario in
which the image has become autonomous, multimedia, qualified by itself
rather than by the idiosyncrasy of the medium used to capture it.
*
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para m., 1998

*

*

Part of the project that Mabel Palacín develops in 180˚ picks up on a
system of production and construction of the image that she used
in an earlier work, Hinterland, from 2009. In the words of the artist,
Hinterland can be both a photograph and a video.
In both cases the process starts with the taking of a large image, a
panoramic view. In Hinterland this was a large space on the outskirts of a
city, where fields of what could be crops coexist with precarious buildings
and abandoned areas. In 180˚, this image is of an undefined part of the
city of Venice, featuring a Stile Liberty building which, architecturally
speaking, is out of keeping with the well-known arches and bridges of
Byzantine origin that have defined the postcard image of the city and its
canals. Afterwards, a video explores and focuses on details of the view.
The general image of Hinterland and 180˚ is high-resolution and
extremely detailed. In fact, this is not a single image—it consists of
fragments that are used to obtain this precision and detail. The fragments
are mounted in a grid pattern to form a large panoramic view of the
place.
The need for precision dictated by the detail of the image means that

hinterland, 2009

the elements which form it, which are included in the view, cannot be
left to chance. Although a photograph, the production necessary to
obtaining the view obeys the models of cinema: it means controlling

This large photograph is filmed and shown on video. In Hinterland,

the area, editing the elements that will appear in the definitive image

the video is the result of digitally covering the wide vista. Meanwhile,

(props, interiors seen through windows, tiny details, actors and extras

one of the videos that form part of 180˚ goes further: it is the result of

performing certain actions). It is a photograph that requires cinematic

filming the photograph of the view with a camera on a set. Moving across

production. And which, in a final twist, is constituted once again as a

the image the camera gradually reveals nuances, elements and micro-

moving image.

histories that are present and at the same time hidden within it. In fact,
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it reveals the multiple layers of the image. If in works like Para M. or La
distancia correcta the spectator moves among the images, in 180˚ and
Hinterland it is the camera, as eye and as body, that moves through the
image. But above all else, both works underline the irrelevance of the
medium utilized, the autonomy of the image vis-à-vis the medium: they
are static and moving image at the same time.
*

*

*

The figures that testify to the degree of circulation of images (the millions
of YouTube videos and the thousands of images that are captured, shared
and used) manifest the global nature of the process of image explosion-not just global, democratic. Capturing, using and distributing images
is no longer the province of a specific sector: no special knowledge or
equipment is needed (a mobile phone is sufficient). It is no longer
possible to speak in terms of transmitter and receiver, but of active users
who transmit as much as they receive. In “The Creative Act”, Marcel
Duchamp claimed that it was the observer who created the work. In
terms of images, given their explosion and their multimedia distribution,
Duchamp’s premise is literally and radically fulfilled.
The privileged relationship that some media have with reality, notably
the journalistic media, has broken down. The principle of one-way traffic
between transmitter and receiver has been replaced. The media no longer
represent reality, which has been shattered, fragmented. Images circulate
as part of reality: the dividing line that served to differentiate the two
realms has been destroyed. In a simple but effective manner, C’era una
volta (rojo) shows this new reality, in which images can form a language
by themselves.
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la distancia correcta, 2003

All these phenomena qualify the new status of the image at the present
time, highlighting its exchange value and thereby accentuating its
communicational character. That is, images constitute a global language
that has ended up becoming a sort of common language, a lingua franca
that shapes contemporary visual culture. The image has been taken on
board in popular culture, in a broad sense.
The reference to the new status of the image as a universal lingua franca
is contained subtly but significantly in the title of Mabel Palacín’s project
for the Catalan and Balearic Islands Pavilion at the Venice Biennale: 180˚
are figures that are understood the world over.
*

