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“Matthew Buckingham: The Spirit and the Letter”
Brooklyn Museum, New York  Sept. 26, 2011

When it comes to revisiting history, few artists capture complexities and contradictions 
with the kind of lyrical efficiency that Buckingham brings to the endeavor. In this simple 
but striking installation conceived in 2007, an overturned chandelier rests on the floor, 
near a mirror. A video of a well-appointed room illuminated by the same chandelier (seen 
hanging from the ceiling), shows a woman in an eighteenth-century dress, who looks 
around the room and then leaves. She reënters, but this time she’s walking on the ceil-
ing and declaiming her views on women’s rights, while conceding that “until society be 
differently constituted much cannot be expected.” In other words, as Mary Wollstonecraft 
wrote, and as Buckingham so powerfully illustrates, true equality would require the world, 
as Wollstonecraft knew it, to turn upside down. 
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Two film installations (both 2009) in "Likeness," Matthew 
Buckingham's latest show at Murray Guy, explored the na-
ture and limitations of portraiture. The room that housed the 
12-minute title work was filled with crates, antique furniture 
and gilt-framed paintings, many of these items stacked and 
wrapped in moving blankets. Film and slide projectors were 
trained on the same spot on the side of a crate, its back to
the door, so that the visitor had to circumnavigate some of 
these furnishings to view the projected image.

The film shows assorted reproductions, varying in color 
and resolution, of a detail of Velázquez's 1659 portrait of the 
young Felipe Próspero, Prince of Asturias: a lap dog lying on 
an upholstered chair, its head resting on the arm, its dark 
eyes regarding the viewer. The slides supe impose a lengthy 
text in English, authored by Buckingham, that is simultane-
ously spoken in Spanish in the film. Addressing the prince 
("Your hand rests on the back of a chair in front of you"), the 
voiceover discusses the history and psychology of portrai-
ture; the gaze, identity and representation; and the temporal-
ity of paintings. The monologue is characterized by thought-
ful, pithy observations—"Portraiture excludes the most 
essential human act: speech. Still pictures make us do the 
talking. Asking who is in the picture and why it was made." 
Buckingham, for his part, excludes the very person por-
trayed, as if to imply that portraiture can never truly capture 
the sitter. In its transitional state, the wrapped up furniture 
also suggested that a portrait's subject is always (as it were) 
a moving target, and a concealed one.

In another room was Caterina van Hemessen Is Twenty 
Years Old, which centers on a 1548 self-portrait by the titular 
Antwerp artist. A film showing black-and-white details of 
that portrait—never the whole—was projected via a mirror 
onto a freestanding screen in the middle of the gallery (thus 
reversing the painting, which itself shows van Hemessen's 
mirror image). Twelve wall labels, in interior-lit frames, each 
offered a short historical or interpretive text, printed back-

“Matthew Buckingham”
Murray Guy

By Brian BoucherFebruary 10, 2011

View of Matthew Buckingham’s Likeness, 2009, 
16mm film installation, 12-minute loop; at Murray 
Guy.



Murray Guy
453 West 17 Street New York NY 10011  T: +1 212 463 7372 F: +1 212 463 7319  info@murrayguy.com

ward; small hand-held mirrors were provided. As if to explain the projection of 
only details, one text points out that though van Hemessen's painting is small, 
"we cannot look at it all at once....We look at specific points, one at a time." Other 
l bels address retail prices of looking glasses in the artist's day and parse the 
Latin inscription that appears on the painting (whence Buckingham's title), while 
acknowledging that some questions are, ultimately, unanswerable: "Where is Ca-
terina van Hemessen? . . . she stands in a pool of infinite blackness." Both works 
were accompanied by wall labels with extensive and perhaps showy bibliogra-
phies. To his credit, Buckingham wears his erudition lightly. Althusser's concept 
of "hailing," which the philosopher used to illustrate how ideology turns individu-
als into subjects, shows up in the Likeness slide text: "I not only feel looked at, I 
feel I'm being hailed. Like a taxi." Buckingham also acknowledges, by revealing 
his sources, that some of these ideas aren't new. All the same, his synthesis of 
them is captivating.
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At a certain point, the voiceover in Likeness (2009), one of 
two new 16mm film installations by Matthew Buckingham 
on show at Murray Guy, declares: “It isn’t possible to make 
a true portrait of an animal, because animals don’t treat 
their own images as signs of themselves”. The statement 
seems odd at first, given the accompanying film, which 
consists solely of static shots of a single detail from Diego 
Velázquez’s 1659 portrait of Philip Prospero, the young 
Prince of Asturias: the face of the white dog seated on the 
armchair in front of the child.

We are invested in portraiture because we invest portraits 
with human presence. Based on two important portraits 
from Western art history, Buckingham’s well-researched and 
theoretically sophisticated installations reflect not just on 
these works’ specific histories but also on how such images 
might relate to the complex processes through which 
subjectivities and identities are formed, understood and 
represented.

Delivered in Spanish (with English subtitles), the text in 
Likeness seamlessly shifts address from painting to viewer 
and back. At times descriptive and anecdotal, it meanders 
through history and is peppered with observations and 
aphorisms on power and portraiture. The younger Philip 
was Philip IV’s much-needed male heir at a time of strategic 
importance. A sickly child, he died before turning four. 

Projected on a wooden crate, amidst pieces of antique 
furniture wrapped in moving blankets, the musty installation 
subtly evokes this subtext of an empire in decline.

Caterina van Hemessen Is 20 Years Old (2009) is based on a 
1548 self-portrait by the eponymous painter, who is
shown at work at an easel. Mirrors, necessary for the 
execution of self-portraits, structure the installation. The 
film forensically dissects the image into a series of lingering 
close-ups of a black-and-white reproduction of the painting. 
Reflected off a mirror onto a screen, the projection reverses 

“Matthew Buckingham: Likeness”
Murray Guy

By Murtaza ValiJanuary/February 2011

Caterina van Hemessen is 20 Years Old, 2009, 
16mm film installation, 12 min (continuous loop), 
edition of 5.
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the image, negating the inversion required to execute it. The text, distributed 
across numbered panels that gesture towards a sequential development that the 
text does not follow, weaves together fragments of van Hemessen’s biography, 
reflections on her place in art history and historical facts about mirrors and their 
growing importance for painters of her time. The text itself, printed in reverse, is 
readable with the aid of provided hand mirrors.

In taking as its subject what’s considered to be the earliest surviving portrait 
of an artist self-presenting as artist, the installation affords a moment of 
self-reflexivity (pun intended) about the creation of artistic identity, apt for a 
contemporary moment when artistic self-promotion is necessary for success. In 
fragmenting image and text, however, neither installation provides a full image of 
its ostensible subjects. Buckingham scrambles our equation of personhood and 
its representation, questioning the very possibility of a stable identity. As the term 
‘likeness’ suggests, a painted portrait always approaches but is never identical to 
its subject. Buckingham’s elegant and precise installations inhabit this slightest 
of gaps. 
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What constructs a portrait—or, for that matter, a self? Two cerebral film installations 
tackle the question. “Likeness” zooms in on the little dog in Velázquez’s painting of the 
child prince Felipe Prospero, in a projection surrounded by furniture, much of it wrapped 
in packing blankets. (Is portraiture a form of storage?) The dog’s bright eyes gaze out at 
the viewer, while a voice-over reflects on the painter’s unseen subject, in Spanish, with 
English subtitles. (Is a portrait a translation?) The second installation, “Caterina van 
Hemessen Is Twenty Years Old,” combines filmed details of a 1548 self-portrait—the earli-
est known depiction of an artist at the easel—with backward text, which can be decoded 
with handheld mirrors. Here Buckingham makes elegantly literal his reflections on the 
elusive nature of both perception and self. 

December 13, 2010
“Matthew Buckingham”

Murray Guy
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“Gopnik’s Daily Pic: Matthew Buckingham at Murray Guy”
Murray Guy

By Blake GopnikNovember 22, 2010

Matthew Buckingham is one of the most subtle, deep-think-
ing artists now working.

Washingtonians got a taste of his wildly complex film-based 
art in the Hirshhorn's "Cinema Effect" project in 2008.
A recent piece by Buckingham, titled "Caterina van Hemes-
sen is 20 Years Old" and showing at Murray Guy gallery in 
New York, is as fascinating (and dizzying) as anything he's 
done. The work is built around long, lingering close-up takes 
on an art-historical image: A black-and-white reproduction 
of a 1548 self portait of the artist Hemessen as she works 
away at a picture of herself, said to be the first such painting 
made. The filmed details are projected in 16mm, but the
projector, set beside us in the gallery, doesn't point straight 
at its screen. 

Instead, its light gets there by bouncing off a mirror mounted 
at 45 degrees halfway across the room - so that the self-
portrait seen on screen is actually reversed left-to-right. The 
walls of the room feature twelve little texts that talk about 
the painting and its era - all printed in reverse, to be read us-
ing little hand mirrors. And our job, as viewers, is to sort out 
the extreme complexity of looking that's involved, as we
take in reversed filmed details of a reproduction of a paint-
ing of an artist using a mirror to paint a picture of herself 
painting. The more you look and read and think, the more you 
realize that there is to unpack. (For instance, the fact that 
Buckingham's setup gets us close to what Hemessen would 
have seen in the mirror as she painted, which she then chose 
to reverse again to make her finished picture look like it was 
not made with a mirror. And the fact that Buckingham's 
lingering shots scan the painting and the person shown in 
it just as Hemessen's eyes might have done, as they passed 
from detail to detail across the scene she was painting - in-
cluding her own body - and then transferred them to canvas 
one part at a time. And both film and painter use a mirror in 
their "looking," though our eyes are happy to forget that fact 
as we ourselves look.) I spent more than an hour with Buck-
ingham's show, and still felt I'd barely scratched the surface 
of his art.



Murray Guy
453 West 17 Street New York NY 10011  T: +1 212 463 7372 F: +1 212 463 7319  info@murrayguy.com

Kirsty Bell: What you are working on right now?

Matthew Buckingham: I’m working on a little project that
is, in a way, a collaboration with my father, who was an
elementary school art teacher. For a long time I’ve been
interested in the politics of literacy and the ways that we
take literacy for granted, and every so often I’ve worked on
projects that deal with this. One of my father’s assignments
for his students was to devise a very simple way of cutting
the letters of the alphabet from uniform sheets of paper and
then, using one cut-out set of the alphabet, to make some
kind of statement without repeating letters. I want to 
circulate this as a silkscreen print project where the letters 
of the alphabet are the work itself, and whoever exhibits 
it then decides what statement to make with them. I will 
also show photographs I made of my father demonstrating 
the assignment, so it will be a kind of double alphabet. My 
father’s best assignments always posed a problem that 
could be solved in many ways and would also generate 
a discussion: what do you want to say? How do you use 
language?

Kb: You are also working on a new film project to be shown
at the Power Plant in Toronto?

Mb: Yes, the Power Plant is organizing a survey exhibition
within the next year and a half or two years – the date is
not yet set – connecting some recent and older work with
my new project, Subterranean Pass Way, which is about the
Underground Railroad movement in the US and Canada.
With this project I’m specifically interested in some of the
philosophical questions this movement raises around the
idea of a “moral community”: the sense of identification
with and belonging to others, who you may or may not
know, because of your shared beliefs. It is also especially
interesting in the context of The Power Plant and Toronto.
Once the Fugitive Slave Law was passed in 1850, escape
from the south to a northern state was no longer a 

September/October 2010 
“Part of the Process: Matthew Buckingham”

By Kirsty Bell

Everything I Need, 2007.

Traffic Report, 2005.
Courtesy: Konrad Fischer Galerie, Berlin / Düs-
seldorf.
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guarantee of freedom, so Canada became the new 
objective. Tens of thousands of freed slaves settled 
there, forming lasting communities. This part of the 
Underground Railroad narrative, what happened after 
escape, is often neglected by Americans.

Kb: The Underground Railroad was a loose movement 
involved in assisting fugitive slaves to escape from the 
South – does the name have to do with the means of 
escape?

Mb: It was a very appropriate metaphor, as it were. It
wasn’t physically a railroad and it was usually not 
literally underground either, but instead a play on the 
new language that accompanied industrialisation at the 
start of the 19th century, and this new, “magical”, way 
of travelling. It was a secret, self-organised, segmented 
network that deliberately didn’t keep records and 
had no image of itself as a whole. Beginning with a 
few individuals in the late 18th century it grew, over 
several generations, into a powerful interracial political 
movement that formed the entire basis of the broader 
abolition effort. But, in looking back, the lack of 
documentation makes it hard not to project onto it.

Kb: When you come across an area of interest such 
as this, what are the first stages for it to become the 
subject of a piece of work?

Mb: This project is really still in the research phase 
– I’ve been doing general background reading to try 
to understand what is known about the movement, to 
see how it has been circulated and look at different 
historians’ approaches. In the next phase I would like 
to interview a few historians about their interest in the 
Underground Railroad, and about what’s at stake in the 
narrative for them as historians.

Kb: Do you see the historians as protagonists?

Hitchcock House, Lewis, Iowa,
believed to have been a ‘station’ on the
Underground Railroad. Photo: Matthew
Buckingham. Courtesy: Murray Guy, New York, 
and Konrad Fischer Galerie, Berlin / Düsseldorf.
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Mb: I think of them as “protagonists of 
historiography” in a way – people who live with 
interesting questions, articulate them, and shape our 
understanding of the past – and I’m curious to see 
what might happen if I ask them to reflect on their 
own positions. I’ve worked with that kind of material 
in different ways. It isn’t often directly included inside 
the project in the end, but it’s very formative in setting 
up parameters or refining the main questions that I’m 
looking at.

Kb: So it has a tangential relation to the finished film 
or work, like the bibliographic material you include at 
the end of Amos Fortune Road (1996)?

Mb: Right. When I began working with art, 
bibliographies were a way for me to think about 
the parameters of information itself, about the  
relationship between writing and its sources, or even 
an image and the research that supports it.

Kb: That has a tremendous effect in immediately 
making your work more porous, especially with film, 
which can otherwise feel very hermetic.

