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Tensions between the literal and the figural, between presence, reproduction and representation, have characterised the theories and practices surrounding theatricality and performance to such an extent that it at times becomes difficult to see what more can be added to the discussion. Gerard Byrne’s solo exhibition at the Lisson Gallery manages to breathe some new life into these issues, examining the spaces between text, theatre, and photography.
In the photographic series ‘A country road, a tree, evening’, 2006-7, Byrne has used Samuel Beckett’s opening description of the theatre set in Waiting for Godot as his starting point. The images are all, as one might expect, of trees by the roadside, bathed in theatrical lighting. Their captions indicate that the location, rural Ireland, would be one Beckett was familiar with, but in reality this could be anywhere and, while the project seems to be in search for the source of the play, its serial nature also calls into question the possibility of establishing one single origin. In another room the theme continues with a tree-like object reconstructed from photographs of a prop made by Giacometti for a production of Waiting for Godot. Complementing the object are photographs from various other series, each representing tree-ness in different ways, oscillating between generic, specific and symbolic signification.

The installation 1984 and Beyond, 2005-06, is the dominant work in the exhibition. Here Byrne investigates the mediations that tie us to our past, present and future. The work, which consists of three single-channel videos and a series of black and white photographs, is based on a discussion between well-known science fiction writers, including Robert Heinlein and Ray Bradbury. The debate, originally published in Playboy in 1963, centres on a variety of issues from sexual habits to space travel in the future world of 1984. In the videos Byrne has restaged the conversation using an all-Dutch cast. The backdrop for the re-enactment is brilliantly sampled from a variety of locations, such as Rietveldt’s sculpture pavilion at the Kröller-Müller museum, where Barbara Hepworth bronzes stand around and cannot decide whether to look like generic modern artworks or alien life forms, and occasionally the camera dwells on Gilmore Clarke’s Unisphere from the 1964 World’s Fair in New York. The result is eerie-looking; it feels less like a group of popular writers involved in an informal dialogue, than a top secret gathering of experts, brought together in a secluded make-believe place to predict the future of the modern project. At first, the black and white photographs accompanying the videos look like they are from the 60s, but closer examination brings doubt about their exact origin. The past, it seems, is just as difficult to grasp as the future.

The purpose of science fiction, as noted by Fredric Jameson, is not to prepare us for things to come, but ‘to defamiliarize and restructure our experience of our own present, and to do so in specific ways distinct from all other forms of defamiliarization’. Experiencing the present directly in the modern age becomes impossible since capitalism transforms temporality by demanding the memory of qualitative social change in the name of progress. If we are to believe the authors of the original line-up, to move forward is to become bigger, better, faster, and so on, compared to how things were before. They predict great technological advancement and innovation, but they struggle, for example, to foresee any changes in gender relations. After all, this is Playboy land so the chap of the future still asks the girl out but gets to his date ultra fast and takes her beyond the Earth’s surface in his big rocket!

Other writers of the sci-fi genre have of course expressed far more sceptical views: Aldous Huxley described the future in profoundly dystopian terms, in turn romanticising the way we used to live. In either case the point stays the same: mainstream sci-fi paradoxically remains nostalgic; it lingers on things past because the future seems unimaginable as ‘radical difference’ and therefore adheres to the desire for closure which characterises narrative forms.
In Byrne’s installation this closure is postponed or displaced. Where the defamiliarisation of most run-of-the-mill sci-fi literature looks more like refamiliarisation, making the present structurally intelligible by looking at it from an imagined viewpoint of the future, inserting it into a historical continuum, 1984 and Beyond ‘makes strange’ the very process of historicisation itself. This ties the piece to the rest of the works in the exhibition. Visualising the future becomes something like waiting for Godot, waiting for that which fails to arrive and which no one knows what really is.
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