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FAMILIAR
PARADIGMS /

UNUSUAL
PARADIGMS

Maïté Vissault 

A plant and a wall, a garden, four tortoises and a table, three dogs  
and a chair, a deer in the drawing room, rabbits in the cupboard…

What is more unlikely than a plant that grows through a wall, and what is 
at the same time more natural, considering that a plant is living being that 
evolves in the course of  time, and that a wall is a material, just like air. 
And yet… Philodendron Xanad I 1 confronts us with an unusual situation: 
the plant to which we referred, has indeed completely healthy branches and 
leaves, and the wall is really made of  brick, plaster, wood, and other solid 
materials. We face a very real situation that challenges the laws of  physics; 
furthermore, from the tangible word other dimensions arise —those of  time 
and imagination.

In 1959 Rod Sterling, scriptwriter of  the famous television series 
Twilight Zone, wrote:

‘There is a dimension beyond that which is known to humans. It is a 
dimension as vast as space and as infinite as time. It is an inconstant 
reflection between shadows and light. A field of  hypotheses between 
science and superstition. A slippery area between the abyss of  our  
fears and the summit of  our knowledge. It is a domain that sublimes  
the imagination and sets loose the irrational. We have called it  
the Fourth Dimension!’

1 Ruben Bellinkx was born in 1975 and studied at the St. Lucas Institute in Ghent and later 
at the Gerrit Rietveld Academy in Amsterdam. From 2005 to 2007 he studied at the HISK 
in Ghent. Philodendron Xanad I is an early work in which significant elements that will 
later characterize his oeuvre (mainly films), are already embryonically present.
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Though Ruben Bellinkx’ work is not nurtured by the paranormal and the fan-
tastic we associate with the imaginary world of  Twilight Zone, it does confront 
us with something that is comparable to the fourth dimension, a self-willed 
concept of  space-time, a ‘field of  hypotheses’. Philodendron Xanad I opens 
a door on the other side of  the wall. Mathematically, it is indeed impossible 
to represent a fourth dimension, but it is possible to feel its presence in the 
fact that something traverses a space. Bellinkx’ images draw strength from 
the contours of  the two following facts. On the one hand, there is their oneiric 
quality and their potential to set free the imagination—though his images are 
not ‘supernatural’. On the other hand, there is their doubtlessly effective and 
living presence in real space. There, before our eyes, grows a plant in optimal 
conditions, ignoring a wall and opening another space.

However, at first sight this is merely a predetermined presence in every-
day reality, in the space that surrounds us (a bathroom, a drawing room, a 
garden, etc.). These seem ordinary objects and creatures about which there 
is nothing special, except that they represent familiar paradigms of  everyday 
life. But it is precisely because of  the introduction of  familiar, yet incongruous 
elements in the surrounding space, that the work inevitably severs its relation-
ship with the physical—i.e. three-dimensional—space and opens itself  to a 
multitude of  perspectives. By turning space itself  into an object of  mutual 
relations, it becomes essentially a communication object. If  we follow Rosalind 
Krauss’ analysis of  the sculptural paradigm2, when a work becomes spatial 
and contextualized, its object is no longer defined in terms of  its relation to its 
shape or the material it is made of: it is defined in terms of  a whole of  cultural 
terms. Its essence can therefore be variable. The work becomes something in 
a well-defined space and in a specific time and thus it becomes a narrative of  
relationships in a context. The strangeness Bellinkx’ works radiate, is pre-
cisely the result of  the strange relationships they enter into, because of  the 
discrepancy between the familiarity of  a banal or everyday situation, and the 
strange phenomenon that takes place before our eyes.

Indeed, nothing is more simple or more concrete than the earth in a gar-
den. And nothing is more strange than seeing this lot being opened and closed 
again to the rhythm of  a slow and deep breathing. Just like Philodendron Xanad 
I, the work The City Garden presents nature in a poetic action that is alien 
to it, as the artist relates two elements that belong to two different biological 
registers: the earth of  a garden and the respiratory rhythm of  living beings. 