Mb: Yes, that’s a tendency of media that I consciously 
try to work against: the impulse to synthesize, getting 
the viewer to forget that this information comes 
from somewhere. Including a bibliography is like a 
productive roadblock that says: this is an intersection 
of the things that I looked at and that went into 
this project. If nothing else, I hope it implies that 
these sources could be looked up and reconfigured 
differently by someone else.

Kb: Although you’re still in the initial research stages 
for Subterranean Pass Way, do you already have an 
idea of how the work will be physically?

Mb: I usually work back and forth between research 
and material forms. The decisions are often made 
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along the same lines as choosing to work on a subject: what 
kind of problemswill a particular medium, or working in a 
space in a
certain way, raise for me, and then of course in turn, for
the viewer? So I haven’t decided really. But this question
of what moral communities we belong to will, I think, be
physically part of the project. That will hopefully unfold in
the social space of the installation, where the viewer, as well
as I myself, will be confronted with answering the question:
what moral communities do I belong to or identify with,
and why?

Kb: Do you imagine this will occur through having more than 
once voice?

Mb: At this stage that could be very metaphoric but I think 
it’s a good way of putting it. Even if there’s no voiceover or 
language directly in the space itself, it’s about the dilemma 
of how we use information to make decisions; not only the 
question of who’s speaking, and hearing, but also of what do 
we do with what we hear? This is so central to the way the 
Underground Railroad slowly transformed from a means 
for helping people to safety into a political movement. 
For instance, why were some Northerners active in the 
Underground Railroad but not participating in the abolitionist 
movement and vice versa?

As an American, I think the Underground Railroad represents
an unavoidable juncture of the past. The way people identified 
politically and socially in 19th century America is so formative 
to American culture today. I was reminded of it more and 
more during the course of the Bush years, thinking about how 
easy or difficult it is to hide within our larger social contexts, 
no matter what our beliefs are. When do we feel not only 
identification but that we actually belong to someone else in 
some way? Or what keeps us from feeling that connection? 
How do Americans identify with other Americans vs. those 
outside our borders?

Kb: Are there certain figureheads involved with the 
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Underground Railroad who you’ve been looking at?

Mb: I’m curious about two things: this sense of moral 
community and also the role that violence played in throughout
the conflict over slavery. A monopoly on violence is what 
institutionalised slavery in the South, and the fear of violence 
prolonged it for decades. The Abolitionist John Brown 
embodies that for Americans – his failed attempt at sparking a 
spontaneous armed slave rebellion with his raid on the Federal 
arsenal at Harpers Ferry pushed the U.S. toward civil war. His 
morals did not easily fit his own times nor do they fit our own, 
but for different reasons. He has been recuperated as a hero 
as well as denigrated as a socalled “home-grown terrorist”. In 
a way John Brown is as impossible as the situation he found 
himself in, a symptom of the impossible moral conditions of 
pre-Civil War America. His larger plan to create an escape route 
for freed slaves through the Appalachian Mountains and protect 
it with armed militia – a plan he called it the Subterranean 
Pass Way – ran totally counter to the secretive but effective 
methods of the Underground Railroad and probably would have 
destroyed it as well. 

Kb: Do you usually work on several projects at once, or do you 
tend to get absorbed by one work at a time?

Mb: I’ve always found it necessary to keep several things 
moving at once because I’m interested in how questions 
change over time and over the course of working on a project. 
Another approach would be to quickly record the condition 
of something, perhaps over say a month’s time, but I’ve not 
very often done that. I’ve much more frequently tried to take a 
longer view, even within the work itself, to let it develop its own 
perspective

Kb: When you finish a work are you then finished with that
subject matter?

Mb: No, there is usually a connection to something new. Even 
though it’s not so obvious, almost all of the works are connected 
somehow. I started working with the computer as a research 
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and writing tool as soon as that was possible and back then 
there was a lot of talk about “hypertext” and “hyperlinks”. Now 
we just think of them as links – but that interested me as a 
model for thinking. My stepmother was a librarian so I was also 
aware of cataloguing systems and the notion of how a “key 
word” search influences or determines what you find. There are 
many connections of that type among the projects I’ve worked 
on, shared concepts, phrases, or histories.

Take the question of literacy: perhaps now more than ever, 
literacy determines whose voice is “heard” and who is 
“listening”. The teaching of literacy – and its suppression – 
played a key role on both sides of the struggle over slavery 
in the U.S., and written slave narratives were central to the 
abolition movement. This was in my mind when I  recalled my 
father’s alphabet assignment: his idea of giving young people 
a way to transmit their thoughts to a bigger scale, that’s what 
gave me the idea to work with him on that project.

Kb: The spectator of your work is made quite aware of his/ 
her position in relation to the time and space of the work’s 
presentation, but what is not so clear is your own relation to it, 
as an author.

Mb: I guess I have consciously tried to play with that ambiguity, 
with the reliability or unreliability of the narrator, or author, to 
encourage spectators to not only evaluate what they encounter, 
but to also catch themselves doing that – making decisions 
about what they see and hear. Not “do I believe it” or “is it true” 
but “what does what’s being said mean to me?”
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“Matthew Buckingham”
Murray Guy

By Joshua Decter
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“Film/ Matthew Buckingham”
By Josiah McElhenySpring 2009
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By Brian SholisMay 2008

	  



Murray Guy
453 West 17 Street New York NY 10011  T: +1 212 463 7372 F: +1 212 463 7319  info@murrayguy.com

Image

“Matthew Buckingham”
Murray Guy

By Joshua Mack

Matthew Buckingham’s pair of brainy, often dry films explore 
the complex role of personal experience and chance in the 
understanding of history and visual imagery. In False Future, 
for example, the story of Louis Le Prince, who apparently 
recorded motion pictures five years before anyone else, is 
the basis for slightly academic musings on the arbitrariness 
of the historical record and the mechanics of human percep-
tion.

     Everything I Need, a far more poetic work, pairs images 
shot in a vintage jetliner with excerpts from the memoirs 
of Charlotte Wolff—a Jewish lesbian who fled Germany in 
1933. Buckingham presents Wolff exploring the ways histori-
cal events informed her self-image, first as a German and 
later as an “international Jew with a British passport,” with 
dreamlike close-ups of seat backs, safety belts and airplane 
windows appearing on screen. These images may suggest 
Wolff’s 1978 trip to address a lesbian conference in Berlin; 
however, the links between picture and story remain tenu-
ous. This ambiguity helps to indicate how images are open 
to interpretation and allow viewers to make their own con-
nections, processes which parallel the evolution of Wolff’s 
understanding of herself.

     The essential thing evoked in that work’s title seems to be 
Wolff’s realization that she couldn’t take her circumstances 
for granted, but had, in the words of the philosopher Ed-
mund Husserl, “to look at the world ‘anew’ with [her] own 
mind and eyes.” This independence of thought is also Buck-
ingham’s abiding principle, and Everything I Need pursues it 
with a lyricism rarely seen in his work.

April 3-9, 2008  

False Future (film still): Courtesy Murray Guy 
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Two spellbinding new films by Matthew Buckingham isolate crucial moments in personal 
history and the history of art, spinning them into fictional (or semi-fictional) worlds.
The 16-millimeter film “False Future” (2007) revolves around Louis Le Prince, an inven-
tor who developed a form of early cinema some five years before the Lumière brothers. 
(Le Prince disappeared, mysteriously, while taking a train from Dijon to Paris in 1890.) 
Inspired by one of Le Prince’s eight-second films, “False Future” consists of a 10-minute 
static shot of the Leeds Bridge in England. Over the unremarkable action a narrator 
speaking in French speculates, with liberal use of the faux-future tense (used in historical 
narrative), about the kind of films Le Prince might have made had he not
vanished. “False Future” is both a neat grammar lesson and a parallel story of the birth of 
cinema.

The two-screen video projection “Everything I Need” (2007) explores an episode in the 
life of Charlotte Wolff (1897-1986), a psychologist and writer on homosexuality who was 
exiled from Berlin in 1933 but returned to give a lecture in 1978. Text from her autobiogra-
phy, inspired by the journey, is paired with shots of the vibrant orange interior of a 70s-era 
passenger plane. Her memories of love, sex and self-discovery in Weimar Germany are 
fascinating, but the video’s long takes of the empty aircraft become tiresome after the 
first few minutes. Mr. Buckingham’s layered sense of time and place will be further tested 
when Creative Time screens his 40-minute film about the Hudson River, “Muhheakantuck: 
Everthing Has a Name,” aboard a New York Water Taxi over this weekend and next. (All the 
showings are sold out.)

March 28, 2008

“Matthew Buckingham”
Murray Guy

By Karen Rosenberg
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Matthew Buckingham’s False Future (2007) is an extended rumination on the birthing 
pangs of cinema.  Evoking an alternate history that briefly came into possibility before 
abruptly flaring out, Buckingham’s film installation captures the world of invention and its 
secrets, its illusions and desires.  The 16mm film is projected onto a hanging white cloth, 
emphasizing the materiality of the cinematic form, while also engendering an acute sense 
of nostalgia entirely in keeping with the subject matter of Buckingham’s film.

False Future recounts the story of Louis Le Prince, a French inventor who came tantaliz-
ingly close to recording moving images using an eight-lens camera.  In 1890, Le Prince 
boarded a train and disappeared.  Five years later, the Lumière Brothers premiered their 
L’arrivée d’un train en gare de la Ciotat, marking the arrival of a different train, a new 
form, and establishing the definitive history of the medium’s genesis.

Buckingham’s 16mm film is, in a sense, an attempt to resuscitate an alternative history 
of events. Returning to Leeds Bridge, the site of a split-second of footage captured by Le 
Prince’s eight-lens camera, the ten-minute film provides a contemporary enactment - and 
also extension - of the place to which, perhaps, Le Prince’s technological inquiries might 
have eventually led him. 

As a narrative, False Future has much in common with the short stories of Borges; its 
sense of melancholy fascination reaches its height when the film’s voiceover evokes the 
lost years between 1890 and 1895, between the disappearance of Le Prince and the de-
but of the Lumière Brothers’ invention.  Detailing historical and quotidian events, the 
voiceover conjures the alternative manner in which we might have experienced the history 
of those years, had Le Prince’s invention reached its natural fruition.

But False Future, like much of Buckingham’s work, including the slide piece Image of Ab-
salon to be Projected Until it Vanishes (2001), also shown at Index, is less concerned with 
natural but artificial enactment.  Image of Absalon queries the seeming permanence of 
monuments and the ordered history they stand testament to.  And False Future is an el-
egant, eloquent exercise in extending a forgotten historical moment, far beyond its natural 
duration.

As the current exhibition at Index artfully demonstrates, Buckingham employs the simple 
gesture of extension in order to query the manner in which historical narratives are cre-
ated, and then remembered or abandoned.  Much takes place in the space of that exten-
sion, not least of which is a profound sense of melancholy - as well as a glimpse of the 
larger cloth from which our historical contingency is cut. 

February 27, 2008

“Matthew Buckingham”
Index Kungsbro Strand, Stockholm

By Katie Kitamura
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With the two works that make up this exhibition, Matthew 
Buckingham engages in a subtle meditation on reproduc-
tive media and history. Image of Absalon to Be Projected 
Until It Vanishes, 2001, is a simple yet conceptually rich 
photo installation. A slide show presents a single image of 
the 1902 monument to Copenhagen’s founder, Absalon, a 
twelfth-century bishop and warlord. As the title of the work 
suggests, the light and the heat from the projector lamp 
will wear out the slide, ultimately effacing the image. The 
gradual disappearance sets in contrast two forms of mne-
motechnology, two forms of monument—the statue and the 
photograph—and their different relations to entropy. The 
centerpiece of the exhibition, the multilayered film essay and 
installation False Future, 2007, also reflects on memory and 
disappearance. The film itself is a 16-mm film remake of what 
is supposed to be the second-ever moving-image recording, 
Louis Le Prince’s Leeds Bridge fragment from 1888. Buck-
ingham’s film is shot from the same location as Le Prince’s, 
with double-decker buses replacing horse-drawn carriages. 
But it is also shown in conditions reminiscent of Le Prince’s 
first screening: The scene is projected onto a white cloth 
suspended in the middle of the room. However, there can be 
no true symmetry, no direct historical continuity between 
the original fragment and Buckingham’s remake. Shortly 
after presenting his invention, Le Prince mysteriously disap-
peared from a train between Paris and Dijon. His invention 
never received due credit, and its technological, scientific, 
and artistic potentials were never investigated. False Future, 
therefore, is a monument not only to a lost past but also to 
possibilities never realized, to a future that could have been.

“Matthew Buckingham”
Index Kungsbro Strand, Stockholm

By Kim WestFebruary 2008
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This midsize survey exhibition presents a precise, restrained 
selection of work by American artist Matthew Buckingham 
that ranges across media and spans several years. Yet his 
most recent project included here has a particular resonance 
with Berlin and continues his excavation of the histories 
of specific sites such that they, in turn, have the reciprocal 
function of drawing our attention to the present moment. To 
this end, the two-screen video projection Everything I Need, 
2007, performs a quiet unsettling of past and present. The 
right-hand screen displays text only, the firsthand account 
of Charlotte Wolff, a doctor, writer, feminist, lesbian, and 
Jew who lived in Weimar Berlin, then Paris and London, and 
whose life intersected with major events of the twentieth 
century in astonishing ways. Here she recounts her improb-
able return to Berlin on April 10, 1978, at the invitation of 
the Kreuzberg-based lesbian group L74, after leaving the 
country in 1933 following extensive discrimination and per-
secution. The screen on the left presents a series of closely 
cropped images, often still but at times in slight motion, of 
the interior of a 1970s-era airplane perhaps similar to that on 
which Wolff had flown. Buckingham’s camera lingers on the 
textured orange seat covers and the blunt, leather-clad metal 
armrests (and their requisite attached ashtrays) with such 
determination that it soon becomes clear that he is present-
ing two different registers of memory: the narrative present 
in our consciousness and summoned at will, and the episode 
forcibly triggered by the unexpected detail or sensation (like 
Proust’s madeleines or, here, the plane’s dated interior). Al-
though Wolff died in 1986 and her thoughts may be excerpted 
from her 1980 autobiography (the source is not explicit), the 
past tense of the voice is not immediately disclosed, and in-
deed, her intimate and candid reminiscences appear direct-
ed toward the viewer as if she were speaking in the present.

