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“Our fine arts were developed, their types and uses were established, in times very 

different from the present, by men whose power of action upon things was 

insignificant in comparison with ours. But the amazing growth of our techniques, the 

adaptability and precision they have attained, the ideas and habits they are creating, 

make it a certainty that profound changes are impending in the ancient craft of The 

Beautiful. In all the arts there is a physical component which can no longer be 

considered or treated as it used to be, which cannot remain unaffected by our 

modern knowledge and power. For the last twenty years neither matter nor space 

nor time has been what it was from time immemorial. We must expect great 

innovations to transform the entire technique of the arts, thereby affecting artistic 

invention itself and perhaps even bringing about an amazing change in our very 

notion of art.” 

—Paul Valéry, Pièces sur L’art (, La Conquête de l’ubiquité) 

 
Valéry wrote this in the third decade of the last century, at a time when the new was 

welcomed and the old categorically rejected. About thirty years later, during a 

television interview recorded in 1966, the renowned French film director Jean Renoir 

made a striking comparison between film-making and medieval tapestries. He said 

he missed the grain of old film stock, the tonal quality of older film stock no longer in 

production. To summarize, Renoir argues that technical perfection results in 

ugliness. Thus, the Bayeux Tapestries are beautiful because of their primitive nature, 

not in spite of, but indeed, because of their imperfection. In the centuries that 

followed, when the technique for making tapestries improved, the aesthetic quality of 

the tapestries instead declined greatly. 



 
“It sometimes makes me wonder whether man’s gift for beauty isn’t in spite of 

himself. His intelligence — what a devastating force! Intelligence is terrible. It makes 

us do stupid things. What if intelligence pushes us towards ugliness? What if 

intelligence makes us slaves, admirers of all that is ugly? What if our tendency to 

imitate nature is simply a tendency towards ugliness? The things we choose to 

imitate in nature aren’t the most beautiful. I wonder whether in primitive times all 

objects, not just art, were beautiful. It’s a disturbing question.” – Jean Renoir 

 
Whilst not disregarding the subject matter my cameras scrutinize, study and survey 

for this piece, I also wish to focus onconcentrate upon the question of medium – on 

the specific character of film and of video – media I have been working with for so 

many years.  

 
In English I find ‘medium’ a difficult term to handle. The word ‘medium’ suggests the 

in-between. Is this the interface between me and my audience and between concept 

and end result? In a nineteenth-century séance a medium is the person who can 

supposedly intermediate between this world and spirits from the ‘other’ world. To my 

mind, this far-fetched connotation gives the word hints of trickery and falsehood. And 

the plural term ‘media’ bears the terrible weight of all the world’s current-day, 

omnipresent press and telecommunications. In Dutch we use the more down-to-

earth word ‘drager’, which translated literally means quite simply ‘carrier’. I prefer this 

word; it implies both movement and work. An artist’s idea and intention is transported 

across and through the artwork’s carrier. The carrier is a trusted ferry boat diligently 

rowing back and forth from the other side of the river, from my side to yours.  

 
Of course, most of the time the medium employed is rendered invisible. We look 

through it, because we look only at what it portrays. Like a good servant it should 

never be obtrusive, it must never thrust itself into the foreground of perception. The 



hierarchy is clear: the carrier underneath supports the image above. But any image 

is surely dependent upon its carrier; content would be non-existent without its form. 

And surely this is where art resides. Art is the in-between; suspended, floating or 

sandwiched in between the intention and the reception, between the physical and 

the spiritual, the ubiquitous and the sublime. 

 
There is another Dutch word which aides my thinking in this respect. When we speak 

of how a medium records or translates the world around us we speak of the 

‘optekening’, of how it is drawn. This reminds me of the etymology of the words 

‘photography’ and ‘cinematography’, drawing or writing with light and with movement. 

I am trying with this piece to point towards the ‘vluchtigheid van de optekening’ – the 

fleetingness of these filmed registrations. I sometimes feel that in the contemporary it 

is transitoriness itself which becomes eternalized. In one sense the media are 

disappearing even while we are watching or looking. I am reminded here of a scene 

from Fellini’s Roma.: Digging for the subway has laid thousand year old murals bare. 

But once exposed to sunlight and air, the wall paintings fade from sight right before 

the archeologists’ eyes. 