2 Cf  Rosalind Krauss, “Sculpture in the Expanded Field”, October 8 (summer 1979).
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Furthermore, this work of  art exists in two versions: as an on-site installation 
in a garden in Ghent and as a film loop that features a close-up of  the opening 
and closing of  the crack in the earth’s surface. By combining these two ‘dimen-
sions’ on the same space-time scale—the scale of  the experience in a real space 
or of  a ‘reconstructed index’3 of  this space through his films—Bellinkx evokes 
a series of  associated images: an earthquake, the anthropomorphic figure of  
Mother Nature, the elementary rhythm of  life, etc. Bellinkx’ work is thus 
based on the principle of  primary contrast, i.e. the linking of  material and 
immaterial elements in a same sort of  context. As he also complements this 
contrast with the contrast between living and lifeless creatures, the work also 
acquires an anticipatory quality that makes it prophetic.

‘I remember that the fables of  La Fontaine fascinated me as a child,  
because like the images of  nature, these naive images find their way 
directly to the heart, and I also knew the habits of  some animals.  
But I was bored by the way the author used these images, for I did  
not know abou t the habits of  people: I read the fable and left the  
moral for what it was.’ 4

In 2007 Bellinkx tied four tortoises to the legs of  a table and from various angles 
he filmed their attempts to move. The camera followed their individual efforts 
from close and the movements of  the quartet as a whole from a greater distance 
as they accidentally agreed upon the course of  action. Though everything is as 
real as possible—albeit improbably real —The Table Turning is a sort of  fable, 
without beginning or end, because it is inhabited by a priori ‘naive’ images that 
are not without a certain moral and also evoke a metaphor. A battle goes on 
before our eyes, and by presenting itself  as a fable, through a play of  communi-
cating vessels, this battle refers to human reality and shows us what goes wrong 
with it. Will there be a dominant creature that drags along the others? Will 
there be a collective consciousness that moves the table? According to the fable, 
individualism is typical of  a tortoise. It seems therefore wise when observing 
the scene to presume that a circular motion of  the table will only succeed if  

3 Cf  Rosalind Krauss, “Notes on the Index. Seventies Art in America (1)”, October 3 (1977). 
In this text Krauss develops a concept of  index that is usually associated with photo-
graphy. ‘Each photograph is the result of  a physical impression that is transferred by  
the reflection of  light onto a sensitive surface. Photography is therefore the type of  icon 
or the visual representation that has an index relation with its object.’ (p. 69). As the only 
effects in Bellinkx’ cinematographic work are the framing and the chromatic transforma-
tion, it has an undeniable index quality.

4 Jacques-Henri-Bernardin De Saint-Pierre, Œuvres complètes – Harmonies de la nature, 
Volume 4, 1820, p. 106.



each tortoise accidentally moves in the same direction. But this slight move-
ment is disturbed right away by a lack of  crucial community spirit.

That is very different in The Musical Chair. Here, too, animals are con-
fronted with an object and this confrontation is filmed from various angles: 
three dogs attack a chair. But in this case, community spirit prevails, and the 
‘poor’ chair is literally ripped apart in a thousand pieces. Reproduced in black 
and white on different screens, without soundtrack, the purged scene turns 
into a short allegorical narrative—like The Table Turning. The violent char-
acter of  the scene turns the communal project—which we would prefer to 
evolve into the individualism of  the tortoise—into a terribly destructive force. 
In this way the at first sight safe and simple or even peaceful and naive, familiar 
world Bellinkx shows us, turns into a symbolic and unstable anthropomor-
phism, because of  the interference by the narrative. What do tortoises do with 
a table? What do dogs do with a chair? Is this a game? Doubtlessly. But like the 
titles The Table Turning and The Musical Chair—the titles play a decisive role 
in this interpretation shift—indicate, in this case the games are not innocent, 
on the contrary: they are rooted in processes that involve coercion.