*

*

By reclaiming certain icons of popular culture, its brand names and its
images, Pop Art and its associated artists destroyed the dividing line
between high and low culture. In so doing, they committed themselves
to an era in which popular culture embarked on the construction of a
universal language: in the first place, the image imploded, thus occupying
the entire space of reality, defining the way in which we relate to it; and,
secondly, the distinction between media and artistic or non-artistic
languages became immaterial.
Pop Art questioned the formalist theory according to which each medium
had its own language. Greenberg’s schema placed abstract painting at the
apex of art precisely for its supposed purity and independence from other
media. Theatricality was the crucial argument: sculpture, for example,
introduced elements of theatricality like mise en scène or the circulation
of the spectator and was therefore a hybrid, impure medium. For its part,
(c’era una volta) rojo, 2000
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figurative painting depended on aspects like narrativity or illustration,

takes on popular culture as a whole. In works like La distancia correcta

and photography was compromised by its relationship with reality. Pop

she incorporates elements from the cinema, like the bits of film the main

Art did away with this schema, which yearns for a summum of purity,

character relates to. Additionally, however, many of her works accord

by means of hybridization--photography, film, painting—thereby putting

prime importance to music, given her collaboration with musicians like

an end to the specificity (or purity) of each medium. At odds with the

Mark Cunningham, graphic design, in collaboration with Alex Gifreu,

classificatory systems of art history, Pop Art reclaimed something of

or architecture, with Mirko Meyetta (who also worked on 180˚). Mabel

the tension of the avant-gardes of the 1920s in which film, writing,

Palacín’s work, then, unfolds in accordance with the procedures of popular

music, graphics, photography, etc., shared the same stage. Andy Warhol

cultural production: a collaborative work that dispels closed authorship.

produced static images (paintings and photographs), films (Kiss and

And lastly, in third place, popular culture is not just a reference in her

Sleep), music (The Velvet Underground) and music videos (The Cars).

works—instead, they are constituted as an integral part of that popular

Jack Kerouac’s novel, On the Road, influenced the music of Charlie Parker

culture: due to the use of the elements that have characterized it as a

and in so doing broke with the traditional references of the American

universal language; and on account of their articulation in participating

novel and established, as the axes of the narrative, a series of icons from

in the seduction of the image; and given their ability to develop different

popular culture: images, music, travel.

levels of interpretation; the multiple layers and narratives she deploys.

Beyond the medium qua language, the image shapes popular culture

The reference to Jack Kerouac and his novel On the Road is by no means

like a universal lingua franca. At the same time, this popular culture

accidental, then. Para M. and Sur l’autoroute [On the motorway] pick up

is constituted by a lack of differentiation between the media in which

the genre of the road movie. The images of Para M. (the car/female driver/

image, music and text coexist.

sunglasses/road) are icons of popular culture and are used to display
meanings and, once again rhizomatically, to go back to the question of

As a reference and framework, popular culture appears in Mabel Pelacín’s

the image, its autonomy, its relation to reality or its universality.

oeuvre in three ways. Firstly, she takes the image on board as a universal
language, over and above its format as a determinant of the tissue of

*

*

*

reality. I have already pointed out that she incorporates its deployment
as a moving and static image, obtained with low-quality, democratic,

A feature of Mabel Palacín’s work has been to use, and on occasions to

and high-quality media; and that she makes fluid use of it, rendering it

decipher, the elements that configure this universal language, the cultural

interchangeable (between photography and video), embedding it in the

codes with which images operate. If Hinterland and 180˚ nullified the

real (La distancia correcta) and seeking to make it traversable (Para M.).

distinction between static and moving image, if Sur l’autoroute or Para

Secondly, she does not distinguish between media and languages, and

M. use the genre of the road movie, if 180˚ takes the rule of the axis in
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film as a reference, then 6’’ (six seconds) dismantles the very foundation
that articulates film as a moving image, and in Unbalanced (2005) she
had recourse to another of the rules that guarantee narrative continuity
in film.
6’’ (2005) is a film in the form of a book. It comprises a hundred photos
of as many people picking a stone up off the ground and throwing it. They
are printed as a sequence in a book: one page per image. The continuity of
the images is edited in such a way that each of the photographs continues
the action of the one before. The gesture of one person is continued
by the gesture of the next, throwing a stone. Taken as a whole, flicking
rapidly through the pages of the book, the result is that of a single action
in motion: the throwing of a stone. In 6’’, Mabel Palacín has recourse to
the basis of cinema as a succession of static images that cause movement,
except that, here, both aspects, movement and immobility, are present
without the one nullifying the other. When the pages of the book are
turned rapidly, it actually becomes a sort of short film. But at the same
time each photograph is individual in that the protagonist is different,
and because it is impossible to see the complete sequence, given that the
photographs are printed on both sides of each page. Again, it is necessary
to choose between the images on the right or those on the left of the
turned page. And so various effects are caused: Mabel Palacín insists on
the indistinctness of media; the issue is the image and the fluctuation or
fluidity between static and moving image. As in other works, it calls for
a spectator to activate it, to trigger off and set the images in circulation.
Unbalanced also includes a great many characters. This is a video based
once more on a cinematic rule: the match cut. The match cut establishes
visual continuity between different shots--that is, it establishes the

