THE MUSICAL CHAIR,
RETROSPECTIVE
Ann Meskens

Everything of which we are not conscious is in a projected state.
CARL GUSTAV JUNG

The owls are not what they seem.
DAVID LYNCH, Twin

Peaks

Tell me.
When does an artwork first reveal itself to an artist? And can a creator
later on still remember this moment in time? Is it also possible to trace a work
back to somewhere in the world, a certain or uncertain beginning in a space, an
outside or an inside, a room or a place? Would this work?
I know. I am asking you as an exercise for our conversation, but I am also
asking this as a philosopher. Assuming that there was such a thing as an initial
starting point, a ‘little bang’, the primal state of an artwork. Would you say
that this beginning lies mainly inside the artist or that it is also situated outside,
in reality? Of course. I wonder about it too. In any case, would any knowledge
on this point contribute to the meaning of the final work? Probably not. Let’s
see, we could, in a conversation, try to reach back to the earliest beginnings.
But can this or that story that you are able to confide in me or in your public
bring us closer to…, closer to whatsoever? Surely not. You are more aware of
that than anyone else. Every story will distance both the maker and the viewer
from the actual work. The artwork will be born again and again, at a later time
and in another place and is from a completely different reality.
3 STILLS
STILL 1

Drab light drips slowly out of lanterns onto the paving stones, here and there
leaving shattering black shadows. Fortunately. You are only staying in this town
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for a short time. It will always remain an unfamiliar town to you, c olourless,
empty, East European, you can say. With light that can be strangely liquid or
can easily darken everything, that’s how light is, here. Nonetheless, you still
decide to go for a stroll before retiring. There is no longer anyone in the streets
at this time. It’s late. The fog is thickening in the alleyways. It’s getting noticeably colder. Suddenly the dogs are there. One, two, three… there are several
of them, they run around haphazardly; you can see that they prefer to move
around in groups in the street. One dog stays behind the others, then they
form up again, now they are circling and are coming closer. The growling in
their throats occasionally emerges as wild barking. Cold horror spreads slowly
through your body, which was warmed up by the walk. You realize. They are
hunters, hunters on familiar ground. And you. You are in a foreign country.
You are their prey.
STILL 2

From the start of the film you have had a view of an indoor space. The room is
quite spacious, but also bare, receptive, nondescript. The color is neither black
nor white, it can probably be called grey. In the middle of the room is a chair.
The chair is nothing special either, meaning that it has no particularly striking
features. Square, four legs, three spindles, otherwise mainly plain. This makes
this variant more a chair than any other seat; one might say that this chair is the
embodiment of the Platonic idea of a chair. Wait. Now there is that one dog that
comes running in. Dark, agile, aggressive. You know immediately. The dog is a
hunter. The chair is its prey. From some corner of the room that remains out of
sight a second dog quickly comes to join the first attacker. Then there is a third
animal that enters the picture. They are beasts, tongues hanging out, panting
heavily, legs spread. You realize that the chair doesn’t stand a chance.
STILL 3

You sit stock-still on your chair, looking at the work. Repeatedly. Again.
Choose. Film/Video. The Trophy. Look. A wall is not a wall here, no more
than in the work Philodendron Xanad I and II. Next. Beautiful. Beautiful. The
work is indeed beautiful, or should a postmodern viewer not express this sort
of opinion? Once again you stop at The Musical Chair. Click. Film/Images.
A Try To Domesticate. Good title. Several meanings. Three dogs. Three films
in fact. And always the question. Who is being attacked, who is being tamed?
Again. Again. Art has never been so reproducible. Once again. And now starting with the early work. You are not in a museum, nor at an exhibition or in the
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artist’s studio. There is just your room, the computer and you. And yet there is
art, incontrovertibly, the here and now of art, which now takes place together
with you, the viewer, at a digital address. World Wide Web. Ruben Bellinkx. Dot.
Com. Work. Pictures. Contact. Click on. Run through. Stay still. As always you
are impressed. And yet you still suddenly yearn painfully for the reality of an
exhibition. Why is that?
2 VIEWS
FROM REALITY TO IMAGE

