Pierre Huyghe 

Streamside Day 

‘Behold this gateway, it has two aspects. Two paths come together here: no one has ever reached their end. This long lane behind us: it goes on for an eternity. And that long lane ahead of us - that is another eternity. They are in opposition to one another, these paths; they are but on one another: and it is here at this gateway that they come together. The name of the gateway is written above it: Moment’ 

Friedrich Nietzsche, 'Thus Spake Zarathustra

The very notion of time is manifold. It has many meanings and interpretations. Time, then, for Nietzsche, is far from a straightforward pathway. It does not go forward uniformly in one direction. It seems to double-back quite randomly. The distinctions ordinarily drawn between the past, present and future seem less certain. These categories are, after all, composed of moments that are destined to return again and again. Similarly, the French artist Pierre Huyghe sees time as a series of moments that can be actively manipulated to challenge the relationship between the past, the present, and the future. Huyghe has gained international prominence for his extraordinary works that explore the convergence of time, reality and fiction, memory and history, and their relationship to modes of cultural production. 

This is the first presentation in Ireland of the film Streamside Day by Pierre Huyghe. The work was originally commissioned by the DIA Centre for the Arts, New York, in 2003. Huyghe innovatively incorporates a range of media, as diverse as public interventions, pamphlets, film, cinematic remakes and photography; all of which are interventions of narrative structures, which investigate the interpretation of collective and individual identities.  Streamside Day opens with scenes from an Edenic landscape and traces the formation of a burgeoning community located hypothetically in the Hudson Valley, USA. The first section of this rural idyll could be viewed as a wildlife documentary as we see flashes of nature; a deer with its young fawn set amongst the green pastures. These images slowly dissolve into a Disneyesque fable as the young fawn is seen in poses reminiscent of the character Bambi. As we trace the fawn’s growth, in parallel we follow a family migrating to their new home, the urban housing development that will eventually supplant this natural environment.  Describing the background to this project, Pierre Huyghe says, "We are in the year 01, the beginning of a story which you are already a part of. Between the mountains and the bank of the Hudson River, a village is forming in the forest. Families are moving in, construction of streets and houses is almost complete, gardens are growing, and soon the playgrounds will be filled.” Ultimately, the film is underpinned by the components of environment, migration and spectacle. Guy Debord, author of Society of the Spectacle, comments that the medium of cinema is ‘historical examination, theory, essay and memories’ Huyghe work is replete with all of these elements.


This work exposes the role of emblematic systems, the rituals and traditions from American culture. At the core of the film is the processes of understanding the privatisation that will eventually become a planned middle-class milieu.  The work builds up towards an actual event - the Streamside Day neighbourhood festival. The celebration takes the form of a kitsch suburban parade complete with a birthday cake to mark the anniversary of the birth of this ‘community’ which is still under construction. As with any ‘typical’ parade we see an opening speech by the local mayor, fireworks, children dressed up as animals, and of course, the obligatory band playing,  all of which was organised by Huyghe in the nascent residential development that served as the prototype for his fictional construct, Streamside Day. Huyghe then carefully ‘exposes the double edge of American ‘communities’ - that they are, often, as much the recognition of marketing concepts as they are the building blocks of a public sphere
’ He then intermixes images of pastures with the lost deer, wandering the asphalt roads of suburbia, as the land is taken over by the construction.  We watch uncomfortably as the festival and urban planning unfolds before us. Is Huyghe’s pseudo-anthropological study more than an immense social accumulation of spectacles?

Huyghe proffers these multifold references within the film by providing a diverse range of cultural representations; from nineteenth century utopian social projects, Hollywood films, Disney animation to romantic landscape painting. All are elegantly intertwined in the film. Importantly, Huyghe also integrates the architecture of the exhibition as a metaphor for the subversion of the exhibition space itself. This was seen at the inaugural showing of Streamside Day Follies at DIA, New York, 2003. ‘Follies’ refers to an installation designed by Huyghe in which the single channeled projection of the film only starts after five supplementary iridescent walls have slowly moved across the gallery space to configure a temporary tent-like enclosure. 

At the end of the film, the pavilion disassembled itself as the walls retracted to their original positions along the perimeter of the space.  Huyghe’s shimmering; video sculpture subtly makes the fundamental link between the actual crossing of the space and moving through real time. When stationed against the gallery wall, each temporary wall concealed a small mural painting applied directly to the institutional fabric, mapping the locale of a new residential settlement, where the film is set. The exhibition at IMMA will also include a site-specific wall drawing.  