sur l’autoroute, 1998
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continuity of the movement of objects or characters between two scenes

there is no spatial unity between the characters. If we pay attention to the

by means of simultaneity of lighting, direction of movement or viewpoint.

backgrounds, the lighting, the closed rooms in some cases or the open

Thus, the spectator can recognize that the characters or objects that

spaces in others, it seems clear that the relationship between them only

appear in the different shots are in the same scene. In Unbalanced, the

exists by virtue of adapting to a visual rule, to a rule embedded in our

match cut has been reduced to continuity between gazes. In the video,

visual memory: the one that tells us that the characters are linked by the

different people in the foreground exchange glances: the continuity of

gaze. Once again, it is the spectators who create a continuity between

viewpoint and the turning of the gazes appear to form a nexus of relations

shots that does not exist and that they only recreate on the basis of a

between them. A woman looks left, her glance is picked up by another

universal language of images. It is these, in the different shots, which

person who seems to return it when turning and looking right, before

generate mutual relationships, which form a dialogue.

changing viewpoint and seeming to look at another person, and so on,
so that the action become increasingly complicated, incorporating the

In Unbalanced, as in 180˚, Mabel Palacín has recourse to a rule of the

movements of the characters. But throughout this continuity there is an

cinema, in order, as in Para M., to dismantle, isolate and dissect it. When

element that interrupts it, that makes it strange or discontinuous. In fact,

emphasizing the match cut solely on the basis of the gaze, however, what

6”, 2005

6”, 2005
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unbalanced, 2005

unbalanced, 2005

she elicits is a constant crossing of the line in spatiotemporal continuity;

curtain on both; next, on one of them the action began on a stage, while

she respects the match cut of the gaze, but not that of the unity of space

on the other there appeared an audience in the stalls. At the same time,

and time indicated by the locations in which the scene occurs or by the

the (real) spectators were obliged to decide which screen to follow and, to

lighting. Likewise, 180˚ takes as its reference a rule that anchors the

round it off, their perception was conditioned by the different speeds of

relationship between images and spectator, in order to demonstrate that

the image, in fast- or slow-motion.

a crossing of the line has now taken place, that the distance between
spectator and image has been nullified. This occurred in many of the

*

*

*

works of Mabel Palacín in which the spectator was able to move around
projections and photographs. It also occurs in Una noche sin fin.

180˚ consists of various elements grouped together in two parts. Firstly,
a general image of a view (veduta) of Venice and a video produced by

Una noche sin fin elicited a crossing of the line between spectator and

filming that same image in high definition (taking as a reference the

image. The projection on two facing screens began with the opening of a

system of production of Hinterland). Secondly, a series of videos extend
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the view over the central building of the general photograph. Proceeding

status. In Unbalanced, the discontinuity of the settings was counteracted

from the building, they act as vanishing points, extending across the city

by the continuity of the gazes. In 6’’, on the other hand, the continuity of

rooftops by connecting the gazes and lines of sight between individuals.

action and setting contrasted with the multiplicity of characters and, once

These intersecting gazes and the fact that, taken together, they create a

again, the static image was nullified by forming an image in movement

collective action recalls the logic of Unbalanced and 6’’. 180˚ insists on

and vice versa.

the duality immanent in Mabel Palacín’s work: one part manifests, as in
Hinterland, a dichotomy between moving image and static image; the

*

*

*

second part of the work counterposes the sightline to the general view
and the static shot.

In 1975, two collectives of artists, architects and activists in San Francisco
under the name of Ant Farm & T.R. Uthco (Ant Farm: Chip Lord, Doug

The duality or interplay of opposites is a constant in the 180˚ project.