It is possible that a pack of dogs seen one cold evening in an indeterminate
country was the earliest event that caused the artist to make The Musical Chair.
It could be true. However, it could also be true that that evening was the height
of summer, that the heat hung in the alleyways, and that the dogs were hardly
aggressive at all. Even so. The question is whether this early cause — which I
here call a real cause because it could take place in what we usually call reality — can be called essential or important. And if so, important to whom?
Is it important to the artist, who is possibly of the opinion that from
then on/for that reason he was driven to create the work? (And whether the
creator actually still knows this. And whether your memory doesn’t make it
up for you when people ask about it. And whether in any case there is any
point in asking about it. Because once a work is finished, does it matter?
So what?)
Is it important to the viewer who, in the short film, is confronted with
a shifting reality and who is offered something solid in the form of a possible
meaning for this work? (Yes! It is, as in a dream, the residual memory of a trip
abroad! So isn’t this an easy and thereby unreal meaning?)
Is it of importance to a philosopher who is enthralled by contemporary
art, and who sometimes says, ironically, to the artists she meets: ‘You have to
start somewhere, don’t you? Well then, I am fascinated by the beginning, the
starting point, the core — a primal moment of creation— insofar as that exists
(or doesn’t).’ (Perhaps it is important to understanding, perhaps it isn’t.)
It is in any case true that a concept such as primal moment and primal location
often only become substantial in hindsight, and derive existence and meaning
from the value of a work or an oeuvre.
It is in any case true that it cannot usually — hardly ever in fact —be said.
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What/where/when the beginning of an artwork might be is after all very different for different artists, just as it can differ for every artwork in an oeuvre.
And above all, which beginning is one actually speaking about if one
does not wish to refer naively to an earlier origin in reality — an unambiguous
definition in time and space — that is reflected in a later work of art, almost
in the way one believed in former representational theories of art? Here is the
reality— there the artwork. Art as a depiction of reality. Come on.
No, I say to myself,
not even in this case,
reality
not as an event (take for example aggressive dogs in a street in the
evening),
not even as an experience (e.g., an adventure on a foreign trip),
nor as a feeling (relaxation, aimlessness, fear).
No, I say,
It doesn’t begin as something real which may ultimately possibly express
itself in an artwork via the artist. And yet you can continue to use a concept
like the beginning as a theoretical anchor. For example, where does the beginning of an artwork lie for its maker, for the work itself, and for the viewer? It
remains a good basic principle, doesn’t it?
But no, I say,
If for example they were to ask me where Ruben Bellinkx’ images came
from, I would not in any case bet on a nearby reality. I don’t know whether I
would dare go to one or other surreality or subreality.
Perhaps I should after all talk about that one dream I had while working on this essay, about a retrospective conversation with a few great minds
from the beginning of the last century in which I — oh remains of the day, oh
remains of the day—talked to them about reality and imagination, about a
Greek term like arche, which means both beginning and principle, and which
according to them would be a better starting point for my thinking than the
concept of the beginning. A conversation one could only dream of. Our conversation was long, or at least so it seemed, though the average duration of a
dream is not much longer than that of The Musical Chair, and we caught up
with the new century, the beginning of modern art, the dreams, the joke and
art again, including the oeuvre of Ruben Bellinkx.
Don’t forget the surprising, refined, absurd humor.
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Don’t forget that he is Belgian, even though he studied in the Netherlands.
The conversation rambled on.
Yes, well, the Austrian Sigmund Freud, in response to the question of
where Bellinkx’ images originate, immediately referred to his remarkable 1900
book, The Interpretation of Dreams. Then, as was to be expected, he located
the origin of Bellinkx’ images somewhere in his early childhood. I contradicted him. ‘Madam,’ he replied, ‘we are always trying to get used to domestic
life, as you know, but we also always have to fail, as you also know.’ I had to
admit he was right on that point.
According to Swiss-born Carl Gustav Jung an early student of Freud’s,
Freud’s explanation was again too unequivocal and thus not adequate.
According to him, Bellinkx’ talent possibly lay precisely in fishing up images
from the collective memory, and/or creating images which oddly enough were
easy to submerge in the collective memory— as if they had always been a part
of it. This also applied to this work. I spoke to Jung about the peculiar sensation
that Bellinkx’ images were foreign to me, and at the same time also familiar,
that both his still and moving images tally in various ways (including aesthetically) and yet also do not. ‘Yes,’ said Jung, and continued thoughtfully with:
‘Look, the creation of something new is not accomplished by the intellect but
by the play instinct acting from inner necessity. The creative mind plays with
the objects it loves.’ ‘I try to remember that!,’ I said, and remained silent.
Possibly the most astonishing thing in the dream was the statement at
the end of the conversation with the French scientist Étienne-Jules Marey, an
amiable but very serious man who was sitting at our table. Marey is the man
who studied movement by means of the new technique of chrono photography at the end of the nineteenth century. ‘The beginning is present for a long
time before it becomes visible,’ he emphasized. ‘In my view that is the only
part of this conversation you have to remember when you wake up.’
‘Mais quel est-il, le désir qui se prend, qui se fixe dans le tableau?’ so said
someone behind me who had just entered the room. ‘Mais qui, aussi bien, le
motive à pousser l’artiste à mettre quelque chose, et quoi, en oeuvre?’
‘I’m sorry, Monsieur Lacan, but you are too late to join in the conversation,’ I replied calmly.
FROM IMAGE TO REALITY