 
II 

 
Lists or inventories can be tedious or stupid, but they can also be enlightening. I 

made my first film as a student in 1989. It was a ten- minute film shot on Super8. 

Since then I have made works using the following media: U-matic (3/4-inch 

broadband), VHS, S-VHS, Laserdisc, Video8, Hi8, 16mm, 35mm, miniDV, DVD, 

Betacam SP, HDV, Digital Betacam, Super16, HD Betacam, XDCam, HDCam, HD, 

2K digital, 4K digital. Most of these moves to a new medium and an even newer 

camera were not voluntary on my part. Planned redundancy in the technical 

industries is a powerful thing. Many of these media have almost ceased to exist. I will 



not bore you with the even longer list of cameras I have used, nor with the list of 

monitors and projectors used to present the work once it has been completed. 

 
By choosing to make time-based art and to work with audiovisual media, I am 

condemned, so it would seem, to the transitory. This is endemic of our contemporary 

life. As Charles Baudelaire wrote in The Painter of Modern Life: “By modernity I 

mean the transitory, the fugitive, the contingent which make up one half of art, the 

other being the eternal and the immutable.” I can try to escape into a timeless space, 

into a less temporary zone. But whether I will succeed only time can tell. 

 
Almost a century ago, cinema was hailed as the art most appropriate for the 

contemporary era we live in. Walter Benjamin wrote: 

 
“Magician and surgeon compare to painter and cameraman. The painter maintains in 

his work a natural distance from reality, the cameraman penetrates deeply into its 

web. There is a tremendous difference between the pictures they obtain. That of the 

painter is a total one, that of the cameraman consists of multiple fragments which are 

assembled under a new law. Thus, for contemporary man the representation of 

reality by the film is incomparably more significant than that of the painter, since it 

offers, precisely because of the thorough going permeation of reality with mechanical 

equipment, an aspect of reality which is free of all equipment. And that is what one is 

entitled to ask offrom a work of art.” 

The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction, 1935 

 
While I cannot agree with Walter Benjamin as regards the redundancy of painting, I 

do feel that he rightly asked the question of how mechanical reproduction has 

changed the meaning of art. Indeed I feel that the question of how media have 

changed the way we perceive and understand art is yet to be adequately dealt with 

by art historians. Perhaps the dilemma is not so much a problem of l’art pour l’art, 



but – as Hans Belting has so eloquently argued – one of l’histoire de l’art pour 

l’histoire de l’art. But this hiatus offers me chances, poses questions and puzzles for 

me to mull over. Attempts to tackle such questions can occupy me for years to come. 

 
“By close-ups of the things around us, by focusing on hidden details of familiar 

objects, by exploring common-place milieus under the ingenious guidance of the 

camera, the film, on the one hand, extends our comprehension of the necessities 

which rule our lives; on the other hand, it manages to assure us of an immense and 

unexpected field of action. Our taverns and our metropolitan streets, our offices and 

furnished rooms, our railroad stations and our factories appeared to have us locked 

up hopelessly. Then came the film and burst this prison-world asunder by the 

dynamite of the tenth of a second, so that now, in the midst of its far-flung ruins and 

debris, we calmly and adventurously go traveling.” 

Walter Benjamin, The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction, 1935 

 
Personally I can both agree and disagree with the opinions of those such as Renoir 

and Baudelaire. If I have learned anything from filming ‘Inventory’ on six different 

cameras it is that all media are faulty, and yet each has its own intrinsic beauty. Each 

camera has its own look and produces shots in a style all its own, each is far from 

perfect, some have more charm than others. But most definitely all are translations, 

none represent reality – what my eye can see as I have seen it. And yet in my own 

work as an artist, it is the translations that I must make do with, which I therefore 

welcome and embrace.  

 
“I never arrived at the translation I would have liked to do of poem 101 [an elegy by 

Catullus, ca. 84 – ca. 54 BC]. But over the years of working at it, I came to think of 

translating as a room, not exactly an unknown room, where one gropes for the light 

switch.” – Anne Carson, Nox, 2010 

 



 
III 

 
The Museum. The Collection. The two are inextricably interwoven and 

interdependent. In my work as an artist I am also an exhibition maker and am indeed 

dependent upon both. Exactly how I present this new piece is something which will 

take definite shape when I am installing in the museum, in the space itself. I take 

pride in my exhibition making; I like to think that I am good at it. I plan, sketch and 

devise all my exhibitions. Recently I have been experimenting even more radically 

with the exhibition as concept and as form, with modes of presentation and exhibition 

design. And always, right from the start, I have been responding to the architectural 

environment: to the rooms, walls, spaces and constellations I have been asked to 

work within. 