Michels and Curtis Schreier; T.R. Uthco: Diane Andrews Hall, Doug Hall

The general view of a large-scale image is counterposed to the images

and Jody Procter) carried out the project of re-filming the assassination

captured by a camera that navigates and highlights details. In some of the

of Kennedy in the streets of Dallas. The film is called The Eternal Frame,

images generated in the project the Stile Liberty building that appears in

a slight variation on The Eternal Flame, which is what the monument to

the view contrasts with the industrial background of the port of Venice.

the murdered President is called. In this way they underlined that the

The postcard image of Venice contrasts with the commercial port and

true eternal flame of Kennedy is his media quality. The aim of the projects

the bustle of the city. From the images we deduce that the building is

of Ant Farm was precisely to reflect on the process begun in the early

inhabited—the books, food and clothing that can be seen through its

1970s which led to reality only existing through the media. And so they

windows are proof of this—although there are no people; they are always

developed projects like the Media Van, a vehicle equipped to broadcast

outside. While the people wandering around outside the building seem

television from anywhere, and Media Burn, in which, to commemorate

to be isolated and unrelated, the ones who appear in the videos of the

Independence Day on 4 July 1975, they drove a streamlined car through

sightlines across the Venice rooftops are interrelated.

a pyramid of burning TV sets. The idea that reality was occupied by the
media appeared explicitly in a speech by the artist who played the part of

Yet this duality or interplay of opposites is not only a constant in the

president in The Eternal Frame: “Like all presidents in recent years, I am,

180˚ project. Hinterland also opposed moving and static images. Both

in reality, nothing more than another image on your television sets. [...] I

La distancia correcta and Una noche sin fin were made up of two

am, in reality, only another link in that chain of pictures which makes up

projections. In Una noche sin fin, moreover, the world of the spectator

the sum total of information accessible to us all as Americans. Like my

was counterposed to the theatrical action, and the slow-motion image to

elected predecessors, the content of the image I present is no different

the fast-motion one. In Para M., photography and video shared the same

than the image itself. Because I must function only as an image, I have
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chosen in my career to begin with the end and to be born in a sense even

twelve years later, although on the day after the killing Zapruder sold

as I was dying.”

copies of some of the frame stills to Life magazine, which published them
on 29 November 1963. Between 29 November 1963 and 6 March 1975

In The Eternal Frame, Ant Farm & T.R. Uthco showed that the image was

the film was studied by the famous Warren Commission appointed to

independent of the reality it was purportedly representing: “The image is

investigate the assassination. It is the only graphic document that exists

the content,” declared the fake president in The Eternal Frame.

of the killing and its use was crucial when trying to clarify the origin and
timing of the shots. In fact, the almost half a minute of footage of the so-

Although the real President had been assassinated twelve years earlier, in

called Zapruder film is one of the most analysed in history.

1975, when Ant Farm & T.R. Uthco decided to recreate the event, the case
was topical once more thanks to television. On 6 March, the TV channel

One of the aspects most studied is the real time that passes between

ABC had broadcast for the first time to the US audience the complete

the first and the last shot. On the basis of that time it seemed possible

film by Abraham Zapruder, a film buff who used a home movie camera

to determine if there were one or more marksmen by comparing the

to film the sequence of the killing of JFK from a stand where he was able

frequency of the shots with the speed of reloading and firing of Lee Harvey

to see the entire route of the presidential car as it crossed Dealey Plaza in

Oswald’s weapon. One of the problems in the investigation, however, was

Dallas. The complete film was not broadcast to the general public until

that some of the frames had disappeared. And, on top of that, it was a
home movie and the filming time did not correspond exactly to real time.
The film was therefore broken down into individual frames, analysed by
parts and by each detail, making it impossible to distinguish between
moving and static images. The breakdown of the film and the discussion
about milliseconds and lost frames that have fuelled the conspiracy
theories as to JFK’s murder reveal the fragile thread that seemingly links
reality and image.
6’’, Mabel Palacín’s book-cum-film, also dismantled the distinction
between moving and static images; as finally occurred with the Zapruder
film, it is broken down into frames whose relation to temporality depends
on movement. In fact, the title of 6’’ is an allusion to Zapruder’s film.
The first book on the Kennedy assassination to put forward a conspiracy
theory by denying the existence of a single marksman was published in

una noche sin fin, 2009
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1967: Six Seconds in Dallas: A Micro-Study of the Kennedy Assassination,

the boundaries separating transmitter and receiver. The most successful

by Josiah Thompson. Among other aspects, it is a scientific and forensic

TV series of recent years, Lost, evolved according to the reactions of its

analysis of the Zapruder film, particularly the time lapse between shots.

