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Hirokazu Kore-Eda’s films Maborosi and Afterlife
present scenes that I tend to think of as “moving
stills”. They are instances of such quiet contemplation
—in which the camera remains fixed on an object
—that they remain in your mind’s eye long after
you have left the warmth of the dark cinema. In
many cases the material thing is a living one from the
natural world – falling snow, rising mist, cherry
blossoms, sunlight, or the sea, for example. Read
in light of the philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas,
these moving stills—these considerations of living
objects—can be interpreted as allowing for an
opening up of the space between two subjects (in
Kore-Eda’s case, you—the viewer of the film—
and the character—the subject of the film itself).
This opening-up gives energy to the contemplation
of our relationship to and with another. Levinas,
like many thinkers who wrote in the years following
the Holocaust, was primarily concerned with our
relationship to ‘the Other’, and he wrote about it in
terms of the phenomenology of being, the tragedy of
solitude, the possibility of art and creation in light of the
impossibility of thinking death or “nothingness”. In
his lecture “Time and the Other” Levinas said:

“One starts with being, which is a content limited by nothingness.
Nothingness is still envisaged as the end and limit of being,
as an ocean which beats up against it on all sides. But we must
ask if ‘nothingness,’ unthinkable as a limit or negation of being,
is not possible as interval and interruption; we must ask whether
consciousness, with its aptitude for sleep, for suspension, is
not the locus of this nothingness-interval.”* 

While Levinas’s philosophy is difficult on the topic of
representation, my reading of his work suggests
that it is possible to find within moving still images a
non-subjective, non-defining, open-ended contemplation
that does not presuppose subjectivity and alterity. In
this essay, which pairs the films of Kore-Eda with
the video work of Helena Swatton, I will argue that
such contemplation is found in the interval and
interruption, and in the suspension of thinking of the
limits of being. My descriptions of Helena’s work
and the films of Kore-Eda are part of an exercise in
the analysis of art’s demonstration of solitude and
materiality. I hope to argue that art can, in the spirit
of Levinas, demonstrate “the pain of need and
work... not the anxiety of nothingness.”

***

The film Maborosi no hikari (the title roughly translates
as ‘imaginary light on the sea’ and refers to
mirages that sailors and fishermen in Japan are
often inexplicably drawn to) begins with scenes of
a young woman (Yumiko) happily married and the
mother of a newborn baby boy. Her husband suddenly
dies – by all appearances it could be a suicide.
Five years pass, and a matchmaker finds Yumiko
a new husband. She and her son move to live with
him and his daughter in a remote fishing village.
Slowly and in a completely unspoken fashion,
Yumiko comes to deal with her bereavement. 

Afterlife has a more fanciful and fast-moving narrative
construct, but is no less contemplative. It presents
characters (seemingly in residence in an institution)
searching for the most memorable moments of their
lives. It is gradually revealed that these characters
have died and that they have been allowed a
grace period in limbo to chose a single memory. It
is in this memory, this exact time and place, that
they will spend their afterlives. Once they have
chosen the moment, it is reconstructed and filmed
by the counsellors who work in the institution—the
dead move from limbo to the afterlife in the cinema
while watching their memory played out on screen.

These two narrative films—in which the camera’s
contemplation of material objects and the solitude
of the film’s characters serve as reflections on how
we understand death and life, love and relationships
—share similar visual investigations with the non-
narrative video work of Helena Swatton. Helena
Swatton’s work is also full of reminiscence and
wonder about sudden loss. Her videos present
objects and matter found in the world: ice, smoke,
vapour, sea and glass. The materiality present in
the images undergoes a transformation from one
state into another (for instance, from solid to liquid,
or liquid to gas) during the course of the loop. The
camera doesn’t move during the filming. In the case
of the double projection Blink (Mabataki), the camera
is left on automatic focus while the subject—steam
rising from a hot volcanic lake and evaporating
from volcanic rock at “The Hells” in Noboribetsu,
Hokkaido, Japan—disappears into thin air. As the
objects, which are the subject of the videos, reach
their second state, their former manifestation
becomes almost unimaginable. They undergo not
just sublimation but destruction, a sort of death – in
Grip the handful of ice melts, in Smashitup, the
glass bubble is deliberately shattered.

The aesthetic connection between the films of
Kore-Eda and the video works of Helena Swatton
is on two levels (and I feel it is an aesthetic connection,
not a formal one given the difference in media
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between film and video). The first is in the camera’s
regard of an object; it is a structural similarity – a
technique of filming or looking. Of Maborosi the
film critic Roger Ebert writes: 

“The camera, for example, is often placed at the eye level of
someone kneeling on a tatami mat. Shots begin or end on
empty rooms. Characters speak while seated side by side,
not looking at one another. There are many long shots and
few closeups; the camera does not move, but regards.”