 

“Matthew Buckingham”
Hamburger Bahnhof Museum für Gegenwart, Berlin 

By Tara McDowell

Everything I Need, 2007, still from a continuous 
two-channel color video projection with sound. 
	  

August 2007
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‘The Spirit and the Letter’
 Camden Arts Centre, London 

By Martin Herbert May 29, 2007

Like Tacita Dean and Joachim Koester, Matthew 
Buckingham is a habitué of archives who, in his films and 
photographs, brings phantoms from the past to bear on 
a present-day world. There’s rarely a scent of library dust 
either: the New Yorker creates the sort of social history 
you can feel, most apparently in ‘The Spirit and the 
Letter’. On video, an actress playing pioneer eighteenth-
century feminist Mary Wollstonecraft stalks the ceiling of 
a Georgian house, reciting her writings, as if beamed into 
today to survey what’s changed for women – the obvious 
answer being ‘not enough’. On the gallery floor an inverted 
chandelier, matching that in the video, redoubles one’s sense 
of reality being out of joint.

‘Everything I Need’ is quieter, but again effectively contrasts 
austere form against fervid feeling. One screen, using 
sound and subtitles, recites writings – autobiographical 
musings on love, persecution and banishment by Charlotte 
Wolf – Weimar medical practitioner, lesbian touchstone 
and friend of Walter Benjamin. The other shuffles through 
interior stills of the type of ’70s German aircraft she’d have 
flown back to Berlin in after 40 years of exile. ‘False Future’, 
meanwhile, is a fixed shot of people and traffic crossing 
Leeds Bridge: this being where, in 1890, Louis Le Prince 
supposedly shot the first cinematic film – five years ahead 
of the Lumière Brothers – before disappearing mysteriously, 
his achievement virtually lost to history. These, like the 
small wall texts recounting moments in the venue’s history, 
printed backwards and readable with loaned-out mirrors, 
construct an uneasy past/present parallax. One might wish 
it otherwise, but history is rarely a closed book.

‘The Spirit and the Letter’, video, 2007
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From somewhere long ago, Matthew Buckingham’s video 
installation The Spirit and the Letter dredges up a snippet of 
physics: that images seen through a lens appear inverted. 
I haven’t thought of this for years, but Buckingham’s work 
brings it back - maybe because I’m sitting on the ceiling of 
the room where it’s being played, or that its heroine, Mary 
Wollstonecraft, has made her entrance upside- 

Seen through Buckingham’s lens, the world looks the right 
way up, an antidote to the chandelier that sprouts from the 
floor of the room I’m in. The chandelier in The Spirit and the 
Letter hangs reassuringly downwards, although that comfort 
is lost when, bat- like, Wollstonecraft walks past it on the 
ceiling. She opens a door, but the wall above it is a barrier, 
like the half-door of a barn. Wollstonecraft peers over this, 
then sits in the top of a window and reads from A Vindication 
of the Rights of Women: “You who expect constancy when 
everything is changing... you yourself are strikingly altered.”

This madness suggests two things: that films are works 
of artifice, and that history is as well. We remember Woll-
stonecraft as a camera might, two-dimensionally, frozen in 
time; but she, like all history, is constantly being re-written. 
She’s at home in a Georgian room, and yet its doorways have 
become barriers, the sofits of its windows things to be sat 
on. Wollstonecraft reads from her work in the present tense, 
although it was written in the past. Gravity can’t keep her 
feet on the floor, history can’t tie her down.

The Spirit and the Letter is a self-confessedly deceitful thing, 
obsessed with its own frailties, and this is true of the other 
works in this show. The subjects of Everything I Need and 
False Future are also historical figures, respectively the gay 
psychologist, Charlotte Wolff, and the inventor of motion 

	  

May 6, 2007

“Notes from a ceiling in North London”
Camden Arts Centre, London

By Charles Darwent
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pictures, Louis Le Prince. Actually, the subject of all three films is film.

Everything I Need chronicles Wolff ‘s return to Berlin after 45 years in Britain. The 
work feels like a Seventies home movie, with images of a Caravelle jet projected 
alongside extracts from Wolff ‘s autobiography. Like Wolff, we look for some kind 
of meaning: “Which Germany would I be returning to?” she asks. “1918, 1923, 
1933... 1952, 1961?” There’s history going on, but which? In the eternal flux of time 
and film, where do we sit?

False Future shows Buckingham’s preoccupation with his medium. Buckingham 
replicates Le Prince’s famous eight-second shot of Leeds with an equivalent of his 
own. It does what film does, which is to record truth; buses going by, people walk-
ing. Yet the one thing we don’t know about Le Prince is how he died. In September 
1890, he boarded a train to Paris and was never seen again - a curious omission 
for a man whose legacy was the recorded image. It’s an irony Buckingham sa-
vours.
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“Rewind: Matthew Buckingham”
Camden Arts Centre, London

By Cherry SmythMay 2007
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“Turning her story into living history”
By Morgan FalconerApril 2007
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1 Buckingham has always wanted to show the work in a floating cinema on the Hudson. A boat would travel along the river, 
picking up audiences from the towns on its banks, returning them home after the screening. This proposal adds new dimensions 
of reflexivity: Muhheakantuck’s reflections on the history of the river would be offered to those who currently live by its banks. 
The role of the horizon would become even more significant. On board, Buckingham’s potential viewers would not be able to 
see a distant horizon – just the banks across the river and upstream. They would experience a kind of blindness not dissimilar to 
Henry Hudson’s. But inside the boat’s cinema, these viewers would look down towards the horizon, and the horizon in the image 
would be all the more compelling. This proposal recalls Robert Smithson’s ambition to screen his film Spiral Jetty (1970) on the 
Staten Island Ferry. Smithson also included sections filmed very deliberately from a helicopter, and in fact the circling movement 
of the helicopter in the film replicates the structure of its subject. Despite these connections, there are important differences 
concerning Smithson’s and Buckingham’s attitudes to history. As Jennifer Roberts has suggested, Smithson situated his work in 
opposition to the nearby monuments celebrating the triumphant progress of the modern American nation. ‘Smithson’s crystal-
line model of time disregards linear, progressive, or triumphalist models by imagining time as an opaque encrustation around a 
fault or fracture.’ (Jennifer Roberts, ‘The Taste of Time: Salt and Spiral Jetty’ in Robert Smithson (Los Angeles: The Museum of 
Contemporary Art, 2004), pp. 96-103). Like Smithson, Buckingham is sceptical about the way in which history is constructed in 
the wider culture but refuses to see history merely as a ‘futile series of turnings’; indeed he demonstrates the value of acknowl-
edging forgotten histories: the possibility of imagining other futures.

As its title indicates, the intersection of language and commercial expansion would again 
be a crucial theme in Muhheakantuck: Everything Has a Name (2003), the last work I will 
discuss. The film was made on a helicopter trip that started and finished near the mouth of 
the river now known as the Hudson. Buckingham flew upstream for about twenty minutes, 
covering sixty miles, and then turned back, all the time angling a 16mm camera out of the 
helicopter so that the recorded shot is divided in three, with the river at the bottom, the 
land in the middle, and a horizon line and sky at the top. For the first half of the flight, the 
camera pointed east over Manhattan and Westchester, and for the second half, it pointed 
west, over the cliffs of the Tallman Mountain State Park and down to Jersey City. Though 
attached to a moving object, the camera itself was held still. Thereare no pans, zooms, or 
shifts in focus: the film comprises two twenty-minute takes with two cuts joining the two 
shots into one projected loop. In gallery spaces, Muhheakantuck is projected through a 
pink filter onto a low floating screen. This coloration hardly produces a nostalgic image 
– even though nostalgia is often described as the tendency to look to the past with ‘rose 
tinted spectacles’. Rather, Buckingham wanted replicate the appearance of degraded 
16mm colour films. If the pinkness of the image tempts the viewer to suppose that this film 
dates from the late 1960s, the views of Manhattan – including ‘Ground Zero’ – soon re-
minds them of the work’s real date.1 A voiceover commences a few minutes into the film. It 
is read out in one voice (Buckingham’s), but once again different strands of content and 
register interweave in the 1 Buckingham has always wanted to show the work in a floating 
cinema on the Hudson. A boat would travel along the river, picking up audiences from the 
towns on its banks, returning them home after the screening. This proposal adds new 
dimensions of reflexivity: Muhheakantuck’s reflections on the history of the river would be 
offered to those who currently live by its banks. The role of the horizon would become even 
more significant. On board, Buckingham’s potential viewers would not be able to see a 
distant horizon – just the banks across the river and upstream. They would experience a 
kind of blindness not dissimilar to Henry Hudson’s. But inside the boat’s cinema, these 

“The Artist as Historian”
by Mark Godfrey

(excerpt) Spring 2007
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viewers would look down towards the horizon, and the horizon in the image would 
be all the more compelling. This proposal recalls Robert Smithson’s ambition to 
screen his film Spiral Jetty (1970) on the Staten Island Ferry. Smithson also 
included sections filmed very deliberately from a helicopter, and in fact the ci 
cling movement of the helicopter in the film replicates the structure of its subject. 
Despite these conne tions, there are important differences concerning Smith-
son’s and Buckingham’s attitudes to history. As Jennifer Roberts has suggested, 
Smithson situated his work in opposition to the nearby monuments celebrating 
the triumphant progress of the modern American nation. ‘Smithson’s crystalline 
model of time disregards linear, progressive, or triumphalist models by imagining 
time as an opaque encrustation around a fault or fracture.’ (Jennifer Roberts, 
‘The Taste of Time: Salt and Spiral Jetty’ in Robert Smithson (Los Angeles: The 
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Museum of Contemporary Art, 2004), pp. 96-103). Like Smithson, Buckingham is 
sceptical about the way in which history is constructed in the wider culture but 
refuses to see history merely as a ‘futile series of turnings’; indeed he demon-
strates the value of acknowledging forgotten hist ries: the possibility of imagining 
other futures. 2 narration. At times the narrator is objective, at times authorita-
tive, sometimes selfquestioning, sometimes aphoristic. The main strand of the 
narration concerns the history of the river imaged in the film and focuses on the 
early activities of the Dutch East India Company here. In the early 17th century, 
just prior to the moment of colonial activity, Henry Hudson was employed by the 
Company to find the Northwest Passage, a fabled trade route dreamt up by 
Europeans who hoped for a way of shortening journeys between Europe and 
China. Buckingham’s narration attends to the way representation pr ceded reality 
as much as recorded it: cartographers drew the passage on maps to prompt 
navigators such as Hudson to search for it, and just as map-makers ignored 
actual geographical conditions, so too Hudson ignored the Lenape people he 
encoutered on his journey, and their linguistic representations of their land. The 
Lenape name for the river was ‘muhheakantuck’ – the river that flows in two 
directions. The narrator e plains: ‘As fresh water empties out into the ocean, sea 
water surges more than 150 miles up the middle of the river.’ Had Hudson attend-
ed to this name, he would have understood from the outset that he was sailing up 
a river, not the sea passage to China. Instead he continued upstream until the 
river grew too shallow for passage, at which point his crew skirmished violently 
with ‘the people of the country’. Hudson returned to the Netherlands without 
having found the Passage, but the East India Company was nonetheless im-
pressed by the furs he had procured from the Lenape. Company men returned to 
the river, establishing settlements in Manhattan, initiating more trade, spreading 
disease, and persecuting the indigenous peoples. During the forty year life of 
‘New Netherland’ ‘more than twenty-three thousand Lenape died.’ Toward the end 
of the narration, just as the helicopter looks out over Jersey City, the narrator 
describes the massacre perpetrated here by Willem Kieft, the third Governor Gen-
eral of the colony. Buckingham seems to have been drawn to Hudson’s story 
because the narrative provides a prehistory of the present. The text describes how 
the capitalist rather than nationalist or religious interests of the Dutch East India 
Company led to decimation of indigenous life and the destruction of ecologies, 
economies, languages and cultures, and such conditions prevail today. But there 
is also a specific contemporary motivation for Muhhea antuck. Near the begin-
ning of the film, the narrator mentions that Hudson’s voyage began on September 
11 1609; at that very instant, the helicopter peers over lower Manhattan, a site now 
tied to the same date. Just before this moment, the narrator reflects  on the 
‘arbitrary and systematic’ nature of dates and how they are ‘made meaningful 
because most of us agree to use them.’ Though coincidental, the fact that Hud-
son’s trip began on this date prompts the viewer to consider the history and 
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repercussions of this voyage through the lens of the present. 9/11, one real-
izes, was preceded by a much earlier, and much more brutal assault on this 
place, one perpetrated by white Europeans on an indigenous population. 
There is also a suggestion that the hostility toward America manifested in 
9/11 might have its roots and explanations in the historical barbarism of  
western capitalist activities. The histories of the Dutch East India Company 
and the Lenape must be confronted for a proper understanding of the pres-
ent, post-9/11 moment: this insistence is the political message of Muhheak-
antuck. But to foster the viewer’s imaginative faculties, Buckingham needed 
to resist an overly didactic presentation of his material. He had to generate 
in his 3 viewer a sense of expansiveness about the subject of the work in 
order to encourage a consideration of possible futures in tandem with a 
reflection on barbaric histories. This is accomplished most obviously by the 
fragmentation of the narrative, which contrasts powerfully with the free 
flowing river in the image. Different stories are woven together, one breaking 
up the flow of the other; different kinds of voices interrupt one another. 
Neither able to settle into the film, nor to trust the narrator’s authority, the 
viewer is encouraged to subject all conveyed information to questioning. 
Indeed in many places the narrator insists on the contingency of knowledge, 
reminding the li tener that none of the stories told is objective or factual – 
that each is learnt via other represent tions, that each is told for a reason, 
that each is told through language with its attendant histories and impreci-
sion. If the contemporary moment necessitates the work of memory, at the 
same time it requires us to question all received knowledge. The form and 
content of the voiceover creates thinking space, but the openness of Muh-
heakantuck is most powerfully achieved through the form of the image – an 
aerial view looking down at an oblique angle towards a distant horizon. Right 
from the beginning, the voiceover subjects this viewpoint to historical and 
theoretical scrutiny, reflecting on what it might be to make such an image. 
Initially, whilst describing ancient toy proto-helicopters produced in China, 
the narrator muses that ‘the dream of vertical ascent and hovering flight is a 
dream of suspending time through distance – of cutting one’s self off from 
ordinary measures of time – surface time.’ Clearly this ‘dream’ is not realised 
in this film - the aerial view hardly leads to a timeless perspective on the 
river. Later on, the aerial viewpoint is connected to the military use of hot air 
balloons. Aerial transport has facilitated surveillance and control, and in 
Vietnam the ‘maneuverability [of helicopters] …was a major factor in the US 
decision to go to war.’ The aerial viewpoint is also connected to the carto-
graphic gaze: ‘By capturing land on paper, maps always construct their 
worlds in the image of a society, placing the unobtainable within reach – 
drawing places in order to possess them.’