own audience. After its first broadcast, the entangled, complex storyline

Thompson reaches the conclusion that there were “four shots from three

of Lost spawned a whole series of Internet forums. Their anonymous

guns in six seconds”, and it is to these six seconds that Mabel Palacín’s

followers speculated about the reason for the confinement of the main

book-cum-film refers.

protagonists on a strange island. The writers of the series were assiduous
followers of those forums and took them into account (both positively

*

*

*

and negatively) when devising the script. In Lost, while they were not the
scriptwriters, the spectators as a group of users did directly affect and

The assassination of Kennedy was the first historic media event. Ant

shape the storyline.

Farm & T.R. Uthco seized upon it when recreating and filming it in The
Eternal Frame. In 6’’, the allusion to the Kennedy murder in the form of

Una noche sin fin provoked a crossing of the line between spectator and

the Zapruder film also takes its media profile into account. Zapruder’s

image by including the former in the latter. And in 6’’ the reference to the

is an amateur film. When it was broadcast publicly for the first time on

film by Zapruder addressed not only the decomposition of the moving

television on 6 March 1975 it also marked the start of the coexistence of

image but also the construction of that image in terms of the collective, a

non-professional with professional images. To some extent, that broadcast

collective of anonymous individuals. The book-cum-film shows a single

pioneered the dissolution of the distinction between amateur and

action (throwing a stone) performed by a collective.

professional images, the outcome of which is the lack of differentiation
of the medium used. This led to a process of democratization in which

*

*

*

the anonymous user also became a generator of images, leading to the
current dissolution of the figures of transmitter and receiver, replaced by

Since 2008, a series of demonstrations has occurred throughout Italy led

that of a transmitter-receiver.

by students, teachers and trade unionists rejecting the Gelmini Decree and
defending public education. Promoted by the Minister of Education in the

In the multimedia, multimediated reality in which we live, based on the

Berlusconi government, Mariastella Gelmini, the decree involves, among

expansion of the media for capturing and distributing images, we are all

other cuts, reductions in study grants, the publication of textbooks and the

transmitters and receivers at the same time. This is something the events

number of teachers per student, resulting in excessively large classes. The

of Tahrir Square made clear. The transmitters of the images used by the

cuts affect elementary schooling, a cornerstone of Italian education. As

media and social networks were in turn the consumers of those images.

well as the demonstrations and confrontations, three aspects have typified

There is no need to go as far as dramatic events to show the dissolution of

the protests: the occupying of historical monuments (the Colosseum in
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Rome, the Mole Antonelliana in Turin, the tower, church and baptistery

A series of videos in the project focus on vanishing points, starting at

in Pisa, the main fountain in Perugia, the excavations in Pompeii, etc.),

the building that occupies the wide vista, which a camera travels along,

transferring classes to the public thoroughfare, to the plazas in front of

picking up on details. These videos start out from the rooftop and link

the cathedral in Milan and the Duomo in Florence, and the occupation

together various characters who appear on other rooftops in the city.

of the rooftops. In Venice, a group of students and researchers got onto

If on the one hand Mabel Palacín’s work proceeds from speculation about

the roof of the Palazzo di Bianca Cappello, the headquarters of the Euro-

the status of the image in terms of the unification of multimedia and

Asian Studies Department of the Università Ca’ Foscari overlooking the

the new means of capturing and distributing that affect its composition

Grand Canal. In Pisa, they occupied the roof of the Università Morgagni

by the collective, in 180˚ she highlights the political dimension of the

campus buildings and, in Ancona, the Engineering Faculty roof.

collective phenomenon.