In the wake of Conceptual art that began in the 1960s, artists such as Marcel Broodthaers, Joseph Kosuth, Joan Jonas, and Hans Haacke radically redefined the question of art’s context and the analysis of production and the mechanisms of display. Where as Jonas, within her pioneering works, established a gendered position, Huyghe continues the conceptual tradition but also subverts the use of video as counter spectacle. Since the early '90s, artists as Douglas Gordon, Matthew Barney and Shirin Neshat have gravitated toward the dense potentialities of film; the technological and ideological aspects of film production. The effect of this is rise in installations that are hybrids of both video and film. Streamside Day is highly significant because Huyghe pushes the boundaries even further as it ‘spans the antinomies of closed circuit video and video projection and therefore offers an opportunity to evaluate the current status and potential of video sculpture
’

Huyghe's art inhabits a precarious position between the impossibility of separating lived experience from our representations of it. Huyghe's work jumps to and fro, between "real life" and celluloid visions, between the everyday and the imagined, Huyghe may have been influenced by Situationist International. This was a European movement (1957-72) The journal Internationale Situationniste defined ‘situationist’ as "having to do with the theory or practical activity of constructing situations”. This  Situationist element is evident in Chantier Barbés-Rochechouart billboard, Paris 1994. Here Huyghe illegally constructed and placed billboards displaying workers at construction sites. These billboards were unspectacular and unglamorous; they showed a snapshot of everyday life at that site, an antidote to the false promises of the advertising industry?  Huyghe also superimposed two realities: the real - the construction in progress - and the recorded simulacrum - the blown-up image. Huyghe playfully deconstructs the medium and message of advertising, as does the sign illustrating the activities at the building site.
Throughout Pierre Huyghe’s work there is collaborative element in his practice. Artists that have collaborated with Huyghe have included Liam Gillick, Philippe Parreno, and Dominique Gonzalez-Foerster. An example of this is For One Million Kingdoms, 2001, a collaboration with Parreno. They took inspiration from the Japanese cult comic books known as ‘manga’. This led to the collaborative project No Ghost Just a Shell. 1999-2003, the title of which was inspired by the classic Japanese animated film Ghost in the Shell, 1995. For this collaboration, Huyghe and Parreno purchased the exclusive rights to a generic character for a peppercorn fee from a Japanese film company. They named their female character "Annlee." For the next stage, Huyghe and Parreno asked numerous artists to join them in creating works based on Annlee. Huyghe explains this collaborative project: "Several artists used this character from the fiction market, this sign [Annlee]. So in a way what is singular about the sign is its plurality. It is a polyphonic work. And then we decided after two or three years to remove this sign from representation by giving the character itself—the sign itself—the rights. So it is out of representation and off the market." 

Huyghe poetically articulates the perplexing and provocative mergers of different levels of reality. His recent works could be explored as a literal site of transformation; as the dichotomy between fact and fiction, between the artwork and the origin, so that it is constantly revisited. Third Memory, 2000 explores this continuous revisiting.  It consists of a dual-screen projection based on the highly publicised real life bank robbery in Brooklyn, 1972. The thief, John Wojtowicz, wanted to rob a bank to help his lover, Ernest Aron, fund a sex-change operation. The robbery was duly made into a Hollywood film, namely Sidney Lumet's 1975 film, Dog Day Afternoon, with Al Pacino as Wojtowicz. Huyghe asked Wojtowicz to star in the reconstruction of the robbery. Thus, the "third" memory is a re-enactment of several scenes from the real robbery and symbolically, the event is performed and translated for the third time as it traverses fiction and nonfiction. Huyghe skillfully interweaves different temporalities all interconnected conceptually and visually with issues of memory and identity.  

Les Grands Ensembles, 1994–2001, is another example of past and present realities colliding. The "grand ensemble" was a prototype for mass housing, similar to those constructed in Paris in the 1960s and 1970s, and based on postwar utopian ideals of universal housing for low income workers..  The work consists of two screens side by side with the projected image showing two isolated and eerie models of high-rise buildings surrounded by a fog. Though the buildings were intended to be temporary structures, they still defiantly exist. As the fog starts to clear, so the tension in the work starts to build. The lights inside the towers start to flicker on and off and as the buildings come to life, the anthropomorphic qualities are enhanced by a soundtrack of pulsating beats that are in symbiosis with the lights as if to suggest breathing, crossing the threshold between the hyper-real and the real. Huyghe breathtakingly captures the magnificence of the original utopian ideology.

Ultimately, Pierre Huyghe mediates the spectacle of life through memory, both as fact and fiction. Similarly the film director Pier Paolo Pasolini comments on his own practice as ‘writing with reality’. Huyghe’s series of exhibitions, projects and interventions, from imageless films, cinematic remakes, or construction-site billboards are all, he states, ‘connective images’, where he deciphers our systems of social exchange. Streamside Day could be read as a contemporary fable, superimposed with multiple realities. Yet, one thing that is certain, is that Pierre Huyghe chooses to convey multiple and subjective reinterpretations of the incidents and images that expose reality, and in doing so, shape our very existence.
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