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Cityscapes on a
(very) small scale:
Hans Op de Beeck’s
video installation
at the Hirshhorn
is unapologetically
amateurish. page £8
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Conceptual artists have a ma-
jor problem: They swrive to get
people thinking about certain
ideas, but art about ideas is often
dry and joyless. Who wants the
visual equivalent of & sociology
lecture? We want to learn, but we
alsowant tobe dazzled by virtuos-
ity, emotionally maved, or at least
amzsed.

A Belgian artist's video at the
Hirshhorn Museum — the latest
in its "Black Box™ exhibitions of
new-media works from around
the world — seeks a middle
ground. It takes an intellectual
and philosophical point and dra-
matizes it in & mildly diverting
way. The concept has to do with
how images that we take for
granted in movies, TV shows and
ather media are for the most part
artificial constructions, yet we
treat them as if they were real
This is well-traveled terrain, not
only for concepiual artists but for

“It's
enchantment
that beckons
the viewer's
imagination,”

= Kally Gerdan, 1he Hirshhaom
curator ovenseeing the "Black Box®
pengram

everyone from French phileso-
phers to Hollywood. It would take
some gerious talent to break new
ground here. “Staging Silence”
(20080 by Hans Op de Besck
doesn't get there, but it providesa
Ppleasant entertainment,

The 22-minute black-and-
white projection shows a series of
dollhouse-size sets being con-
structed and taken apart by arms
and hands that enter the camera
frame from the sides, The model
builders — the artist and his stu-
dio agfistant — take tams placing
thermos bottles, stacks of glass
ashtrays, books and other objects
inte the frame, then they add a
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row of miniature slectric girest-
lamps, dim the room lights and
suddenly — “magically” — the
scene resembles o city at night.

Op de Beeck, 41, is underlining
the artifice of it all, making fun of
our tendency to read the setups as
real places. Indeed, his jury-
rigged renderings have a do-it-
yourself quality reminiscent of
high school science or theater
prajects. (Had he wanted mone
precize renderings of buildings
and landscapes, he could have
hired architectaral model makers
or model-train enthusiasts.) His
cinematography also is radimen-
tary: The camern remains sta-
thonary as the action unfolds, and
the only editing consists of dis-
solves that connect one shotl o
the next.

Fiece by piece, the components
come together 1o make about &
dozen soenarios, including 2 pro-
scenium stage, & formal garden, an
office, an arport waiting area, a
hespital ward and so on. Throagh-
aist there i a melodramatic mood
that mimics the loneliness and
foreboding of film noir and the
otherworbdly shtick of David
Lynch or Stephen King. Many of
the images suggest settings from
classic films — the garden scene
reminded me of “Last Year at
Marienbad” and a barren heath
brought to mind “Frankenstein™
ar "Great Expectations.” But there
are oo characters — no figures or
movement at all other than the
manipulating hands, modulating
light and cecasional drifts of fog-
like cigarette smoke.

Op de Beeck, an artist better
known in Europe than in the
United States, where he has
shown only sporadically in New
York galleries, has explored this
somber nocturnal territory in
various media. In addition to vid-
eos, he makes accomplished
black-and-white watercalors
mainly of bleak scenes similar to
those in “Staging Silence.”

He also writes shory storbes,
such as one that he used as the
voice-over of a darkling video, in
which the narrator empathizes
with a friend who has commimed
subcide.

In “Staging Silence” however,
the melancholy is relieved by hu-
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SCEMES OF SILENCE: Hans Op de Beeck's black-and-while video at the Hirshhorn Muzseum shows a
series of dollhouse-siae sets being constructed by hands thatl enter the camera frame from the sides.
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ly as artilice, created as you walch

mar. In the garden scene, for
examphe, a fountain placed in the
foreground is activated with wa-
ter poured from a pitcher. Later
what looks like a multi-story pal-
ace 15 revealed o be a cake when
the artist cuts owt slices and puts
them on plates. The audience
titters with delight

Drespite b2 overt amateurism —
perhaps, in part, becanse of 1 —
there is something engaging
about the continuous transfor-
matkon A8 $215 are created and
dismantled, It's enjovable 1o eval-
wate how well aach image fools
the eye, and every time a scene
conbesces there (5 a kind of “ta-da”
fament.

And & niee touch is the accom-
panying clectronic music com-
posed and performed by Serge
Lacroix, This scundscape, which
was inspired by the images, starts
with a few isolated tones that
increage in number, building in
complexity and layers much as the
sels come together part by part
The drifting soundtrack creates an
atmasphere of tinkéring and me-
andering that anlmates and en-
hartes the viewing experience.

But “Staging Silence” iz not 2
work of deeply moving senti-
ment; nor is it trenchant exami-
nation of the changing nature of
human perception and EXE
ence in the cinematic or digital
age. The wvideos child-friendly
dabbling with big ideas can seem
clovingly cute.

“Isenchantment that beckons
the viewer® imagination” sayvs
Eelly Gordon, the Hirshhorn cu-
rator who has overseen the “Black
Box™ program ince it began in
2005, That's about right. Op de
Beeck may have more than low-
watlage cntertainment in mind,
but “Staging Silence” stll re-
mains littbe more than a soothing,
innocuous diversion.
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