Murray Guy
453 West 17 Street New York NY 10011  T: +1 212 463 7372 F: +1 212 463 7319  info@murrayguy.com

The aerial view has many problematic associations, but these are all clearly 
articulated so that the specific viewpoint offered in the film can be differentiated 
more powerfully. Whilst a map-maker or fighter-pilot would look down to survey 
the river beneath the helicopter, Buckingham looks across to the horizon and 
thereby refuses the authority and the possessive zeal of the cartographic, milita-
ristic gaze. ‘It’s easy to forget that it is our eye that makes the horizon’, the nar-
rator notes just before the end of the film. Were the camera ‘seeing’ from lower 
down, the horizon would be nearer; from higher up, farther. The inclusion of the 
horizon in the image of Muhheakantuck reminds the viewer that the camera only 
sees what it sees because of the position it is in, just as ‘we know what we think 
we know’ only because of what we happen to have read and heard. As impor-
tantly, the horizon acknowledges within the image the presence of the space the 
camera cannot see. To use a term from the narration, the horizon testifies to the 
‘unknown’. By using a viewpoint that initially seems so suspect, Buckingham 
performs a powerful act of détournement, substituting a different kind of visual 
regime for the expected ones. Just as history must be acknowledged to under-
stand the present, Muhheakantuck insists that it is necessary to recognize the 
inadequacies of knowledge and vision, and instils this 4 recognition through its 
verbal and visual form. Muhheakantuck thereby places its viewers in a position 
of uncertainty and humility and it becomes possible from this position to imagine 
relations and futures that are different from the present – to imagine a future not 
just as a series of mounting disasters, but as a time of understanding and cohe-
sion between the different peoples residing in the depicted land. Whereas Hud-
son ‘falsely assumed the unknown not to exist’, now, ‘the unknown is more than 
an occasion for possibilities; it is a provocation that propels us on a journey, a 
route of unknowing in which we experience many of the ways that we do not know 
something.’
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THE SPIRIT AND THE LETTER is a project I have wanted to make for a few years. I was 
familiar with Mary Wollston craft’s life and work through reading political philosophy and 
the history of feminism, but then, while researching another project, I discovered she had 
translated Johann Caspar Lavater, an eighteenth-century Swiss proponent of phys ogno-
my. This intrigued me, as it pointed to the conditions of her professional life—the means 
of her self-sufficiency.

So I returned to Wollstonecraft’s best-known work, A Vind cation of the Rights of Woman, 
and reflected on what ha pens to her language and ideas when we read them today. 

“1000 WORDS Matthew BuckinghamTalks 
About The Spirit And The Letter” 

Introduction by Jessica Morgan
Text by Matthew BuckinghamMay 2007

WHETHER EXPLORING the colonial history of the Hudson River, recounting the life story of a 
freed slave in the American Northeast, staging a tale by Edgar Allan Poe, or recording his own 
attempts to discover the origin of four home movies from the 1920s found on a Manhattan street, 
Matthew Buckingham, in his film and video projects, often seems also to be documenting the 
exploits of an amateur enthusiast: himself. Indeed, the New York–based artist’s practice might 
be seen as sharing common ground with the fast-growing hobby of historical reenactment, 
involving as it does the exhaustive researching and re-presenting of the past. Yet Buckingham is 
less interested in accurately portraying earlier times than in considering how any investigations of 
what went before inevitably reflect back on our current condition. Buckingham’s works frequently 
include accounts of his own involvement in their production—the process of discovery, error, and 
frustration in unearthing events or facts—thereby making apparent the imprecision, personal 
decision making, and projection that underlie any attempt to record history. As the artist says, “The 
importance or unimportance that we assign to past events, here and now, is one of the ways that 
we define or even actively create the present.” 

Buckingham’s most recent project, The Spirit and the Letter, 2007, speaks eloquently to the problem 
of trying to understand the past with only the tools and mind-set of the present. Currently on view 
at the Camden Arts Centre in London, this piece consists of a specially devised installation and 
video in which an actress in eighteenth-century dress reads from Mary Wollstonecraft’s writings, 
principally fragments of her Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792). The decision to center this 
work on Wollstonecraft was dictated in part by her relationship to the city where the exhibition is 
taking place; however, to apply Buckingham’s own method, we should also ask: Why Wollstonecraft 
now? Given the attention paid to her life and to writings by feminist critics over the past decades—
and, as significantly, in view of the reevaluation of 1960s and ’70s feminist politics, art, and writing 
under way today—Buckingham would contend that the reexamination of her life and work offers a 
productive means of engaging with the social and critical thinking of our own time. 

—JESSICA MORGAN
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Wollstonecraft is widely credited as a founder of feminism, and while true in some 
ways, this assertion nevertheless raises interesting problems of historiography: 
The terms féministe and “feminist” date from nearly a hundred years after her 
time. How do we tell her story in a way that avoids teleology, anachronism, and 
projection? Much of the recent scholarly work on Wollstonecraft takes these 
concerns into account, presenting her not as someone ahead of her time, but as 
someone very much of her time. When we attempt to see her in context, we are 
less likely to find only what we are looking for or what we already know, and more 
likely to be surprised by unfamiliar or unexpected information that contradicts 
our preconceptions. This is often a critical confrontation: Reconsidering the past 
also means evaluating or at least taking into account the position from which we 
carry out our investigations. 

I wondered what the effect might be if Wollstonecraft were able to revisit her 
own writing now, and I imagined staging a “visitation”—a kind of ghost story—in 
which she appears in the present and speaks her words live today, bringing them 
into contact with present-day experience. As a result of this thinking, the instal-
lation of The Spirit and the Letter has been arranged spatially to evoke a feeling 
of inversion. A chandelier protrudes upward from the floor, and an inverted mir-
ror hangs high on one wall. A video image is projected onto the opposite wall, 
depicting another room where the same chandelier and mirror can be seen in 
the “correct” orientation. In the video, an actress playing Wollstonecraft paces 
across the floor, exits the frame, and after a moment reappears, this time walking 

Matthew Buckingham, The 
Spirit and the Letter, 2007, color 
video, 18 minutes 30 seconds. 
Production still. MaryWoll-
stonecraft (Kate Miles). 
Photo: Romain Forquy.  
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on the ceiling of the room. Wollstonecraft has been placed 
on the ceiling to emphasize her presence as a ghost and to 
play with our sense of her as a radical, someone stubbornly 
objecting to convention and norms. In turn, I try to allow the 
spectators—who occupy a space similar to hers—to see 
themselves in her position, to identify with her physically.

The actress delivers a somewhat associative monologue 
that is mainly made up of fragments borrowed from A Vindi-
cation of the Rights of Woman. In applying Wollstonecraft to 
our time, I knew I was projecting my interests or my agenda 
onto hers. I decided to set myself strict limits—to work only 
with Wollstonecraft’s published writing and, for the most 
part, not to use her private letters, because I wanted to 
avoid reading her public life through her private life, which 
has happened so often. As in my other works reflecting upon 
past lives or events, I see this investigation of Wollstone-
craft as a process of retrieval and restaging. There is always 
a certain degree of “failure” in restaging something, and 
this allows a critique to emerge, as well as offering a way to 
work free of received ideas about “history.” In the excerpts 
from her writing that I decided to use, I shifted the tense 
from present to past, so that she appears to be commenting 
in the present moment on the condition of women as they 
existed in her lifetime. For example, in the video she says 
that women were “taught from their infancy that beauty was 
woman’s scepter, the mind shaped itself to the body, and 
roaming round its gilt cage, only sought to adorn its prison.” 
As the viewers listen, they juxtapose “then” and “now,” 
perhaps asking, “What is the present condition of women?” 
or “Have things changed?” It is quite easy when reading A 
Vindication of the Rights of Woman to think about how much 
has changed, and what life was like, but we are just as likely 
to be reminded that certain powerful social dynamics are 
still intact, and when that happens we catch a glimpse of 
how deeply we hide this reality from ourselves.

John Opie Mary Wollstonecraft, ca. 1797, oil on 
canvas, 30 1/4 x 25 1/4”.
© National Portrait Gallery, London.
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As in Matthew Buckingham's most recent film, which centers on the Hudson River 
and its "discovery" by European explorers, his collaboration with Joachim Koester, 
Sandra of the Tuliphouse or How to Live in a Free State, 2001, moves laterally rather 
than chronologically through history. The subject here is the anarchistic "free city" of 
Christiania in Copenhagen, colonized in 1971 by squatters who broke into an abandoned 
seventeenth-century military base. Framed by the perspective of the fictional character 
Sandra, 2001.the city-within-a-city becomes a springboard for meditations on a variety of 
phenomena: The military history of Copenhagen, the three-dot flag (inspired by the three 
"i's" in Christiania), the demise of armor after the introduction of gunpowder, wolves in 
Europe, Beowulf, and the case of Mehran Karimi Nasseri, the Iranian refugee who arrived 
in France without a passport in 1988 and became a long-term squatter at Charles de 
Gaulle Airport (thereby inspiring several films, including Steven Spielberg's The Terminal). 
Spread out over five channels, the film underscores the fact that history can be narrated 
from multiple perspectives, and that citizenship itself, no matter how fixed it seems, is 
essentially a form of squatting.

“Matthew Buckingham and Joachim Koester”
The Kitchen 

By Martha SchwendenerMay 4, 2005
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Once upon a time the fine arts were shown in museums, 
and movies were shown in the cinema. But now museums 
have mutated into movie theaters and function under con-
ditions of darkness. The artist Matthew Buckingham, who 
lives in new York and Berlin, is an interface expert, and, 
with his most recent work, the subtle, sophisticated film 
installation, A man of the Crowd, 2003, he has brought the 
light of the projector into the deepest subbasement of the 
Museum Moderner Kunst Stiftung Ludwig.

The script for Buckingham’s work is based on Edgar Allen 
Poe’s story “The Man of the Crowd”, from 1840. The tale, 
set in London – a city Poe never visited – is an Acconci-
esque “Following Piece” avant la lettre: A man in a cof-
feehouse observes the evening crowd through the window, 
singles out a man due to the “absolute idiosyncrasy” of his 
facial expression, and follows him for twenty-four hours 
across the city. Despite his detective-like approach, this 
precursor of Sherlock Holmes doesn’t actually find out 
anything about the object of his observation; instead he 
discovers the transitory, the fleeting, and the random in 
the modern city. The “man of the crowd” is a metropolitan 
type without a stable referent, a flaneur out of Benjamin’s 
Arcades Project, a man who, on the one side, “feels him-
self viewed by all and sundry … a true suspect and, on 
the other side, the man who is utterly undiscoverable, the 
hidden man. “Poe’s text, to which literary critics attribute 
Dickensian ambitions, moors the mystery of the city in its 
dynamism and anonymity.

Buckingham’s retelling transfers the action to Vienna. A 
fictional character steps into the space of the real city, 
though one whose topography is so heavily laden with 
cultural heritage that it obscures one’s view of the present. 
Buckingham’s man of the crowd resembles Günter Brus 
as he sets off on his Wiener Spaziergang (Viennese Walk), 

“Matthew Buckingham”
Museum Moderner Kunst, Vienna

By Brigitte HuckJanuary 2004

	  Matthew Buckingham, A Man of the Crowd, 
2003, still from black-and-white film in 16 
mm, 20 minutes
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1965: Localities steeped in the history of Actionism and sites of legendary per-
formances by Valie Export and Peter Weibel pass by. The topos of the “third man” 
doesn’t conceal itself in the sewer system this time but hides in the persona of 
the camerman who pursues both pursuer and pursued. Buckingham emphasizes 
the significance of Poe’s story for journalism and documentary at the same time 
as he  celebrates the city as a metaphor of transformation and its visual archive 
as a liturgy of difference.

Buckingham forwent the conventions of the projection space as cinema, with its 
frozen rows of chairs and rules for polite viewing, in favor of an open, participa-
tory concept of space that – how could it be otherwise? – invited one to stroll 
and prompted active engagement above passive scopophilia. The film projector 
and loudspeakers functioned as sculptural elements, while in the center of the 
installation a semitransparent mirror echoed the coffeehouse window in the film. 
It functioned as a porous screen surrogate that allowed for the projection of the 
film on the wall behind while simultaneously reflecting it. The double image thus 
produced, echoing the film’s themes of pursuit, doubling, and mirroring – not to 
mention that of endless slippage – suggests that Buckingham has imbibed the 
teachings of Jacques Lacan.
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“A Man of the Crowd,” the film installation that makes up Matthew Buckingham’s show, 
is based on a short story by Edgar Allan Poe, set in a dank, phantasmic, Ridley Scott-ish 
London. The narrator, recovering from some unspecified malaise, finds himself irresist-
ibly drawn from passive people-watching to following an unknown older man through the 
city’s lower depths, a world of prostitution, gin mills and human degradation. The fevered 
journey, which produces in the narrator a sense of high-minded moral revulsion, comes to 
an inconclusive end, like an interrupted dream.