 
So now, I find myself dreaming about and preparing for a solo exhibition in the most 

challenging museum architecture I have encountered to date. The MAXXI swings 

and slopes and slides. The architecture leaves one dizzy and dazed, but as Carlos 

Basualdo said to me on my first visit to the museum, “She never crashes you.” I 

applaud that such a building has been built in Rome of all places. But at times I do 

feel that I must don boxing gloves and engage in playful combat with Zaha Hadid, 

the building’s esteemed architect.  

 
Of course, the public museum is a relatively new invention, it has been with us some 

two hundred years. (Incidentally, the words ‘inventory’ and ‘invention’ have the same 

Latin root, i.e. ‘to find,’, ‘to come upon’.) The Louvre, originally a royal palace and 

then an academy, opened its doors to the public on the weekends as the Museum 

Central des Arts in 1793. Sir John Soane’s Museum, the location where I filmed 

Inventory, prides itself as the first ever public gallery for contemporary paintings. Sir 

John transformed the rooms of his home into a public museum in order to house his 



extensive private collection. He received visitors to his museum from the early 1820s 

onwards. Indeed, a unique time capsule, it is still open to the public and remains 

essentially unchanged to this day. 

 
Sir John Soane was an architect in the Neoclassical age; a time when idealists 

believed that art could improve mankind. Neoclassicism strived for clear, straight 

lines and proportions. This clarity of form, so one nobly thought, could rub off on a 

building’s inhabitants. Ironically, Soane’s Museum feels to me like its antithesis. 

These rooms are surprisingly small and tight. The place is narrow and crowded like a 

rabbit’s warren. And the hanging of the collection is very curious and highly 

debatable. The owner’s loneliness and preoccupation with death speak to me from 

almost every room. 

 
Without exception museums initially started out as private collections. Why collect? 

Why surround oneself with dead, inanimate objects? This question has occupied me 

repeatedly, and I'm not sure that I have found a satisfactory answer. But maybe I 

should engage in more discussions with living collectors to find out. 

 
IV 

 
“Except for extremely rare cases of collections that contain all objects of a certain 

type, a collection is always open and could always be increased with the addition of 

some other element; especially if the collection is based, as was the case with 

Roman patricians, medieval lords, or modern galleries and museums, on a taste for 

accumulation and increase ad infinitum.” – Umberto Eco, The Infinity of Lists 

 
All collections must be by nature arbitrary, inconsequent, as idiosyncratic as their 

owners. As Umberto Eco continues, “Save for highly specialized cases, collections 

always verge on the incongruous. A space traveller unaware of our concept of art 



would wonder why the Louvre contains trifles in common use such as vases, plates, 

or salt cellars, icons of a goddess such as the Venus de Milo, representations of 

landscapes, portraits of normal people, grave gods and mummies, portrayals of 

monstruous creatures, objects of worship, images of human beings suffering torture, 

accounts of battles, nudes calculated to arouse sexual attraction and even 

archeological finds.” With this summary he could in fact be describing Soane’s 

collection, too.  

 
After reading Eco’s wonderful and dizzying list of lists, both literary and artistic, I was 

encouraged for the first time to consider and categorize my own works into those 

consisting of one single image, those with a narrative and those which are comprised 

of a list, a catalogue. Of course Eco, too, is a great fan of lists. He also taught me 

also that a painting can be a list, a visible catalogue which sometimes stretches 

beyond the boundaries of its frame. Although it sounds paradoxical, lists can very 

regularly point to the infinite. So a list or an inventory is also a desire to get to the 

uncharted, to unravel the secrets of the universe, man-made or otherwise. But this 

all sounds rather high and mighty, even if it is attractive in its ambition. Lists are also 

a very simple manifestation of one’s desire to order and to control, while 

acknowledging all along two universal rules, that whenever possible, destiny will take 

the path of the least resistance, and that chaos is inherent in all that surrounds us. 

 
Fiona Tan 
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