The second is in the consideration of the passage
of time. Speaking in particular of Kore-Eda’s long
and nearly silent takes, Ebert continues:

“Kore-Eda uses a technique that [another Japanese film-
maker] Ozu himself borrowed from Japanese poetry: the ‘pillow
shot,’ inspired by ‘pillow words,’ which are words that do not
lead out of or into the rest of the poem but provide a resting
place—a pause or punctuation. Kore-Eda frequently cuts away
from the action to simply look for a moment at something: a
street, a doorway, a shop front, a view.”  

As I’ve indicated, the most astounding and moving
of these scenes are those which are studies of elements
in the natural world – snow falling, sunlight, the
horizon where the sea meets the night sky (seen
over the shoulder of Yumiko and through a window).
These moving still images (particularly the last one
mentioned which is from Maborosi), lead to contemplation
—how long have we each spent staring into the
unimaginable horizon of existence trying to get a
grasp on the idea of annihilation, loss, death? The
movie critic describes such scenes thus:
“Sometimes life presents us with large, painful,
unanswerable questions, and we cannot simply
‘get over them’.”

In Afterlife, the moving still as a possible place for
contemplation of the limits of being is built into the
structure of the narrative. Each character is in
search of a single memory of a single moment that
they will be able to take with them into the afterlife.
This search is about discerning and distilling perfect
emotion (for not all the characters chose happy
memories – some of them chose moments of truth
or learning – the moment they realised the solitary
nature of their existence, the moment they recognised
their own Being). That these moments are then
constructed into film sets dictates that in each
instance a single subject predominates (falling
petals, an other person). This single subject (and it
is often based on an object or an Other’s ability to
transform our understanding or appreciation of our
surroundings) becomes the fulcrum (or Barthes
would say, the punctum) which tips the characters
towards the ever-after. The transition lies not only
in the construction of a film around this object, or
Other, or moment in time, but also in the watching

of it. Spending the time watching the film is a
transporting and reincarnating experience. The
obviously painful work involved in the choice of the
memory and then the creation of it as a moving image,
suspends the contemplation of impending nothingness
(death), and in providing both an interval and an
interruption, removes the anxiety from that recognition
of the boundaries of our own existence. 

Both Maborosi and Afterlife posit creation against
death, and against loss they posit time; the time it
takes to heal from a blow that’s been dealt. The
passage of time is an inherent component of both
watching films and watching video art. Both media
are simultaneously material and transient. Thus
we move to the art of Helena Swatton and its
presentation of materiality and solitude.

***
In Helena’s earlier art works seemingly mundane
objects of everyday life hold a place in thinking of
the Other – a window, a lamp, a wardrobe, a
dresser. These objects become sites for interaction
with another person or subject. For instance, the
discarded dresser—someone’s garbage—has
been lovingly reclaimed, cleaned and has on it a
framed photo of the place where it was found.
Recently, Helena’s work has made a move from
manmade objects to natural world phenomena.
This, in and of itself, is interesting. In the previous
installation of Sea there was also a bed with a
video projection of a figure sleeping on it. The piece
has now been distilled further – we lack the object,
we even lack the visual representation of the subject,
as they are no longer necessary. Furthermore, the
dimensions of the work have been diminished to
provoke a further questioning of the imaginable
scale and boundaries of that “ocean which beats
up against [the limits of being] on all sides”. The
single work that still presents a manmade object,
Smashitup, has been altered from its original and
earlier manifestation. Then the smashed object was
a vessel, now it is a nondescript and seamless but
hollow bubble. It does not have an opening or a
lacuna, it still has an inside and outside in which
Helena’s body is twice reflected.

Levinas writes: 

“All enjoyment is also sensation – that is, knowledge and light.
It is not just the disappearance of the self, but self-forgetfulness,
as a first abnegation. But this instantaneous transcendence
through space does not manage to escape solitude. The light
that permits encountering something other than the self,
makes it encountered as if this thing came from the ego. The
light, brightness, is intelligibility itself; making everything come
from me, it reduces every experience to an element of
reminiscence.”
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As I have said, in the film Afterlife it is indeed the
brightness of the light of reminiscence—of a memory
—which serves as the conduit for the dead to move
from limbo to the beyond. The characters in the
film would not be able to transfer from one state of
being to another were it not for the time they spend
in the cinema watching their memory play out on
the screen. Thus, it is more than the enjoyment of the
self-forgetting brought about through the light of
memory, it is the importance of the interval gained
through the suspension of thinking of their solitude.
They have not escaped solitude, they have just
momentarily transcended it.