Mr. Buckingham tells the same story, but slightly altered. Instead of London, a city Poe 
never actually saw, he shoots his film in a sunny Vienna, undistinctively antique, a middle-
European anywhere. The two characters are casually dressed, the young stalker in a T-
shirt, the older man in a light suit. They are joined by a third character, the camera, which 
follows the follower.

This is not always easy to do. The man pursued, driven and self-absorbed, is prone to 
sudden stops and starts, changes of direction, dodging tactics. When the two men finally 
confront each other, the older merely brushes past the younger, rubbing his shoulder 
against him, and moves on. Later he appears outside a cafe where the young man is sit-
ting, first reflected in a window, then in person, an effect neatly matched in the exhibi-
tion’s use of coated glass to project the film on the gallery wall in mirror images. The 
pursuit begins again, but now its nature is clear: this is a protracted two-way seduction.

Much of Mr. Buckingham’s earlier work deals with a similar attraction-repulsion dynamic. 
This was true of his documentary-style account of the heroic and dishonorable history, 
past and future, of the carvings at Mount Rushmore, and of his politically interpretive 
tour, cheery and damning, of Native American and European settlements along the 
Hudson River. In “A Man of the Crowd,” he transports another fraught American tale to a 
Hitchcockian Old World of suspense, faded glamour and Freud, and comes up with the 
same conclusion: truth and fiction are indistinguishably strange, mutually dependent and 
constantly changing places. 

December 12, 2003

“Matthew Buckingham”
Murray Guy

By Holland Cotter
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Matthew Buckingham’s A Man of the Crowd, 2003, is a for-
mally elegant, conceptually rich 16 mm film installation that 
mimics the structure of Edgar Allan Poe’s similarly titled 
short story of 1840. Poe’s London is now contemporary 
Vienna; Buckingham’s camera tracks a young man obses-
sively trailing a slightly shabby older fellow through the city 
streets. The camera itself, ducking behind a tree or column 
as if to avoid being seen, unaccountably yet delightfully be-
comes a third protagonist. The noirish black-and-white film, 
shot in dramatic natural light, is projected through a small 
hole in the wall that separates the gallery from the office and 
onto a semitransparent two-way mirror in the middle of the 
room. The result is a set of twin projections—often rigor-
ously symmetrical—”bookending” an almost empty gallery. 
Viewers are brought into the space of the film as their own 
reflections on the mirror mingle with the images of pursuer 
and pursued. Like Buckingham’s other works, A Man of the 
Crowd is filled with subtle cultural references. The nameless 
protagonists lead the camera down a street traveled by Or-
son Welles in The Third Man and through arcades described 
in Walter Benjamin’s book-length study. Poe’s story is central 
to much scholarship on the flaneur, including Benjamin’s; 
and Buckingham’s film is both an engaging visual corollary 
to this written corpus and a deftly realized project of its own.

  

“Critic’s Picks:  Matthew Buckingham”
Murray Guy

By Brian SholisMay 2003

	  A Man of the Crowd, 2003
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"Subcutaneous" means 'under the skin,' an appropriate 
title for a show that explores the history of the popular 
Enlightenment-era quasi-science of physiognomy, the belief 
that a person's character is literally written on the surface of 
his or her face. Currently on display at the Charles H. Scott 
Gallery from February 12th to March 23rd, 2003, New York-
based artist Matthew Buckingham's solo exhibition quietly 
debunks the myths of physiognomy while simultaneously 
exposing the extent to which it informs both film and 
photography, and reverberates throughout our society today.

The exhibition's central character is Johann Caspar 
Lavater, an eighteenth century theologian who, at the 
urging of Johann Georg Ritter von Zimmerman, scientist, 
heart specialist, and personal physician to King George 
III of England, authored a four-volume treatise entitled 
The Physiognomical Fragments, Intended to Promote the 
Knowledge and Love of Mankind. This ambitious, if flawed, 
work was written to transform physiognomy from a popular 
superstition into a credible science. Though it was not 
without its detractors, notably the highly critical physicist 
Georg Christoph Lichtenberg, Lavater’s study quickly found 
favour across Europe. Praised by the German press, the 
book was adopted as a "reference guide to humanity"1 at 
a time when "the emergence of a new middle class and 
. . . the repeal of sumptuary laws that regulated clothing 
according to social standing created a demand for new 
tools of social navigation."2 Proposing that the eyes, noses, 
ears, foreheads, and chins were letters of a divine alphabet, 
Lavater’s treatise was soon consulted in matters ranging 
from the hiring of servants to the evaluation of marriage 
proposals.3 

The network of "friendships and rivalries"4 surrounding 
the publication of Lavater's book, which included such 
prominent figures as Johann Wolfgang von Goethe and 
Lichtenberg, form a narrative that structures Buckingham's 
installation. The exhibition comprises a series of twenty 
colour photographs arranged in pairs (two per frame) and 

	  
Matthew Buckingham, Subcutaneous. Photos: 
courtesy of Charles H. Scott Gallery

“Matthew Buckingham: Subcutaneous”
Charles H. Scott Gallery, New York

By Kristina Jaugelis

School for the Contemporary Arts, 
Simon Fraser University
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a 16mm film installation. Nearly all of the photographs depict exterior views of 
many of the sites associated with Lavater’s book; for example, Lavater's residence 
in Zurich, Switzerland; the home of Goethe's parents in Frankfurt, Germany; and 
Lichtenberg's residence in Göttingen, Germany are all featured in the series. 
Almost all of the photographs are shot in an objective, deadpan manner, and 
nearly all of them show residences of some sort (the exception is the pair titled St. 
Peter’s Church in Zurich where Lavater served as deacon and pastor for 32 years). 
In each pair of photographs one image depicts the view of the site, and the other 
the view from the site. Accompanying each set of photographs is a didactic panel 
explaining the importance of the site to the history of physiognomy and sometimes 
tracing the historical trajectory of the site itself. The panels employ the style and 
content of explanatory texts typically found in museums and on sites of historical 
importance. Not surprisingly, several of the residences featured in Subcutaneous 
have been transformed into museums that honour the influential men who once 
lived there, a fact that is emphasized in Buckingham’s installation.

The 16mm film installation projects moving images simultaneously onto two low 
walls separated by the entrance into the viewing space. Since the projectors sit 
on low plinths scarcely a foot above the ground, the installation is impossible 
to view from anywhere except the middle of the two screens without blocking 
the projections themselves. Arranged on the floor are eleven brightly coloured 
cushions, inviting viewers to sit and watch. 

Narrated from the point of view of Lichtenberg, Lavater's harshest critic, the film 
presents a series of vignettes that feature "placeless people and people-less 
places."5 Lichtenberg's running monologue (in German and in English), which 
tells the story of physiognomy coupled with his own observations and criticisms, 
guides the viewer through a succession of scenes that feature, at different times, 
men in historical costume, which we take to be the characters of Buckingham's 
physiognomical tale (Lavater, Goethe, Lichtenberg); a forest; two windows in a 
house as seen from the interior; profiles of people's heads in contemporary dress, 
and so on. In its efforts to recreate a moment drawn from history (employing such 
film staples as a narrator, a dramatic musical score, and a cast of characters), the 
installation challenges film's ability to construct reality through such conventions 
as acting, costumes, sets and props.

The exhibition offers a subtle, though effective, critique of physiognomy in 
particular and of reductionism in general. That is, it is critical of any way of 
thinking that attempts to substitute a part for the whole. Reductionism, the 
doctrine that a complex system can be fully understood in terms of its isolated 
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parts, has been at the heart of scientific inquiry since at least the Renaissance. 
What are the consequences of this line of thinking for our society? How is it 
present in such mediums as photography and film? 

Buckingham explores these questions in several ways. His double-panel 
photographs, which substitute the exterior of a man's house for the surface of his 
face, suggest that there is no one position from which to read a person, or, in this 
instance, a place. What tells us more about a site, the view taken of it or the view 
taken from it? How can we purport to understand a person's personality from 
the surface of his face? Perhaps an alternative index to his character might be 
his own subjective view of himself, or of his world, in other words, the view 'from' 
himself. 

The didactic panels also work to draw attention to reductive practices in daily 
life. Some of the panels offer detailed site histories, citing changes in ownership, 
function, or status of the buildings they describe. Despite this wealth of detail, 
many of these places remain sites of homage not to the multitude of individuals 
who occupied these sites over the centuries, but to the influential Enlightenment-
era men who once, however briefly, called these premises home (Lavater and 
Goethe, for instance). Once again, Buckingham presents us with a curious 
instance of the part (one man, one life) standing in for the whole (a building 
several centuries old), a critique not only of reductive thought, but of the nature of 
memorials in general. 

Buckingham's exhibition rejects any tendencies that attempt to explain a 
complexity, such as a person, by a simplified formula, especially as such 
approaches inform contemporary media like photography. For instance, the 
entire convention of portraiture is built on the notion that one's face is the 
gateway to the essence of one's being, or, in a pre-secular world-view, one's soul. 
By challenging this assumption, Buckingham questions the very premises of 
representation itself. This is also accomplished by his clever inclusion of Goethe's 
authentic former home as well as its facsimile in the exhibition. Both sites are 
museums for Goethephiles and tourists alike, but the facsimile, which stands 100 
metres from the authentic home and reproduces its exterior and interior down 
to such minute details as the ink stains on Goethe's writing table, charges a 
higher admission fee than the original so that visitors might actually touch the 
interior and its contents.6 As with many iconic photographic representations, 
the facsimile of Goethe's former home is a simulation that has become more 
'original' than the original itself.
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Buckingham's 30 minute film installation also debunks the myths of physiognomy 
while exposing its contemporary legacy in film. Just as eighteenth century 
dabblers in physiognomy expected to read a person from the surface of his 
face, so we expect to see an accurate depiction of a person (or persons, places, 
events, etc.) through the medium of film. Set to a narrative recounted to us by 
physiognomy's most vocal critic, Buckingham exposes film's claim to veracity 
as a fraud. He presents us with the various parts that make up  film-sets without 
characters, and actors without sets, not the cohesive whole, suggesting, perhaps, 
that a visual representation is at best a conscious reconstruction, and no 
substitute for other ways of knowing. 

Buckingham further complicates the viewer's experience through the formal 
structure of the installation itself. Setting the projectors as low to the ground 
as he does ensures that viewers will position themselves in the centre of the 
two screens to avoid blocking the projections with their bodies. This creates 
a situation in which one perspective is not privileged over another, as viewers 
struggle to divide their attention between both screens. This very struggle warns 
of the dangers of attempting to grasp a complex entity through one surface 
(or source) only, a sentiment that is echoed in Lichtenberg's closing remarks 
onscreen: "This incomprehensible being we are, which would appear much more 
incomprehensible to us if we could come even closer to it, we must not expect to 
find inscribed on a countenance on our faces."7 

The exhibition makes clear that beyond its continued influence in both film 
and photography, physiognomy (and its present-day reincarnations) has 
profoundly negative implications for social life. Physiognomy was more than 
just an Enlightenment-era parlour game for aristocrats, it was a pseudo-science 
that employed xenophobia and racism to justify European colonization.8 An 
illustration in Lavater's book for example depicts an African subject "whose 
profile has been drawn to be the ideal of stupidity and stubbornness,"9 a 
precursor to nineteenth century studies that attempted to create racial 
hierarchies by measuring cranium sizes and other body parts, as well as the early 
twentieth century eugenics movement that sought to breed 'better' human beings 
by encouraging the reproduction of people with 'good' genes (on the basis of 
superficial genetic traits) and discouraging the reproduction of those with 'bad' 
genes. Lest we think we have progressed beyond such social philistinism we need 
look no further than present-day research in the field of genetics which, much 
like the physiognomy of 200 years ago, attempts to link all manner of physical and 
social phenomena to something as basic as DNA structure. The Globe and Mail 
recently featured an article on a convicted criminal who was granted a stay of 
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execution because he possessed the so-called 'killer gene', a faulty copy of the 
MAO-A gene on his X chromosome.10 If genetics progresses to the extent that 
Lichtenberg feared physiognomy might, then, to use his words, "children will be 
hanged before they have done the deeds that deserve the gallows." 
 

1 From the film Subcutaneous and book of the same title by Matthew Buckingham 
(New York: Shark Books, 2001), p. 14.
2 From the Charles H. Scott Gallery’s press release for Subcutaneous.
3 From the film Subcutaneous, also in Buckingham, p. 14.
4 From the Charles H. Scott Gallery press release. 
5 From the Charles H. Scott Gallery press release.
6 From the didactic panel for Corona-Schroter-Weg, Ilm Park.
7 From the film Subcutaneous, also in Buckingham, p. 20.
8 Ibid., p. 12.
9 Ibid.
10 Carolyn Abraham, “The Bad Seed”, The Globe and Mail, 1 March 2003, section 
F, p. 1.
11 From the film Subcutaneous, also in Buckingham, p. 13.
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Matthew Buckingham is very interested in the land that 
is America, or rather, the old contested land that was 
to become America. He examines its natural and social 
legacies with a scrupulous and intelligent eye, often inviting 
his viewers to look at its history through the everyday: the 
ground they stand on, the signs they walk past, and the trees 
they sit under—even the birds do not evade his particular
attention. In 1999, he videotaped himself in Manhattan’s 
Battery Park, trying to interview nonindigenous sparrows, 
which had been misguidedly imported into America in 1850 
to cull a perceived overpopulation of inchworms. (He titled 
the work Interview with a Cultural Follower and Public 
Space Inhabitant—”cultural follower” being the term for any 
mammal, bird, or other living organism that has specifically 
evolved in relation to human society.) In 2002 in Los Angeles, 
he placed a poster reading SEPTEMBER 4, 1781 in the
advertising space at a bus stop. Below it was the address of 
a website where any intrigued passenger could learn that 
the date marked the founding of the city, which was officially 
“settled” by a civilian community of several nationalities. 
Buckingham has inserted postcards detailing the historic 
failure to build a shipping canal along New York’ s Canal 
Street into postcard stands there, and he recently made two 
photographic works, New Amsterdam, 2003, and The Six 
Grandfathers, Paha Sapa, in the Year 502,002 C.E., 2002,
that explicitly demonstrate a desire to examine the 
paradigms of American history. The first shows a group of 
schoolchildren visiting the American Museum of Natural 
History who are silhouetted in front of a life-size diorama 
of Peter Stuyvesant, director general of the Dutch West 
India Company, as he receives a group of Lenape Native 
Americans at New Amsterdam. The second is an image of 
how geologists might imagine Mount Rushmore will look 
in the year 502,002: a formidable bare rock face—face as 
stone erased—displaying little resemblance to the cultural 
monument and purported shrine to democracy it once 
briefly was.