Which reality is reality? Does the dream thus not contain any reality, and is art
not reality? Do we have to drop the word from our vocabulary as a sterile term
from outdated theories of representation, or are we, for an artist like Bellinkx,
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still permitted to use an existing term like ‘surrealistic reality’ or think up new
terms such as ‘variations’ or ‘variable realities’? In fact would it not be better
to call his works/images ‘possibilities’?
The concept is in any case problematic in this oeuvre. Admit it. In
which reality does the earth breathe, light flow like water, and are rats and
tortoises strong but silent bearers of empty tables or tall pillars? In which
reality do plants grow soundlessly through the walls or do hunting trophies
look at us calmly but open-eyed from the walls? Tell me. Where and when do
dogs attack chairs?
So while I was watching this sort of film the following question regularly
came up: ‘Is it better to express the first starting point of this sort of artwork
with a word such as expectation (by giving the image a concrete form you also
create a new reality) or with a concept such as perpetuation? (You take something from a reality that was already there, something from life that appealed
to you, or struck you, or stuck in your mind.) You might correctly suggest
that Bellinkx’ images are not images of reality, but, conversely, images that
create a new reality. But even then this conviction is only a hesitant first step
in understanding what is going on here and in fact you are saying something
that applies to any art.
But it remains odd. As an artist, Bellinkx can possibly also be called a sort
of photographer or film-maker, but in this case to record something that was not
yet there and that makes him more of an artist than anything else. In a certain
sense you could also call him a director or even a stage designer, but beware, he
does not use any cinema effects or digital editing. It is all, let’s say, real.
Perhaps that is why most of the work is so credible, that the image seems
as a whole to look right, that what we see to a certain extent even appears
familiar—just as can happen in a dream — until you really think about it.
Look. The contrived image or the evoked image may not be reality in
the usually sense of the word, but for Bellinkx it must first become reality
before it is recorded.
There are the sketches, there is the research, followed by arrangements.
There is the patience, the models, the installations, the carpentry.
In the end it looks so real, in both form and content, but of course
there are no dogs that just attack a chair— try calling a few dog-whisperers—
and what do you think happens when you smear bacon fat on a chair— just
enquire; even wolves would quietly lick at chair legs before languidly lying
down next to the chair after a while — what then? Could you go and look for
some trained specimens, could you, as an artist, provide a suitable room, and
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even make sure the right floor is laid over the existing floor, can you get hold
of a camera crew and the technical equipment?
Why do you always have to depart so far from the sketch?
Why does it have to go in the direction of reality?
Why do you do it? And do you have to know why?
You can hardly call a dream reality, unless you also recognize its multilingualism, unexpected connections and different logic as reality too. What is the
most striking difference between a dream and the everyday reality that is so
familiar to us? Well…
For instance, it is possible that the usual basic classifications by which
we orient our world do not apply in a dream. Take for example the familiar Aristotelian classification of the material world — man, animal, plant and
thing; in a dream this classification may be seriously messed up.
(Chairs are then just as four-legged as dogs, just as much victims as
humans, and there is nothing odd about the earth itself breathing and growing. Then we can find our way back while at the same time losing it again.
