























































































































Jeanne Finley, John Muse and Tommy Becker

The Non-Fiction Imagination:
A Dialogue between Two Installation Works about Youth

Clockwork: Birthday
Jeanne Finley + John Muse

We created Clockwork as a series of four
short multi-channel video works, each
shot in a location where physical touch
between people is routine, yet highly
charged: a dentist's office, a hair salon, a
massage therapist's studio, and a teenage
boys’ slumber party. For each piece, we
used multiple cameras to record a half-
second of video every thirty seconds
over a twenty-four hour period. The
resulting works restructure the long arc
of these intimate relations, revealing
otherwise invisible habits of work and

play.

Come Deer Children
Tommy Becker

Come Deer Children layers my daily
experiences as a teacher in a public high
school and as an artist in isolation in the
studio. In the work, a slide show
presents my students photographed in
front of a decaying locker bay. Each
student is photographed from behind
while holding a pair of deer antlers to his
or her head. The continual change of
gender, race, height and hairstyles
conveys the diversity and individuality
of my students. The consistency and
compartmental structure of the locker
bay they face speaks to the uniformity of
the institution that confines and often
conceals their identity. Upon the release
from their assigned seats, the deer roam
freely through the hallways. The
interaction in the herd reflects a growing
self-awareness by the students and their
identity formation outside the classroom
thrives.

Technology

Even if there is no image, there is the sound in the space. Then suddenly, a hand is
documented removing the lens cap. For a brief moment, the camera alone wields the
power of documentation, uncorrupted by the artist’s imagination, the interviewee’s
alteration of self or the editing that will later dice the interview into palatable bits. We are
confined to the abilities of our technologies in capturing, manipulating and displaying
imagery, but the power of experience is what motivates us to turn the machinery on, and
it’s the power of the imagination that transforms and enlarges experience as it seeks

connection.



We watch our children grow up and
navigate the minefields of intimacy,
tripping through and learning the dance
of social conduct. The language that
previously provided us with a view to
their experiences becomes sparse. As
adults we hope to be masters of vigilant
observation, aware of the ease with
which our eyes are diverted. What
gestures or actions repeated throughout
an evening define the social order and
the relationships between comrades?
How do these tender intimacies present
themselves as both bravado and
adoration?

During my first year of teaching high
school visual arts, in the days before
summer break, my classroom
descended into chaos. Students sat on
their desks, conversing freely at
varying volumes; cell phone use was
defiantly visible, food was passed
about, and the idea of doing anything
school related had gone out the
window. As I sat looking in disbelief at
the circus environment that evolved,
Alice Cooper’s song “School’s Out”
cycled through my brain. Overcome
with empathy, I disconnected from the
student-teacher relationship and for a
moment became a teenager again.

Experience

The technology is a conduit that allows for a highly focused level of observation utterly
different than merely looking, seeing, hearing, or feeling. As technologies change, the
nature of the conduit between the documentarian, the subject and the audience changes,
upsetting the balance of power and allowing all participants to find themselves on both
sides of the power divide. As these technologies find their way into the culture,
experimental documentary artists are drawn to new technologies because the balance of
power has yet to be determined. We experience the world through the making of an

image.



In the video installation, Clockwork:
Birthday we used six cameras to record
fifteen frames of video every thirty
seconds from noon to noon during a
slumber birthday party for seven fifteen-
year-old boys. Throughout the twenty-
four-hour period, the boys played ping-
pong, break-danced, watched movies,
used the computer, lit birthday candles
and blew them out, ate, slept, wrestled
and played with colorful balloons. The
half second intervals of recorded video
reduce language to sound and actions to
gestures.

In the video installation Come Deer
Children, three images are presented to
the viewer simultaneously; recurring
close up still images of my (?7?7?) high
school students photographed from
behind holding deer antlers to their
heads, found footage displaying varying
views of a public urinal being cleaned,
and a handmade animation of a bush of
flowers struggling to bloom. Across this
landscape of imagery, the text for the
piece is displayed as visual instruction.
“Come. Come deer children. Come deer
children and piss. Come deer children
and piss on the flowers. Drench them.
Drown them with your toxic fluid. Spoil
them with your young, crisp, pollution,
come. Come young ones, bathe mother
with your processed glow. Release your
soft nocturnal minds. Repeat dreams of
tattoo placement, stolen cars and never
getting caught for anything ever yes
come.”

We believe that the exercise of power in experimental documentary can also take place
through structural innovation where our own work undermines generic expectations: the
expectation of what a documentary or a story should look like, the expectation of who is
in the position of power to tell the story, and the expectation that the truth is being told.
Such formal dissonance is compelling only to the extent that it reveals the complex
passions of individuals and communities, when it shows how stories too often settle
these passions into coherent patterns of explanation. The non-fiction imagination
articulates these “stories”— both subtley and overtly -- revealing their nature as a series
of patterns. We relish the discovery of these new, perhaps outrageous patterns of daily
life, always with a view to the strange and chaotic systems that seem to both struggle and

thrive before our very eyes..



Our work embodies a shift in
perspective. Six channels of video are
edited to four channels. The recorded
twenty-four hour cycle, presented in
half-second intervals, is reduced to five
minutes. The images are projected onto
four large borderless plexiglass panels
that can be viewed from either side. Half
second clips of sound from voices,
movies, music or a ping-pong ball mark
a syncopated rhythm. The birthday
candles, the centerpiece of the party, last
a brief few frames. The lone break-
dancer returns over and over again to his
patch of floor to expel his limbs from the
larger body of the party. Two boys share
a chair and gaze cheek to cheek into a
monitor. They sleep, each tangled within
his own blankets, dreaming in fits and
starts as the night finally passes over
them.

My work embodies a shift in
perspective. A release of control
becomes an embrace of teenage
disobedience. A moment of chaos
recognized as a time of celebration in a
nostalgic connection with my own
teenage high school experience. With a
play on a homophone, the teens
transform from sentimental dears to
hunted deer in their defiance of school
and cultural codes of behavior. They are
both the flowers struggling to bloom
within cultural constructs and the ones
being asked to urinate on the flower, a
defined symbol of beauty. A voice calls
out to them to embrace the moment and
indulge in their feelings of rebellion,
self-discovery, love, disregard, dream
and contempt. The chance for reckless
abandon may never present itself again.
“...Come young ones, forget about the
terrorists, play loud, hurt one another
and curse freely. Consume fists of
energy between fast food and sugar
cereal. Find young lips to press against
and worry to death about the
consequences, come... Forget about all
the world has to offer and come. Come
deer children, take aim and piss.”

Imagination

Placing non-fiction narratives within media installations open up formal dissonance. To
move the body into an arena where the scale of the image, dynamic of sound and
sculptural elements all resonate with non-fiction materials, can serve to explore the
relationship between the document and the documented, fiction and fact, empathy and
critical distance. This resonance is often more oblique than literal; thus the viewer too
has some work to do, coherences to discover, and complications to untangle.
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