Buckingham, a longtime New Yorker currently in Berlin 

“Historical Fiction
Tacita Dean on the art of Matthew Buckingham”

By Tacita Dean

Matthew Buckingham, Amos Fortune Road, 
1996, still from a black-and-white film in 16 mm, 
21 minutes

Matthew Buckingham, Situation Leading to a 
Story, 1999, stills from a black-and-white film 
in 16 mm, 21 minutes

March 2004
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on a one-year fellowship, does not restrict himself to 
American subject matter. Although many of his works 
begin or end there, he is also a social observer of a more 
universal culture, often using the rich pickings of history to 
generate new narrative possibilities. He researches widely, 
referencing and cross-referencing the results into a matrix 
of connections that he transforms into powerful images and 
narrations. 

Closer to narrative filmmaking than his more recent work, 
Amos Fortune Road, 1996, tells its story through subtitles. 
Buckingham uses a small lattice of two-hundred-year-
old roads in New Hampshire as the genesis for his film 
as “road movie,” which recounts the tale of two fictional 
characters—a woman teacher and her pupil. Buckingham 
guides the story by cutting between still photographs of the 
empty classrooms and amateur theaters where the teacher 
is staging a play with her students and live-action shots of 
the pair driving along the bumpy tracks that connect the 
narrative. Each day, they drive past a historical marker and 
see the name there of Amos Fortune, a slave who bought his 
freedom in 1769. They want to learn more about him, but the 
only evidence of his life that seems to exist is a handful of 
receipts in the local library, including the one representing 
the exchange made for his freedom. Buckingham thwarts
the usual trajectory of the road movie by giving no 
satisfactory destination, only a conclusion: that true history 
is most often found in our social infrastructure and in the 
very age of the land we walk on daily.

Buckingham often employs a disembodied voice to give 
ambiguous autho ity to his narratives, something he 
accomplishes by means of a voice-over in Situation Leading 
to a Story, 1999. Here, the artist himself recounts the story 
of finding four amateur movies dating from the 1920s in an 
abandoned box on a New York street. As we watch the black-
and-white films, which have the existing titles “Garden,”
“Peru,” “Garage,” and “Guadalajara,” Buckingham tells of 
his attempt to track down their onetime owner. He looks 
up the name that was written on the box in an out-of-date 
telephone directory and finds two people listed at one 
address. His subsequent discovery that one of the names no 
longer appears in a current directory makes the film all the 

Matthew Buckingham, New Amsterdam, 
2003, color photograph, 10 x 11”
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more about absence and the quotidian loss of personal
histories. Home movies and photographs, once detached from the people they 
mean most to, often become intangible and unwitting vehicles of a collective 
memory that can, according to Buckingham, stand in for our fantasies of history. 
The installation specifically reflects something of the origin of the work. The 
projector is architecturally separated but still accessible, and the film is shown 
offcenter and at floor level in a small carpeted room, giving the space a domestic 
feel while also referencing the artist’s discovery of the films as discarded objects. 
The work is about revelation: revealing the intimacies of the anonymous other. 
Buckingham deliberately guides his viewers through the installation in only one 
direction until they find themselves, as the title suggests, in a situation that leads
them to a story.

An archive can be a subjective arena, often constrained by the whims and taboos 
of the time. For Buckingham, it is important to take an archive as a collection of 
raw data—not positioned and categorized by existing ideologies—in which he 
can roam and pick with absolute freedom. In Definition, 2000, a single slide of an 
empty, gable-windowed room is projected in a sloping, carpeted space while the 
voice of a well-spoken Englishman begins by telling us that this is probably the 
room where Samuel Johnson wrote his standard English dictionary. The voice 
continues by describing Johnson’s extraordinary and near solitary feat of co 
pleting the work in only ten years and also ruminates on the very nature of the 
dictionary and how by marshaling language into homogeneous correctness it 
made a powerful tool in the exportation of cultural hegemony. The dictionary is 
the ultimate archive, and yet all we see is a single slide of an empty room. Through 
the juxtaposition of voice-over and image Buckingham causes us to wonder where 
all the information came from and perhaps to reflect on the subjectivity and 
vanity of such a mammoth undertaking. In another single-slide work, Image of 

Matthew Buckingham, Subcutaneous, 2001. Installation view, Murray Guy, 
New York, 2001.
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Absalon to Be Projected Until It Vanishes, 2001, we see a statue of the mythical 
founder of Copenhagen on horseback. The twelfth-century Viking knight appears 
small at the bottom of the frame beneath the blue Danish sky. Each time the 
work is shown, the image is projected until the heat from the projector fades 
it over time into white light: An enduring symbol of national pride is delicately 
reduced to ethereal transparency. Buckingham has said that for him the principal 
importance of film is its relationship to photography: The projected image is 
produced through the holding back of light and so creates black with shadow. 
He takes this one step further in Subcutaneous, 2001, by filming the silhouettes 
of various people in pr file in a work that investigates physiognomy, the 
pseudoscience of reading one’s character in the surface of one’s face. A voice-
over, this time with a pronounced Germanic accent, discusses the relationships 
and rivalries between

Swiss theologian and poet Johann Kaspar Lavater, who is now remembered only 
for his disreputed book on physiognomy, which brought him transient popularity 
in the eighteenth century when these theories took hold. The installation consists 
of two film projections shown at ground level on either side of an opening in a 
freestanding wall. Brightly colored cushions to sit on are dispersed around the 
room. The film on the left begins with solid single colors projected one after a 
other onto the screen before abruptly turning to blackand- white images. The film 
on the right starts with the black-and-white images: Lavater sitting in a chair; the 
branches of an old oak tree beginning to revolve into a blur; and an upside-down 
human face on which is drawn a face the right way up, with eyebrows on the neck
and the chin as the end of the nose. The film then ends with the colored frames. 
For Buckingham, black-and-white is about removing visual information from the 
image, and color is about adding to it. Yet color here acts only as the abstract 
beginning and end to the two films, adding no further information than the 
more narrative black-and-white. Buckingham is thus more of an ambivalent 
commentator than his presentation might at first imply, and he chooses to convey 
as much about the absence of information on any given subject as he reveals 

Matthew Buckingham, A Man of the 
Crowd, 2003, stills from a black-and-white 
film in 16 mm, 20-minute loop.
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about its presence. One of the final images in the film on the right is of a man in 
an eig teenth-century frock coat with the head of a bird, a reference to the fact 
that Darwin was nearly prevented from boarding the HMS Beagle on his way to 
the Galapagos Islands because the captain, a believer in Lavater’s physiognomy, 
did not like the shape of his nose. Buckingham relishes the irony that Darwin’s 
observations on the beaks of finches went on to inform his theories of natural 
selection. In this film and other works Buckingham seems interested in our 
obsession with seeing human features mirrored in the natural world: Trees (their 
physiognomic aspect occurring often in German literature), rocks, and birds all 
take on anthr pomorphic qualities. The reversal of bird as man into man as bird 
in Subcutaneous must have offered the artist considerable narrative delight. 
Buckingham had visited Vienna only once before deciding upon it as a location 
to film his restaging of Edgar Allan Poe’s 1840 story “The Man of the Crowd” 
(A Man of the Crowd, 2003). The original was set in London, a city Poe had also 
visited only once as a very small child, so his descriptions appear appropriately 
disconnected from the actual place and are, it seems, mainly borrowed from the 
writings of Charles Dickens. Vienna is also a place much mediated and imagined 
by others: It was the  city of Freud, with its bourgeois café society and the urbane 
populace that Harry Lime was famously able to reduce to extinguishable little 
dots as he gazed down upon them from a Ferris wheel in The Third Man. It is a 
city already in our cultural imagination as self-consciously nineteenth century 
with, one always feels, a hidden underbelly where some mysterious other action is 
happening off-camera.

In Poe’s story, a man who has just recovered from an unnamed illness goes out 
for the first time and sits observing the passing crowds from a café window. With 
the zeal of someone reengaging with life, he starts dividing people into types, u 
ing the techniques of typology and physiognomy that were common to the day one 
wonders if this is what first attracted Buckingham to the Poe story—until he sees 
an elderly man whom he cannot categorize. He follows the man for a full twenty 

Matthew Buckingham, A Man of the 
Crowd, 2003. Installation himself. 
Buckingham found in Poe’s story a cri-
tique of the reputed view, Murray Guy, 
New York, 2003
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four hours, trying to classify him. By then exhausted, the narrator confronts his 
subject head on, but the man continues past him, seeming not to acknowledge 
him at all. The narrator is left feeling that this man, or this type of man, who can 
never be alone and must always seek the crowd, is better left unknown, “like it is 
said of a certain German book that ‘es lässt sich nicht lesen’—it does not permit 
itself to be read.”

Buckingham begins his film with his “narrator” character speaking these words 
into a mobile phone before catching sight of the man he is driven to follow. The 
artist subsequently resists using the narrator’s voice but instead allows the wild 
sounds of urban Vienna to convey the shifting atmospheres of the film. It is exqu 
sitely shot in black-and-white by Buckingham himself, with the light sometimes 
bleaching the image like amnesia. The camera follows the man following the man 
through many parts of modern Vienna, as well as along the small, narrow cobbled 
streets that are its emblem. At points, the follower disappears and one sees 
only the camera and the followed. Then the follower reappears, and the viewer 
is jolted back to the relatively inactive position of observing the narrative rather 
than taking part in it. The followed is awkward, gauche, and beautifully played 
by Viennese actor Heinrich Herki as the unknowable heart of the man of the 
crowd. At last, the follower confronts him outside the original café and, after the 
followed brushes past him, walks back inside, and the twenty-minute film begins 
again. Buckingham’s use of a continuous loop suggests that recognition, rather
than dispassionate research, may have provoked the pursuit.

It is difficult to grasp the motivation for the pursuit or even the relationship 
between the two characters—or perhaps among the three, if one includes the 
camera—though Buckingham is clearly setting up a notion of doubling and 
reflection. There are many metallic surfaces in the film, and from time to time, 
one catches sight of the camera in one of the large plate-glass windows. The 
follower mirrors the followed. Even the manner in which Buckingham presents 
the work emphasizes this notion of reflection. He builds a freestanding wall with 
a small opening through which the film is projected, and places speakers evenly 
throughout the space. On the other side of the wall, a metal frame holds a piece 
of semireflective mirrored glass exactly the size of the projection beam midway 
between the glass and the projection wall. The result is that the mirrored glass 
throws back the image onto the freestanding wall as well as letting the normal 
projection through, thereby doubling the image. On entering, the viewer crosses 
the projection and becomes the shadow or the double shadow. For Buckingham, 
the mirrored glass refers back to the original café window, where the final 
fruitlessness of the pursuit reflects back on the pursuer and becomes a blank in 
which he sees himself. Buckingham found in Poe’s story a critique of the reputed 
objectivity of the scientific method, namely, that truth could be discovered
only by hiding the observer. He finds in this parallels with undercover journalism, 
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which was becoming popular in the nineteenth century, and documentary 
filmmaking, with its use of hidden cameras. However, unlike Poe’s story, 
Buckingham’s narration reveals no objective discoveries, only a dull foreboding 
about the inexplicability of the human heart. The protagonist must return again to 
the “archive,” reenter the café, and start the process anew. And yet there remains 
a curiosity, which is intelligible, at the core of A Man of the Crowd. The young.man 
follows the older one because he cannot recognize him but wants to, because the 
older man is from a different generation and has lived in, and is living through, a 
different time but is still with him in the present. The nature of this pursuit is
analogous to Buckingham’s relationship to history and parallels the many 
investigations that are his process. Rather than looking to the past to understand 
the present, he prefers to look for history in the contemporary, the now, following 
his subjects a few paces behind, unnoticed.
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Children are regularly told. “Never judge a book by its 
cover.” But it wasn’t always that way. In eighteenth-century 
Europe, physiognomy, or the measure of character based 
upon outward appearance, gained acceptance as the 
continent navigated a new social order brought about by an 
emerging middle class. Among the pseudo-science’s most 
outspoken champion was Johann Caspar Lavater, whose 
1775 treatise, The Physiognomic Fragments, Intended to 
Promote the Knowledge and Love of Mankind, provided a 
point of departure for Matthew Buckingham’s fascinating 
new film installation and book, collectively entitled 
Subcutaneous. Focusing on lavater and his relationship with 
various Enlightenment thinkers – including the young Goethe 
and the German physicist and satirist Georg Christoph 
Lichtenberg – Buckingham examined the motivations behind 
rationalizing prejudice with suspect scientific reasoning 
and its dangerous, far-reaching effects. The black-and-
white film’s loose, disjointed narrative was effectively held 
together by the surprisingly agile two-screen 16mm format. 
Actors in powdered white wigs played the roles of Lavater, his 
adherents, and his detractors. Reading from original texts, 
they revealed their personal and professional connections 
and argued about the merits of physiognomy. Sometimes 
the characters interacted onscreen with one another in 
anonymous surroundings. At other times, they communicated 
at a distance, from separate screens. Bust most often, and 
perhaps most beautifully, one or another of the characters 
expounded on one screen as the other screen was either 
saturated in color or composed of one of several outdoor 
scenes, most memorably an upward spiraling view of and 
old-growth tree. Not surprisingly, Buckingham reminds us 
that Enlightenment-era assumptions are still widespread, 
if less conspicuous. At one point, he flashed a series of 
contemporary-looking profiles in silhouette – male, female, 
white, black, and Asian – effectively turning the mirror upon 
his audience. The accompanying twenty-eight-page book 
documented the facades of buildings inhabited at different 
times by the protagonists. The question it posed is a valid 
one: Are the physical exteriors of historical sites capable 
of imparting significant information about their former 
occupants? But the notion felt slight compared with the 
probing and memorable film that lingered in the mind of the 
viewer.