How do we get at the importance of this passage
of time, which is so essential to the moving still
image’s presentation of a space for contemplation?
Helena has said that her work is about the blinding
of sudden loss and about how the passage of time
affects our perception of that loss. In her work, the
underlying questions about the Other, the limit and
death are mediated through time and transference,
namely, the moment when the passage of time is
understood to stop for one person and a different
passage of time begins for another. Thus, rather
than make wholly static images (photographs,
paintings) of these solitary objects and living
materials, Helena Swatton creates timepieces from
them. One could call her works ‘clocks’: they
record time and are there for the reading of the
passage of time, though each is running on a
different and highly subjective time (Grip is very
slow, Smashitup is very sudden). 

Video and film are both transient mediums – they
run forward in a linear fashion, they loop and
repeat. Levinas writes that “duration is creation”
and that “creation itself proposes an opening onto
a mystery”. Like the unknown of death or the
future, Helena’s video creations here obfuscate
the time of their own beginning and end; they
cloud their own duration. By the same token, they
also question the natural state of the elements they
present as the timing of the loop is conditioned by
the process of sublimation for each object. 

As the objects in Helena Swatton’s videoworks
either undergo a transformation (ice melting, glass
smashing) or have no discernable beginning or end
(waves crashing on a beach, sunlight playing on
the water), the viewer is caught up in the anticipation
of the loop and mesmerised by the motion of it.
The future always becomes the present again and
repeats. Levinas writes, “it is not a matter of contesting
the fact of anticipation... It is a matter of showing
their ontological conditions, which are the feat
rather than the work of a subject.” The fact that

Helena’s videos are like clocks doesn’t mean they
are solely about time – through the duration of
watching the sublimation Helena brings us to a
deeper understanding of the consciousness of the
Other present in her work.

For Levinas the mystery made evident through
duration presents “the impossibility of finding in the
present the equivalent of the future, the lack of any
hold upon the future.” This is what the characters
in Afterlife attempt to come to terms with. Being
unable to imagine the afterlife and comprehend
their own deaths, they look back upon their lives to
chose a single memory that can transport them
forward. Similarly with Grip and with Blink
(Mabataki), Helena presents natural elements
which evade us. We can neither get a hold on them
visually nor perceptually. In Grip, the ice, which
represents the space of Helena’s clutched hand
melts away and disappears through her invisible but
imagined fingers. In Blink (Mabataki) the camera
hesitates as it focuses alternately on a surface
(rock or water) and on the invisibility of the air itself. 

Levinas writes:

“It is not simply a renewal through creation, which remains
attached to the present, giving the creature but the sadness of
Pygmalion. More than the renewal of our moods and qualities,
time is essentially a new birth.”

To bring us full circle the video work of Helena
Swatton begins by presenting us with a moving
but essentially still image of an object—the
essence of which is being, therefore the limit of
nothingness. As the object is often from the natural
world rather than manmade, it opens up a space for
reflection and consideration of the other, distracting us
momentarily from thinking of the limits of nothingness.
From the contemplation of that object—its materiality
and its transformation—we anticipate the future,
and in that anticipation, we find mystery and wonder.
In that interval, and in the suspension of thinking
about the unthinkable Other (death) that the interval
allows, we become conscious of the Other, we
notice time is passing. And then it begins again.

Sarah Cook, 2001

*All quotations from Levinas are from his lectures “Time and
the Other” delivered in French in 1947 but not published in
English until 40 years later.
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Steven Bode: In thinking about this discussion, I started off
thinking quite a lot about early works by Bill Viola made
while he was in Japan in the late 70s on a residency. There
he had access to high quality and quite portable video cameras
with which he recorded a number of fragmentary, mosaic-
like records of Japanese life (I’m thinking of pieces like
Hatsu Yume (First Dream), Vegetable Memory and Ancient
of Days). There are a series of scenes in these works which
echo Helena’s fascination with natural elements but also
record things which reference the sense of the natural
rhythm of the world, the epiphanies or the lyrical moments
that people seize on—memories which become emblematic.
These are often the things you can see as being both truths
and cliches – cherry blossoms, street scenes, city bustle
and market traders. Looking at Viola’s work and 20 years
later, Helena’s work brings us to the notion that the fragment
can contain the world and also that at the right moment the
whole world can be captured in the fragment.