Then the world is both strange and familiar, strange and changed yet again.)
In dreams, the moral standards that are commonly followed are also frequently not applicable, or apply in an unrecognizable way, guidelines are set
out differently, insights are represented differently.
(Yes, animals are often used in this work, but it would be a misunderstanding to assume that, like so many other artists, Bellinkx uses them, for
example, to condemn their use or misuse in our society. Just like people, plant,
and things, animals turn out above all to be mere ciphers in his world. It is,
rather, material that he needs and takes good care of. For anyone who is wondering, yes, this does seem to be animal-friendly art.)
Nevertheless, for the dreamers dreams are credible, and because of their
different logic actually bring new connections and meanings to light, as well as
sometimes healing the fragmented daytime existence in the course of the night.
Art is not an (everyday) reality, nor is it a (nocturnal) dream. Dreams are
no better a point of reference for art than reality. However hard reality calls/
drives/surprises or violates the artist. However much reality is the cause of an
artwork or gives rise to the desire for one. In the role of the artist, the artist’s
receptiveness and intention carry greater weight than reality, and even more so
than in a dream. There is a certain degree of will power, there is the ultimate
power of decision, and there is also a high degree of conscious completion of a
plan, which is lacking in an individual dream just as it is in the collective memory.
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And ultimately…
What does a work like The Musical Chair say to us? What meanings
does it try to convey? Is the tamed always threatened anew by the wild? Is the
supposed domesticity never a true or lasting domesticity? Does sitting, as a
civilized distinction between man and animal, conjure up a false boundary?
Or else. Does scarcity automatically elicit violence? Is that it? Just as in the
musical chairs we played as children. We pushed and pulled, harder and harder
as the number of chairs decreased. It was no longer a question of whether we
needed a chair.
A work like The Musical Chair does not so much say anything to us,
and certainly does not tell us a single story; it shows us and for that reason the
work can be about much more and its power lies in its greater expressiveness.
It is often the artist’s tremendous preparations and concentrated creation that
serve this purpose.
And then the artwork exists: in a sketch, in a model, in a recording.
When and where does the artwork show itself? Where and when does
the artwork present itself?
For example, I got to know The Musical Chair on the Internet, then I
went to the artist’s studio, saw the sketches, the models, heard stories, and am
now waiting impatiently for the exhibition, which will open shortly. I wonder
whether this work will be there, and how it will be shown.
In the meantime I know. The reality of an artwork does not lie in one
place, just as the beginnings of an artwork can also be in several places.
Look. It’s a different exhibition from the last one, there will be a new
room and arrangement, it is a later moment in time, the oeuvre has been supplemented by the new work; in any case, every work again takes on another,
and more, reality in the course of time and space.
And so I shall after all see the work for the first time. For where does the
beginning of an artwork lie, for the viewer? The question remains an impossible starting point. The answer is not impossible, however. The artwork presents itself to the viewer for the first time over and over again, exhibiting itself
in a Here and Now that infinitely repeats itself. Including here and now too.
The fact that it exists and exists again and again, as if on each occasion the
work was there for the first time, is perhaps what we can call the primal state
of the artwork, even though this time it is in Waregem.
Everything flows
HERACLITUS

28