“Matthew Buckingham”
Murray Guy

By Rebecca SonkinMarch/April 2002

Matthew Buckingham, Subcataneous, 2001, 
installation view
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“Points of Suspension”
By Matthew Buckingham and Joachim KoesterSpring 2002
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The ways in which found footage film approaches the
archive is discussed by Catherine Russell as a film practice
in which both “retrieval and recycling” are foregrounded.1
Here, there is not only an engagement with historical
artifacts as found footage, but also a recurrent questioning
of the archive itself as representation. The assumed
authority of the archive and historical representation is
targeted by the destabilization that occurs through found
footage film practice.

In the films of Matthew Buckingham, investigating
archives and conceptions of the archive is a predominant
discourse. While Situation Leading to a Story (1999, 20
mins.) is the only film using actual found footage, both
Amos Fortune Road (1996, 21 mins.) and the Truth About
Abraham Lincoln (1992, 19 mins.) engage historical
material while employing a combination of specifics texts
(Amos) including photographs, illustrations and different
historical accounts with new footage (The Truth). All three
films are immersed in a negotiation of history and memory,
recycling the past as a means of engaging with
representation in the present. Buckingham’s emphasis on
history and memory is central to his engagement with
debates on documentary as representative of objectivity,
authenticity, truth, fiction and fact in relation to the moving
image. This in many ways mimics ethnography, which also
aims at the same goals. Russell remarks, “found footage is
a technique that produces ’the ethnographic’ as a discourse
of representation”.2 Ethnography, as Russell has defined it,
is deployed by Buckingham in different ways in the three
films but always as a means of exposing the vulnerability
of ethnographic discourses reliant on objectivity and
authenticity. In Situation the voice-over constantly
digresses, from what appears directly relevant to the images
on screen to more personal issues related to finding and
researching the films. Similarly in Amos, the central
character’s search for information on Amos Fortune, an
African slave, is ultimately based on two fictional
biographies. In The Truth, competing discourses become a

“In Between Lost and Found: 
The Films of Matthew Buckingham”

By Orla Ryan

Stills from Situation Leading to a Story (1999) 
by Matthew Buckingham

March/April 2001

Stills from Situation Leading to a Story (1999) 
by Matthew Buckingham
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loud cacophony in debunking myths about Abraham
Lincoln. Each film, in different ways, denies the possibility
of transparency in representation.

In Situation, four films are projected one after the other
with only minimal intervention by the filmmaker.3 These
films are 1920’s home movies depicting a wealthy family
strolling on a lawn, a bullfight, a cable tramway
construction in Peru and the building of a four-car garage.
The four found films used in Situation are not part of any
archive, but rather, they are fragments, detritus found on
the street.In his attempt to make a connection between the
films, looking for the same people in each film for
example, Buckingham eventually concedes “that the four
films had been thrown out – they were connected to each
other in this way – someone did not want them.”4 In the
final throes of deterioration, these discarded films, “delicate
and brittle” and giving off a “pungent odour” (possibly
vinegar syndrome) are disassociated from their original
context as home movies. In this process of detachment
these four found films have neither fixed meaning in and of
themselves, nor in their relationship to each other; their
connection is immersed in contingency, brought together
through an emptying of value. Any connection these films
might once have had must remain elusive and accidental.
Therefore, Situation is related to chance. After finding old
films in the street Buckingham presents them in such a way
as to allow the viewer to have his or her own chance
encounters.5

In Situation, any original story remains unattainable.
Buckingham creates the space for the viewer where
perceived chance encounters between his text and these
unwanted films create a gap for meaningful production to
occur; it is in this gap that he suspends the idea of finding
and retrieving while the viewer makes connections where
none ostensibly exist. While each film is composed of
multiple shots, jumping from different locations, people,
etc., the films are not re-edited but are shown one film after
another, the first and the last being no more or less
important than the second and third. While this minimal
procedure invests Situation with a surface calm, the gap
created between the projected images and the dialogue
situates meaning as being constantly in transition rather
than fixed.

from The Truth About Abraham Lincoln (1992) 
by Matthew Buckingham

Installation view of Situation Leading to a 
Story (1999) by Matthew Buckingham.

Stills from Situation Leading to a Story (1999) 
by Matthew Buckingham
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In her discussion of documentary practices, Trinh T. Minh-
Ha writes:

[I]f life’s paradoxes and complexities are not to be
suppressed, the question of degrees and nuances is
incessantly crucial. meaning can therefore be political only
when it does not let itself be easily stabilized, and, when it
does not rely on any single source of authority, but rather
empties it, or decentralizes it.6

In The Truth, there are at least six narrators presenting
information – fact and fiction – intermingled in a humorous
mix.7 These multiple narrators provide statements and
events connected to Lincoln, regarding his role as historical
figure and the more quotidian aspects of his life, an are
followed by an inter-title of “T” (true) or “F” (false) as the
case may be. For example, we find out that Sarah bernhardt
prevented Mrs Lincoln from falling down a ship’s stairs
and that, remarkably, the brother of Lincoln’s assassin
saved Lincoln’s son from being run over by a passenger
train. Using a combination of architectural models,
photographs, drawings and a female actor in long coat, tall
hat and beard of Lincoln, the film is both reminiscient of
and an effective critique of educational films.

In The Truth, the multiple narrators act as a reference point
to the refusal of “any single source of authority,”
articulating the unreliability of any archival project by
emphasizing how historical narratives are constructed in
the guise of authoritative educating texts. By posing
questions concerning the process of constructing narratives-
-combining apparently irrelevant details in the context of a
historical narrative--Buckingham queries the way in which
certain discourses are foregrounded in relation to Lincoln.
For example, the statement “Abraham Lincoln is known as
the great emancipator because ending slavery was his
primary concern as President,” followed by the inter-title
“F,” is followed by “Abraham Lincoln said ‘If I could save
the union without freeing any Slave I would do it” along



Murray Guy
453 West 17 Street New York NY 10011  T: +1 212 463 7372 F: +1 212 463 7319  info@murrayguy.com

with the inter-title “T” Buckingham weaves numerous
statements concerning Lincoln and the abolishment of
slavery, into a historical narrative that deals with Lincoln as
a historical figure and the mythology that surro unds him,
arguing for a negotiation of history in all its complexity.
What is constantly reiterated in Buckingham’s work is the
difficulty of separating the presentation and process of Still
events and historical facts.

In contrast, in Situation, the dialogue accompanying the
projected films explains how Buckingham found the films,
along with his research in trying to resolve where the films
originated from. Though the voice-over could, perhaps, be
momentarily associated with the narrative voice of
authority of standard documentary film practice (what
Minh-Ha refers to as the “almighty voice giver”),8 the
narrator displaces the authorative voice by constantly
acknowledging his lack of knowledge in relation to these
 found films. While we may understand Buckingham’s
desire to distance himself from the “almighty voice giver”
of colonial discourse, this strategy could be construed as a
compromise, avoiding any clearly defined strategy of
political engagement with these found films. However,
Buckingham’s political commitment is most evident in the
politics of representation and the necessity of the viewer’s
own intellectual negotiation as a central concern to any
political practice. Buckingham’s unwillingness to direct
meaning becomes dependent on using and maintaining the
gaps between voice and image, at once allowing the viewer
the space to insert his or her own ideas while indirectly
providing a structure conducive to the development and
emergence of not only different historical narratives but
also an engagement with their link to the present.
Critic Lytle Shaw, in discussing Situation, refers to
researching the material as an “off-screen activity.”9 This
“off-screen activity” and the importance of the unseen is
also a strong dynamic in Amos. In this film, a young
woman, Sharon, works with a group of children in New
Hampshire. Over the summer the children perform a play in
different towns. Each day, as she drives the same roads,
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Sharon notices a historical marker at a busy intersection.
Although she can only ever manage to read the first two
words--”Amos Fortune”--she becomes curious and later
finds out from one of her students that Amos Fortune was
an African slave who bought his freedom in 1769. Most of
the image track concentrates on what Sharon can see from
her car as she drives through New Hampshire. The sounds
we hear consist of the car engine, the tapes being played in
the car, or the sound of the radio. All information about
Sharon, the children’s play and Fortune are given as texts,
either in the form of inter-titles or superimposed on the
image.

The quotidian aspects of Sharon’s life become merged with
what we are told about her, like the argument she has with
her girlfriend or what she finds out about Fortune. Yet all
the action that moves the narrative along happens off
screen. In one scene, the viewer watches Sharon driving
while the text tells of her asking a diner waitress about
Fortune. In weaving the everyday practices of Sharon--a
fictional character--as historical investigator, into an
account of Fortune the narrative as a representational
strategy is firmly tied to the context of that narrative’s
production and construction.

Buckingham’s negotiation of lost histories, memory, the
archive and the ways in which narrative and fiction are
intertwined are arguably dependent on what is excluded
from view. As Amos advances we are given more
information about Fortune; we are told that he had a leather
tanning business, he helped found the local public library
and upon his death in 1801, at the age of 92, he bequeathed
$233.85 to the public school system. Though at one point
Sharon is informed by a woman at the gas station that
Fortune’s house has been torn down, she notices a sign on
one of her journeys that reads “Amos Fortune’s
Homestead.” We are told, but not shown, that Sharon saw a
Pontiac in the driveway. Later, as she walks through a
graveyard and finds Fortune’s grave, we see a still image of
the tomb of Willa Cather, who is also buried in that
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graveyard, whose 1925 novel The Professor’s House
Sharon had been reading.

The only factual information that remains about Fortune are
17 receipts belonging to him, one of which was for himself.
All of these receipts are hidden from view “in a closet
behind a bulletin board in the public library’ Likewise, in
Situation, Buckingham presents archival imagery only to
disrupt its immersion as a form of visual evidence of a past
that we supposedly have privileged access to. In Amos, the
archival imagery is excluded from view and the 17 business
receipts remain hidden. The question posed by hiding
Fortune’s receipt/s is one that confronts assumptions
concerning visual evidence: what possible knowledge
resides in the visual presentation of these documents
beyond a framework for translating/interpreting them? In
refusing the spectator’s “look” at the factual record of
Fortune’s existence, the film renders the framework of the
narrative unstable. This opens up questions concerning
historical narratives, especially toward the end of the film
when one inter-title explains how Sharon found two
biographies on Fortune, both of which were works of
fiction.

Buckingham’s strategies of destabilization place his film
work within an allegorical practice. The films point toward
negotiating a certain way of occupying history. Not only do
the images shown in the found films function allegorically
but, also, the actual materiality of the films contains traces
of historical occupancy, what Russell refers to as an
“aesthetic of ruins.”10 In her study of Walter Benjamin’s
Arcades Project, Susan Buck-Morss explains that “in
allegory, history appears as nature in decay or ruins and the
temporal mode is one of retrospective contemplation.” 11
Considering this in relation to Situation, the negotiation of
the past, memory and history occurs not only through what
is represented but also through the actual decaying film
stock. In 1916 Eastman Kodak began putting date codes on
its film stock, allowing Buckingham to situate the age of
three of the films by looking at the symbols on the black
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emulsion by the sprocket holes. It is the materiality of the
film stock that situates an indexical link with the past.
A hidden indexical link with the present occurs when
Buckingham re-films the material in order to prevent
further decay. The material then acquires a new date and
code. The “lost” indexical relationship between what is
represented on film with a particular moment in time and a
presence in front of the camera is conventionally attributed
to the transition to digitalization.12 In this argument, the
replacement of standard film and photography with digital
processes is seen to challenge the perceived authenticity of
the photographic/film image and re-open questions of the
images’ veridical nature. However, throughout the history
of photography/film, techniques such as double exposure,
superimposition, collage, ghosting and subliminal effects
have all been processes of destabilization in relation to
fixing the real. It is this indexical link, in all its instability,
Installation view of Situation Leading to a Story (1999) by 
Matthew Buckingham, that has been exploited to excess by 
documentary practices relying on a rhetoric of undisputed ac-
cess to the real. This position is usually dependent on a naive 
prioritization of the visual in which truth is reduced to what is 
visible. As Minh-Ha writes, “truth lies in between all regimes 
of truth,” and while Buckingham does not engage with an ir-
relevant retreat from the “fact” of the document, neither does 
he use the found films to present a questionable authenticity 
of the image.13
 As Russell explains “the found image doubles the
historical real as both truth and fiction, at once document of
history and unreliable evidence of history.”14 In Situation
the dialogue travels from the known to the uncertain and
then to a reinsertion of these “home movies” through a
social history of home movies in the United States and,
later, to the impact of U.S. mining interests in Peru.
The “situation leading to a story” in the title becomes
Buckingham’s account of U.S. capitalist interests in Peru.
Tracking the history of the Cerro de Pasco Copper
Corporation (CPC), from 1901 to its nationalization by the
Peruvian government in 1974, Buckingham tells of the
exploitation of the miners, the residents in the region of the
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mine, as well as the environmental pollution produced by
U.S. industrialists. Due to the serial presentation of the
films, this information is given while the viewer watches
the foundations of the four-car garage being dug. While
hearing the narrator’s historical description of U.S.
capitalism in South America, the growing prosperity and
upward mobility signified by the garage is linked to events
in the Andes mountains, where we are told, “With the
encouragement of CPC, The Peruvian government passed a
law in 1926 exempting all copper and zinc production, i.e.,
CPC, from paying taxes for the next ten years.”