This idea is representative of the work of post 1960s artists who
drew into Eastern thinking and a cosmology and consciousness
which views time not as a linear progression with a beginning
and an end but as a continuity, a circularity. I was reminded
strangely, as I was travelling today though the English land-
scape with low and threatening clouds, of T.S. Eliot and his
idea (which I’m paraphrasing): “my end is in my beginning
and my beginning is in my end.” Or, that the end of our journey
is to arrive at the place we first started and feel as though
we know it for the first time. This then This then implies an
idea of a circle that both increases knowledge but also
moves up a level each time around. So knowledge is
gained and that loop—which seems like closure—is actually
a spiral. You come back on yourself but you also move
around and up with a sense of perspective.

Film, video and moving image work, which has a capacity
to loop, can be seen in this way. Each loop of work brings
you back to a beginning but allows you to experience the
work in a cyclical way which builds on your knowledge and
allows you to develop a thought about what you’ve seen
and so on. Sarah and I were talking earlier about this sense
in Helena’s work. Helena has had these ideas of time for a
while but finally the technology has caught up and the ability
of DVD to show work in a gallery in an almost seamless way

(without having to use video technology, which necessarily
has to rewind itself) makes the ideas realizable. Artists are
becoming more and more cognisant of the fact that DVD
technology presents an opportunity, not just a logistically
expeditious way of showing work in a gallery, but something
which can form both the subject and the interior (in a sculptural
sense) of the work. The technology of DVD gives a clearer
metaphorical sense of the loop being embodied in the
space and I think that is clearly articulated in these works,
and in the way that they use time.

Video itself is a really interesting medium. It is a medium
that makes us experience duration, but it is also one in
which we experience a sense of dematerialisation. Another
distinctive feature of video is that it is a medium in flux —
the signal is both there and not there. It is literally a series
of pulses that exist and don’t exist. And this flux is evident
in Helena’s work, which is about transformation and changing
states.

There is a great sense of loss inherent within the nature of
video because of this transitoriness. The loss can capture
something perfectly, increasingly so as video technology
develops. At the same time I think there has been a reaction
towards the smooth running surface nature of the digital
photo aesthetic and that everything can be masked together
so easily—there is a loss in the tactility, texture and authenticity
of the work. People are turning to film in a way I find interesting
and strange because it has a nostalgia about it, it can give
impressions of something and look more like a memory.
But then there is also a strange dialogue emerging to do
with the surveillance image and observation. We now see
memory in terms of the intimacy of the video surveillance
image. The texture of the home video is fighting with film
about which is the most authentic, in terms of the way that
technology and the visual index of film is changing.

Referring back to Sarah’s mention of the film Afterlife, I’ve
been thinking on the meanings of the words, life and afterlife.
Afterlife has a nice resonance because it is hopeful. But
there is also the term “halflife” and its meaning in physics in
terms of radioactivity. I was also thinking of the great quote
from Godard: “film is life at 24 frames per second.” Is video
the same? Or is the video image a half-life, which can
acquire an afterlife? 

Helena Swatton: My work comes from a very different
background via artist’s filmmaking, non-narrative. I see my
video as more gestural than narrative. I was wondering
what it was that Sarah was picking up on and why she was
demonstrating these films alongside my work. It is something
to do with the Japanese aesthetic… something that I felt
close to even before I went to Japan, to do with romantic
notions of Japan. I wasn’t really aware of what my work
looked like until I went there and then I was really aware of
how informed I was by Western culture. It was like being in
a bath that’s the same temperature as you; you lift your
hand out and realize the water is the same temperature as
your body. Going to Japan was like lifting out of the bath. I
had to strip away elements of my work.

Steven was saying things about the qualities that video
brings – essentially impermanence and the ethereal. In my
work I hopefully push the concepts past the medium. In a
way, the work doesn’t belong to me. I don’t yet feel a bond
with it. I think that is a direct result of working with video—
it’s always a representation of something rather than the
thing. For instance, Anya Gallaccio actually had ice melting
in a gallery and for me it’s important to remove it from that.
My work’s not about that finality. It’s about repeating and
the cyclical frame.

Documenta t ion  o f  D iscuss ion  
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When I originally showed Sea in 1995 (then called Standing
on the Edge…) it included sculptural elements. I wanted to
move it on, but I did want to keep the salt. I thought that was
really important. It’s the distilled dead bits, an interface.
I renamed it as well: Sea (here). It’s the idea of trying to represent
the sea and recreate it here. It can be quite believable:
when I’ve shown it on a bigger scale I’ve seen people jumping
out of the way of the waves. They have a physical reaction
to it. I wanted to show it small to bring in the idea of the
‘scale’ of the sea. 

“Sea” is a general term… no one knows how big it is. It has
no parameters really, and even those parameters are fluid.
The ability to circumnavigate the sea is weird. This is a
Lilliputian sea because I don’t know what size that is. In
playing with the idea of scale, I was able to get at the idea
of the ‘minumental’. 