The student rooftop demonstrations in different Italian cities, Venice

The anonymous collectivity demonstrating on the rooftops in Italian

included, have something in common with Mabel Palacín’s 180˚ project.

cities is the same one that sends images from Tahrir Square usingsocial

sur l’autoroute, 1998

sur l’autoroute, 1998
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networks or influences the course of a TV plot with its speculations. In

term: the mass) in the face of political power: “While political power

El animal público, the anthropologist Manuel Delgado refers to this

concerns itself with the remote, the project, the perfect, the mass

collectivity, and to the anonymous passer-by we all are, enumerating the

concerns itself with the everyday, the structurally anomalous. Because it

spaces in which “the public animal” shows itself: “It is true that he has

renounces purpose and functions like a meeting of shifting particles, the

been seen marching past in rank, simulating submission of all kinds,

crowd constitutes a community of anomic beings--that is, components

adulating en masse the powerful, but his tendency to rebel is known, by

that move on the fringes of any kind of organicity.” In this sense, the

means of abstention, disobedience, desertion or revolt. Therefore it is

occupation of the rooftops during the demonstrations, and the fact

against him, against that unknown individual without number, that cities

that in 180˚ they appear as vanishing points, alludes to a structure

are bombarded and car bombs planted. Who came under fire in the hills

that opposes established political control. The rooftops present a new

of Sarajevo? Men who were just there, going about their business. This

vision of the city and of the urban. This means another way of looking,

faceless being is the hero of the most unlikely exploits. He has been seen

displacing viewpoints and, once again, dislocating the way in which we

digging trenches in Madrid, shooting at the Germans in Paris, running

see. The gazes that intersect from the viewpoints situated in the main

to air raid shelters in London, conspiring in Algiers, resisting in Grozny.

building that 180˚ has taken as its subject indicate lines of union in the

The whole world could see this figure, alone, standing before a column of

collective realm, which are superimposed on established organicity. And,

tanks, shopping bags in hand, on an avenue in Peking.”

in fact, within the logic of 180˚, the characters who have climbed on to
the rooftops stand in opposition to the characters who appear at ground

The collectivity articulates the public domain—a public space that, in the

level, isolated and uncommunicated.

contemporary world, is supremely urban. Perhaps because there is no
other. The writer J.G. Ballard has shown how even that which is seemingly

*

*

*

external to the urban also configures it; motorways, for instance, are
no more than extensions of the cities that integrate the rural into their

Occupying the rooftops of Italian cities was one of the ways used by

network. And so the rural has disappeared or exists only as an extension of

the population to demonstrate against political organicity, a way for

urban consumption, the maximum expression of which is rural tourism.

the collective to reappropriate the public realm in order to make its

It should therefore come as no surprise to see the insistence on roads and

voice heard. In contrast to the structural organicity of the urban, which

motorways in some of Mabel Palacín’s works, or on the boundaries of the

established power attempts to impose (such as the Parisian layout

urban in pieces like Hinterland.

of boulevards planned by Haussmann as a means of controlling the
population), and in contrast to the addiction to the concrete that it

Again, in El animal público Manuel Delgado insists on the anomalous

displays (Manuel Delgado speaks of the project and of the perfect), the

structure of the collective (although he uses a more anthropological

rooftop presents a view over the city and allows another way of looking,
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something like a clearer, more active vision that contrasts with the lack of
the perspective of the characters who are at ground level in 180˚.
As the camera travels over the building that appears in the wide vista of
Venice photographed in 180˚, it portrays the interiors that are intuited
through the windows. It is an eminently urban building which, judging by
what is glimpsed through the windows, is occupied by the same disparity
of profiles that form the collectivity of a city. This disparity is similar to
that of the characters who appear on the pavements (a businesswoman,
an Asian girl, a young man). Inside the building, however, there is
nobody. At times, the windows seem like inanimate still lifes (with fruit
or the remains of a breakfast), at others like study spaces, with references
to time like a clock on a wall (an image of stopped time described by
a moving camera). As we have seen, this absence of individuals on the
inside contrasts with their presence on the outside. Obviously, this
difference reveals the distance between the space of the private and
that of the public. While the space of the private remains inaccessible,
closed and inanimate, that of the public is active. It is the space where
the collective is constructed, where politics as polis, as the origin of the
urban, takes place.
By distinguishing between public and private, and by referring to rooftop
demonstrations as an expression of organicity in the collective, 180˚
proclaimsaction and organization on the part of the citizenry as political
forms. The context of Venice is not just the setting for the piece—the
latter alludes to the whole of Italy as a space of political conflict between
established power and citizenry, a space that can, in turn, be understood
globally. In 180˚, they merge and intertwine rhizomatically: reflection
on the status of the image in its medial, distributive multiplicity; an
hinterland, 2009
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affirmation of the collective as a structure of the urban, and the political