Buckingham’s emphasis on discursivity initiates a
questioning of the formal narrative codes of documentary
film, while also challenging narratives of history. Rather
than abandoning a historical dimension or maintaining
historical amnesia, the film’s formal elements develop and
allow for an ethnographic exploration of the found visual
material through many discourses. This formal instability
unravels the material while resituating it in larger, more
complex narrative structures. This contemporary emphasis
on discursivity however allows for critiques such as Grant
Kester’s where he refers to “discursive determinism [as the]
reductive belief that ‘discourse’ or dialogue in and of itself
has the power to radically transform social relations.”15
However, Buckingham’s discursive strategies, rather than
being aligned with a bogus relativism, constantly target the
problems of representation as a practice, for example the
ways in which certain representational processes actively
attempt a closing down of intellectual enquiry. The
discursive becomes a way of mobilizing historical
“fragments,” such as the history of CPC’s involvement in
Peru, to strategically relate to contemporary global
economic power relations.

In linking Garage--the last film in Situation--to CPC’s
mining interests in Peru, Buckingham highlights an excess
in mobility (the four-car garage) and the privilege of
attaining and maintaining distance. The privilege of
anonymity is linked to socio-economic power relations. In
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presenting these films, he offers a mediation of the impact
of home movie-making in the early years of its inception.
Buckingham, in referring to a book published by Kodak
entitled How to Make Good Movies (1938) remarks, “the
book says that exposing motion picture film will become as
automatic to the enthusiast as driving a car.”16 He references
this link between movie-making and car ownership,
referring to Kodak’s Model A camera, introduced in 1922,
and how it was comparable in price to Ford’s Model A car.
The moving image is linked to the mobility of the car: both
are used to conquer distance. We see this explicitly in the
tourist film called Guadalajara, where the distance traveled
to attain the moving images, specifically the bullfight, is
paradoxically announced and denied through the recorded
film event; Guadalajara and the recorded bullfight is made
repeatedly available, overcoming spatial distance and time
passed.

Buckingham’s “retrieval and recycling” of historical
narratives is dependent on a reflexive account of his own
narrative production and in doing this he concerns himself
with histories of his own practice--experimental film. Tom
Gunning’s work on early cinema helps elaborate on some of
the discourses in the work. Here Gunning links what he
calls the cinema of attractions” to certain practices of the
avant-garde. A cinema of attractions refers to the way in
which early cinema placed emphasis on showing or
exhibiting rather than the prioritizing of a fictional world
by narrative cinema.

Presenting a visual display of driving as an attraction, (and
pre-empting the link between the camera and driving made
in Situation) the car and driving are foregrounded from the
very start of Amos. Similar to early cinema the film
addresses the spectator in a different way to that of
narrative cinema. In his discussion of engaging the
spectator, Gunning writes, “Attractions’ fundamental hold
on spectators depends on arousing and satisfying visual
curiosity through a direct and acknowledged act of display,
rather than following a narrative enigma within a diegetic
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site into which the spectator peers invisibly.”17 The
instantaneous display of driving, though its significance is
not immediately apparent, helps foreground the film itself
as a mediation of narrative similar to a journey--an
unfolding through time.

This display also allows Buckingham to link the way in
which the past is manufactured for consumption by the
nostalgia industry and to historicize that process of
production when we discover toward the end of the film
that “the historical marker” made for Fortune “was put up
in the 1920s when new Hampshire began promoting
automobile tourism.” This historical marker is the only
visual reference to Fortune in the film, however, it always
remains in the background, visually inaccessible due to the
busy traffic. Buckingham manages to articulate within the
film’s construction that the narratives of history constructed
by tourism are not only inaccessible but actively produce a
historical amnesia, almost maintained by the historical
markers they employ.

In his writing on early cinema Gunning also refers to the
ways in which actors acknowledged the camera, creating a
different relationship with the spectator. While the
sensational spectacle often associated with early film is
hardly a characteristic of Situation, there are important
intersections. While acknowledgment of the camera is a
dimension of the “home movies” re-presented in Situation,
it is the way in which Buckingham presents these films that
most noticeably highlights what Gunning refers to as “a
cinema that displays its visibility.”18 The space of
presentation is foregrounded beyond the amateur approach
apparent in home movies’ “look at the camera,” as it is
Buckingham’s voice-over as narrator/lecturer that
emphasizes the process of mediation involved in
representation. Rather than using the films as “raw
material” to be re-edited in the construction of his own
narrative, the serial presentation of one film after another,
combined with the dialogue being dislocated as it is from
the image trac k, disperses the expectation of a linear
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narrativity.

Peter Gidal’s account of structuralist/materialist film and its
anti-illusionist strategies suggests that “when one states that
each film is a record of its own making, this refers to
shooting, editing, printing stages, or separations of these,”
placing great emphasis on the process of the specifically
cinematic.19 However, this emphasis becomes an
ontological blind spot because of the way in which the
“specifically cinematic is taken to be primarily the picture
track.”20 Situation can only exist as a “film” of Matthew
Buckingham by positioning itself in the destabilized space
between audio and visual.

Buckingham’s persistence in developing and maintaining a
gap between sound and image is arguably related to the
importance placed on the viewer’s intellectual activity. In
Roland Barthes’s essay, “The Third Meaning” the author
refers to the third or obtuse meaning as the one that exceeds
his interpretation, at once “persistent and elusive.”21 For
Barthes it is what allows the “filmic” to emerge. While he
suggests that the filmic resides in the still, he also remarks
that within the “classical paradigm of the five senses, the
third sense is hearing (first in importance in the middle
ages).”22 Later in the essay Barthes discusses Sergei
Eisenstein’s comments on the possibilities of audio-visual
montage, suggesting that “the basic centre of gravity is no
longer the element ‘between shots’--the shock--but the
element ‘inside the shot’--the accentuation within the
fragment.”23 Within Situation the basic center of gravity not
only foregrounds film as fragmentary but accentuates,
through the dialogue’s rel ationship to the image track, a
process of fragmentation. In negotiating the process of its
own production, Situation displaces the centrality of the
image track. Rather than a formal record of the home
movies’ own malting, Situation oscillates between a
historical record of these early home movies’ “own making”
and an account of the making of Buckingham’s film. All of
these accounts are arbitrary, possibly fictional and
fragmentary.
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An emphasis on the fragmentary also occurs in Amos
where at different points within the film we view stills
rather than moving images. These stills emphasize the way
in which the film negotiates different forms of cinema,
from a narrative unfolding to the instantaneous presentation
mentioned above. The stills function as a space between
these two positions “by instituting a reading that is at once
instantaneous and vertical.”24 Buckingham’s mediation
negotiates different forms of spectatorship; the “invisible”
voyeuristic spectator theorized in 1970’s film theory that is
employed to account for how spectatorship operates in
classic narrative cinema is toyed with in his refusal to give
us any visual realization of the “enigma.” Though the main
narrative concerns Fortune, Buckingham refuses to show
the spectator any artifacts connected to him.
Throughout these three films the centrality of history and
memory and the ways in which they are framed and
articulated by the archive is apparent. There is a constant
reworking of the document as material evidence while
maintaining an importance on archival and research
practices. It is not that the original context becomes
irrelevant but rather that our access to it is always mediated
in and through representation.

Buckingham uses contingency, the unfixing of meaning
and the ephemeral as elements in his own labor process.
Here an aesthetic responsibility toward the creation of and
maintenance of an intellectual space for the viewer
becomes central, allowing the time to ponder, reflect and
think not only about the material presented but the ways in
which we narrate it and construct it into cohesive units. By
examining the ways in which representational processes
close down intellectual enquiry, Buckingham uses the
ephemeral and accidental to reestablish a commitment to a
historical project that is aware that a political or critical
space cannot exist without one.25
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Edgar Degas's famous depictions of 19th-century nightlife 
offer snarling women, sharp-toothed men, vacant-eyed 
boozers and pig-nosed lechers; a man of his time, the art-
ist considered the human face to be a topography of built-
in ethical constructions. Of course, physiognomy, or the 
measure of character on the basis of outward appearances, 
existed well before Degas employed it to picture the lower 
class as inherently base. Indeed, Matthew Buckingham's 
current exhibition takes the birth of physiognomy as the 
point from which to explore cultural conventions alongside 
their often insidious underpinnings. 

Focusing on Johann Caspar Lavater--author of the 1775 text 
The Physiognomical Fragments, Intended to Promote the 
Knowledge and Love of Mankind--Buckingham creates a 
fantastic story that happens in an impossible present-time. 
A two-screen, 16mm film installation takes up the center of 
the gallery; this format allows Buckingham to express his 
subtly oxymoronic aesthetic in a loose narrative. 

Actors play the parts of Lavater, his adherents and his 
detractors; they all wear powdered wigs anachronistically, 
yet fervently. On one screen, close-ups of an actor playing a 
young Goethe suddenly break with convention as the oppo-
site screen features a twirling view up a massive tree. Most 
beautifully, the two films, which are shown on a low curved 
wall, allow projected light to bleed onto the gallery wall be-
hind them--creating two dark, square shadows that under-
mine any claim the images have to pure representation. This 
joining of the stable and unstable is especially effective, as 
it implies that even the most scientific-sounding theories-
-say, that widely spaced eyes indicate intelligence--are often 
just social constructs. 

Buckingham reminds us that Enlightenment-era assump-
tions about the relationship between appearance and 
character are still prevalent. At one point, Buckingham's film 
flashes a series of contemporary-looking silhouettes: male, 
female, Caucasian, black, Asian. The way we almost instinc-

“Critics Picks: Matthew Buckingham, Subcutaneous”
Murray Guy
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tively label them suggests that we've ingested at least some of the prejudices 
of physiognomy. The title of Buckingham's installation, Subcutaneous, is telling 
in this sense: What's going on under the skin is actually less important than the 
social niceties that make us think we don't need to look.
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The eighteenth-century pseudo-science of physiognomy, 
developed by Johann Caspar Lavater, provides the overriding 
theme for Matthew Buckingham's new film installation and 
book, collectively titled Subcutaneous. Buckingham traces 
the relationship between Lavater and various Enlightenment 
thinkers—including the young Goethe and the German 
physicist and satirist Georg Christoph Lichtenberg—who 
responded, often with derision, to the theory that a person's 
facial characteristics form a map to the personality. As in 
previous projects, Buckingham's research is wide-ranging 
but seemingly unsystematic. Narrative clues emerge 
as disjointed fragments. In the film, actors portray the 
historical figures describing their personal and professional 
connections and reading from their original texts. In the 
book, the focus shifts to the facades of buildings inhabited at 
different moments by the protagonists, thereby questioning 
the notion that historical sites are capable of divulging 
significant information about their former occupants. He 
skims the surface of a discredited idea to highlight its 
features and expose its flaws but raises important questions 
about the veracity of historical knowledge as well.
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Buckingham’s project began with the discovery of four canisters of film on a New York 
sidewalk along with several clue: a box from Best & Co., a defunct department store; 
names, Mr. Harrison M. Dennis and Mrs. Lillian A. Dennis; and an address, 52 Underhill 
Road. Buckingham, an artist-detective, picks up the trial, becoming fascinated with the 
possible connections between these four seemingly unrelated films, which turn out to 
be home movies from the 1920s. The films document an upper-class family enjoying a 
pleasant day in the garden; a bullfight; the construction of a garage; and a mining proj-
ect in Peru. Who made these films and why did they abandon them? What connection 
do these films have to each other, to the filmmaker, to the artist, and to us, the viewers? 
What private or historical information do these films reveal or conceal? 

Like Buckingham, we become voyeurs, passing from the public realm—a city street or 
a museum—into the private world of home movies. Buckingham reveals the boundary 
between these worlds as constructed and collapsible. A viewer entering the gallery 
must first pass a projector and walk around a wall that bisects the space. On the other 
side of this wall Buckingham has created a secluded area that suggests the intimacy 
of a living-room. This architecturally enforced intimacy emphasizes the home movie’s 
role in capturing private, familial moments, and exaggerates our awareness that we are 
viewing publicly what the filmmaker intended to be viewed privately.

Projected through a small opening in the wall and into the space, the images appear to 
flash up out of the chasm of a distant, undefined past. We have discovered something 
secret in the children, the men in white jackets, the flowers, the afternoon light, a bull 
charging a matador—all exist in a preserved moment that lacks context. A strip of car-
pet invites the viewer to cozy up to the projected image tucked away in the corner like 
something forgotten, something we see out of the corner of our eye and reach down to 
pick up.

The artist’s voice narrates the discovery of the films, his relationship to them, and the 
clues he pursues on the path he hopes will lead him to…what? He searches Ossining, 
New York for 52 Underhill Road, scours the phone books for Mr. and Mrs. Dennis, and 
researches the Cerro de Pasco mining corporation. Buckingham reaches an elderly 
Mr. Dennis by telephone—but no—he knows nothing about the films. He is puzzled, 
cranky, hangs up before giving Buckingham time to explain. The trail goes cold. The art-
ist pursues other circuitous paths: the development and social history of home movies, 
the relationship of Ossining to Sing Sing prison just "up the river," and the impact of 
an American mining project on a town in the Andes. Buckingham gets no closer to the 
men playing croquet or the women relaxing in lounge chairs on that afternoon seventy-
odd years ago. The private meaning of the films remains opaque, supplanted by the 
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public, political, and historical implications that unravel into so many threads. 

Buckingham’s project raises critical questions about the methods and value of 
historiography. For Buckingham, like Walter Benjamin, the process of discover-
ing history is personal, non-linear, and open-ended. We are confronted with an 
image from history that flashes up into the present; a tunnel forms between the 
suspended past and present moments that we can enter. History is a dynamic 
interaction between then and now, in which the past informs the present, and the 
present continually reconstructs the past. Benjamin viewed the historian as a 
kind of archeologist who sifts through the debris of the past, pulls out fragments, 
and brings those fragments into relation with one another. Buckingham enacts 
this process as an artist-flâneur who, on a stroll down a city street, salvages an 
interesting piece of debris. The smell of vinegar indicates that the process of 
disintegration is already underway, and that Buckingham has snatched the films 
from the perpetual dissolve of history.

Buckingham demonstrates that what we discover in the past is always contin-
gent, relative, subjective—we have a compulsion to construct a narrative from 
fragments, without having all the pieces. What is frustrating is that our desire to 
get closer remains unresolved, even as the recovered historical details pile up. 
What is interesting and vital about history is the search itself, our own personal 
involvement, and the desire to create narratives. While history does not yield up 
definitive meaning, it does make a great, if unfinished, story.