Steven Bode: I was struck when you asked “how big is the
sea, how big would it have to be before we could call it
sea?” It does have this charming sense about it—like building
a dam out of sand as a child and making your own sea on
the beach and after you leave it will be washed away again
by the tide. In the same way, the cinema and the frame can
capture a particular image and then a miniature or
Lilliputian sea is enframed. It is a very beautiful realisation
of that human desire to try and leave one’s mark; to try and
capture it visually.

Helena Swatton: And control it. 

Sarah Cook: Maybe we should talk about Blink and the
similar sensation of the camera trying impossibly to focus
on rising vapour.

Helena Swatton: The Japanese work is Blink (Mabataki).
I’ve been sitting on the footage for a while. I always knew I
wanted it to be a double projection but didn’t have access
to the technology (DVD) to make it work until now. The
loops are different lengths; it’s important the way they play
against one another and they are also at half speed, which
you wouldn’t necessarily notice.

Steven Bode: This brings us back to the question of distance,
and in the gallery, the aspect of setting up the work. There
is a strong history in video where the artist establishes the
conditions of the work and then you wait to see what the
technology will bring to it. The camera further distances the
final nature of the image from the original vision of the artist.
You set the thing up but what comes back is different… we
think we can broach it but what comes back is other.

Helena Swatton: Yes, this is evident in some of the works.
Smashitup is the most controllable because I’m conducting
me. With the glass ball it’s a kind of performance even
though it’s recorded. It is quite selfish, as I’m the only one
who ever experiences the absolute buzz and adrenaline rush
of whacking the glass with the hammer. It’s quite dangerous.
Though the glass is thick, I don’t wear protective gear
because you’re aware of the reflection all the time. With
Blink, there is the autofocus striving to grasp something,
which is why it was called Blink… when you blink there is a
moment of refocusing, it replicates that. It’s like that time
between sleep and awake. Your mind is alert but not in control
and still susceptible to dream time. It’s that mid-time of control
but not control.

Audience: It’s really interesting in light of what you were
saying about video being both there and not there and the
question of the digital—how substantial is it? The interesting
thing about using mist and smoke is that they are substances
that make us question if they are there or not. The way

you’ve used them, and the way the camera is doing that
says something really interesting about substantiality.
Cameras are like our eyes, searching for substantiality and when
they don’t find it they are really confused by that transience
that they can’t grip.

Helena Swatton: The futility is evident as well – trying
desperately to grasp the ungraspable, which is what Grip is
about—because you’re loosing it, and it is just trickling
through your fingers.

Audience: About Blink:—the movement in and out and the
net curtain of pixels in the way you’ve presented it—why
like this, why is it so hard to look at?

Helena Swatton: What's very effective is how it acts as
another layer.

Audience: It is interesting that you decided to keep it large
rather than reduce the size of the image.

Helena Swatton: I wanted the image to fill the peripheral
vision. 

Steven Bode: The pixels are another gauze through which
you see and don’t see the object, the image. It's another
layer. It’s a reminder of video and a reminder that you’re
supposed to focus. I’m increasingly finding that artists are
making decisions about a particular medium based on the
idea of the work—they make aesthetic decisions and then
find the format that makes the most sense.

Audience: You mentioned the performative aspect of
Smashitup. Can you talk about the decisions you made in
terms of how many times you walked around it, how much
had you worked out in your head beforehand and how
much happens at the time? Did you do it a few times and
then watch it back, or did you do it just once?

Helena Swatton: I’ve actually done it five times. It’s like a
game of cat and mouse in some ways because it is about
how long my nerve will last. And it’s not very long because
there is a huge build-up knowing that I’ve got the hammer
in my hand and that I’m going to do it. It tends to be about
three minutes, which is how long my nerve will stand I suppose. 

Audience: When you watch it a few times you know that it
happens at a certain point, and at that point you think “it’s
going to happen!” and you start to get more tense. You try
to protect yourself against the shock of it. You almost hold
your breath.

Helena Swatton: Exactly! I trashed one version because I
played it back and heard myself take a big intake of breath
before smashing it because I was so wound up.

Audience: It is interesting in regard to what Steven was saying
about surveillance as well because for me Smashitup is
evocative of the lens itself, but also of the spy-holes you
have in doors.

Helena Swatton: In some ways I want it to be quite like a
bubble, moving away from the manufactured shape. I wanted
it to be more of a naïve bubble. In some ways it is about
killing demons. That also relates to the Japanese—it’s not
intentional, it’s just that the ideas coincide.

Transcribed and edited by Sarah Cook
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