the biennial itself participates in by making this historic city the site of

reclamation of collectivity. The underlying issue, then, is the conflict that

contemporary cultural production.

in our society sets political power against its loss of representativity of
the collective. The revolution of the cameras recording everything that

The dialogue or tension that the biennial fosters was an explicit object

happened in Tahrir Square, distributing images in real time, or the

of reflection in 1979 when Aldo Rossi presented the project Il Teatro del

mass organizing itself through social networks is the tip of the iceberg

Mondo in the Architecture and Theatre Biennale. This project consisted

of a global phenomenon that looms and threatens, by means of another

of a theatre set up on a boat that sailed through the city. Rossi emphasized

type of organicity (on the rooftops), the false stability of the structure at

the tension between past and present that the city imposesHe revealed

ground level.

its stage-like quality, in which the relations between spectator or public
and work were disrupted: a theatre that sailed around Venice being the

*

*

*

actual stage in a city-cum-stage in which everyone is an actor; a boat that
was a building; an architectural project, and a contemporary project that

The building that appears in the view of Venice in 180˚ is inhabited,

reflected on the history of the city and its relationship with theatre.

although empty. The rooftops, conversely, not only of this building but
also of those appearing in the other videos of the project, are occupied

This city-as-stage quality, in which the relationships between spectator

by people. In Venice, the rooftops are particular. On the roofs of most

and work are disrupted, is present in 180˚. In the first place, the city

buildings there are balconies or terraces, sometimes accessible via

is the setting for a series of photographs and videos and, secondly, the

a window. They are called altanas and present a different view of the

title of the project gives notice of the conventional nature marking the

city. In 180˚, the altanas are at once a reference to an idiosyncratic

relationship between work and spectator: situated facing a scene, facing

traditional construction of Venice and evoke the rooftops as a place for

the action, facing a stage.

demonstration and protest. Both references prompt a dialogue between
tradition or history and contemporaneity.

180˚ also incorporates the dialogue between history and contemporaneity
when alluding to another of the forms taken by protests against the

The dialogue between history and contemporaneity forms part of the

Gelmini Decree: the taking of monuments in different cities. The altanas

city of Venice itself: an extraordinarily well-conserved space, seemingly

on which some of the characters appear are constructions typical of Venice

anchored in history; and, at the same time, an active, inhabited city,

as a monumental city. They are occupied in the same way monuments

not only because of the economy tourism generates but also due to

were during the demonstrations in Italy. While the occupation of the

the university and the activities of the Venice Biennale Foundation

rooftops represented reclaiming the collective tissue that organizes

(architecture, film, dance and art). 180˚ also highlights the dialogue

the urban realm, the occupation of monuments was about reclaiming
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the window itself as a reference to visual culture. The window as a visual
code in representation since the invention of perspective is empty here;
everything takes place outside, suggesting that the imaginary line traced
by the 180-degree axis has been crossed. And, lastly, the panoramic view
of Venice also refers to a pictorial genre developed unstintingly in Venice:
the veduta.
Vedute evolved as a pictorial genre in Venice during the Settecento, the
eighteenth century,as a particular variation of landscape painting that
reproduced panoramic views of Venice. As a matter of fact, vedute
contributed to the internationalization of the image of Venice as a city
of trade and exchange or of travel. Vedute were precursors of the image
of Venice as a postcard city. They present the city as a stage (Rossi’s
la distancia correcta, 2003

Il Teatro del Mondo was a reference to this) on which the inhabitants
appear as actors, like the ground-level characters of 180˚, who appear in
a contemporary panoramic view of Venice.

public spaces and property. Reappropriating monuments in Italy (the
country with the highest percentage of cultural heritage in the world)

180˚ presents a panoramic view of the city, putting forward an idea of

is a political act: it shows that what is also at stake in the confrontation

the urban. Ssimultaneously it affirms and denies the image of Venice as

between the collective realm and established power is shared memory

a postcard: the view refers to vedute, and the city appears as a stage, but

and history itself. Citizens who live in a society perforated by images,

the main building is Stile Liberty; the characters are actors on a stage

in which these are transcribed in the tissue of the real, in which they

but at the same time they are individualized in the detail provided by the

are at once transmitters and receivers, reclaim public space not just as

camera; Venice is a stage and yet it affirms the urban.

contemporaneity, but also as memory, as history.
*

*

*

Beyond the altanas and Venice itself as the subject of 180˚, the project
is suffused with a dialogue between history and contemporaneity: the

Sur l’autoroute began with a camera inside a car that was advancing

still lifes or interiors, the libraries and collections of photographs that

towards a screen. The camera focussed on the screen and finally encircled

appear through the detailed filming of the wide vista at the windows; or

it, showing a device that made a shadow play on it. The video from 1998
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announces an interweaving of reality and image that is present throughout

narratives that Paul Ricoeur analysed have been nullified. They do not

Mabel Palacín’s work. It also serves to decipher the mechanism that

correspond to the disabled distinction between transmitter and receiver,

constructs the fiction; it shows the reverse side of the screen.

to the nullified distance between reality and representation, or to the fact
that images no longer represent but are interwoven with reality.

Fiction is on the other side to reality, however. One of the insistent
features in the works of Mabel Palacín is the status of images in the

The narrative issue, the fact of explaining stories, that they are generated

construction of reality, as they appear linked into the tissue of reality.

through or on the basis of images, has been a constant in this tour of

By dissolving their supposedly representational quality, which set apart

the works of Mabel Palacín. And, obviously, it is present in the 180˚

image and reality, their fictional identity also disappears.

project. As in Hinterland, the camera covers a broad photographed vista,
highlighting details that in the general panoramic view go unnoticed.

In Narrativité, Phénoménologie et Herméneutique Paul Ricoeur explains

This tour gives rise to links that are contained in the actual image . The

that there is a “major dichotomy that divides the narrative field, on the

videos that act as sightlines from the main building over the altanas of

one hand, narratives that have a claim to truth which can be compared

Venice also configure a narrative that, as in Unbalanced and in 6’’, is

with the descriptive discourses used in the sciences—here I refer to

marked by communication between characters.

history and literary genres related to biography and autobiography—and,
on the other, fictional narratives like the epic, the play, the story and the

In its generation of micro-narratives, micro-histories and various fictions,

novel, or indeed narrative modes that use a means other than language:

the work of Mabel Palacín goes back to the context of popular culture that

film, for instance, and perhaps painting and other visual arts”. Narrativity

it echoes. Over and above the theoretical complexity, dichotomies and

is the quality of the narrative that determines its distance from writing or

multiple layers that she develops in her works, which this text attempts

non-narrative languages by means of a series of conventions: a narrative

to reproduce, the oeuvre posits a language of recognizable images whose

voice, a setting, the evolution of a situation, a chronology of events, etc.

visual codes are taken on board by the spectator and which, as a product

In Unbalanced, one of the rules of cinema (the match cut) was respected,

of the pop culture to which it is indebted, exert a visual fascination that

while others were foregone. The question is, then, how is it possible to

matches the communicational and narrative nature of the image at the

construct a narration by foregoing the conventions that make it possible?

present time.

Perhaps because, once again, it is a question of the image, of its capacity to
configure itself as a language and of a leap in which the spectator occupies

*

*

*

the narrative voice and configures it. In a context in which the dividing
lines between creator and spectator, and between the represented and

If the image is central to contemporaneity due to its deployment,

the representation, have disappeared, the difference between the various

democratization, multimedia state, global distribution and communicational

para m. (crash), 1998
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nature, then art, which historically has been the space responsible for
developing visual codes, over and above other discourses, , can today be the
prime forum for a discussion of their status and implications, and suggesting
proposals in a collective setting with far-reaching repercussions for the
configuration of reality.
180˚ is an attempt on the part of art to reclaim this tension and discussion.
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hinterland, 2009
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