This uncomfortable shift is one of  the essential qualities of  Bellinkx’ 
oeuvre and distinguishes it from a simple, amusing fable. Based on a slow, 
close observation of  the movements of  living beings and things, and of  their 
expansion in space, Bellinkx explores the paradigms of  power and control 
people exercise quite innocently over oneself  and the surroundings. More 
than The Table Turning and The Musical Chair, the work The Trophy shows the 
somber and critical dimension of  that which, outside the reach of  the camera, 
is comprised in finishing the images. Two screens, two sides, the front and 
the back of  a familiar stage set. On one screen we see a framed deer’s head, 
like a trophy in a bourgeois drawing room. Slowly the camera observes the 
chopped-off  head and registers the movements of  the eyelashes and the slight 
movement of  its breath. On looking closer, against all expectations, the head 
is alive! If  the images would stop here, we would find ourselves in a super-
natural world that is closely related to the Twilight Zone. But The Trophy is a 
diptych that must be experienced in two stages that are visual opposites, just 
like Janus’ two faces. On the other screen, we notice stage wings, i.e. from a 
realistic perspective we see the trickery space, from an artistic perspective the 
dark room of  the moving images, and from a metaphorical perspective the 
limbo to the death room of  the human soul—or something like this. Just like 
in the images that were filmed in daytime (the images of  the drawing room), 
the camera slowly approaches the body of  the animal, whose head disappears 
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in the wall. It passes over the skin of  the animal, and once more we notice its 
breathing and its hardly perceptible movements.

In ancient times a trophy was the dead body of  the vanquished enemy, 
which was put on a tree trunk. Ever since those times, a trophy has remained 
an object that bears witness to a victory. But to what victory The Trophy refers? 
To the victory of  humans over nature? To our ability to kill that which sur-
rounds us? To the human urge to suppress other people? Is nature the enemy? 
So many unanswered questions that remain in the air the deer breathes.

At first sight Constructing and classifying the animal in order to make it 
meaningful to the human is more humorous. This work is a stereoscopic photo-
graph of  fattened rabbits crammed in drawers in a cupboard that has been 
specially designed to accommodate them.5 Their heads protrude from a hole in 
the front and stare quietly at us. It is quite obvious that the rabbits have been 
deprived of  their freedom to move. They have been classified, archived, locked 
up, reduced to mere objects for experiments, obedient preys for  science. The 
somewhat obsolete stereoscopic technique, which makes it possible to see a 
three-dimensional image of  a photograph, also refers to representations of  
the world in various dimensions and more generally to science as a prosthesis 
of  looking—looking as prosthesis of  that which is alive. Once more nature 
is forced through spaces that have been constructed by human beings:6 spe-
cifically, ‘Constructing the animal world and classifying it, in order to make 
it meaningful to humans’. This double image of  a perturbing beauty makes 
us think of  the classification systems that since the Enlightenment have come 
to dominate science and by extension also art. And precisely these restrictive 
systems were at the basis of  the museum and its classification system in the 
18th century. The fundamental idea that underlay the Enlightenment was to 
free humans from the obscurantism of  the Middle Ages. This a priori innocent 
image of  peaceful rabbits that look at us from their wooden boxes, actually 
wants to tell us that this sort of  thinking had basically resulted in severing our 
ties with nature.

5 This piece of  furniture was designed on the basis of  two identical models: one that is  
used for archiving purposes in museums of  natural history, the other is used for all sorts  
of  cosmetic and pharmaceutical tests on the submissive noses of  rabbits.

6 In this split image we can see a visual analogy with the ‘rabbit hutches’: miserable subur-
ban tenements, designed according to development plans that come from the drawers of   
a benevolent and social-minded bureaucracy.
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BLACK SUN

Bellinkx also belongs to a generation of  video artists that in this age of  unbri-
dled manipulation of  images and identities continues to construct imaginary and 
critical prostheses to approach the world. Whereas in Arnout Mik’s world bursts 
of  madness overwhelm the protagonists, and in Markus Schwinwald’s strange 
world the mentally disturbed characters are equipped with mechanical pros-
theses, in Bellinkx’ world the slow and quiet immersion of  the strange happens 
in the reality that surrounds us.7 However, what these artists have in common 
is the fact that they make reality topple over into an elsewhere that inevitably 
refers back to itself  through anticipation, thus revealing the repressed feelings it 
comprises. In that sense the diptych The Black Sun is particularly meaningful.8 
As the visualization of  a nightmare, a jumble of  black birds flies over a double 
bed; in its counterpart, a series of  computer programmed quadrotors form a 
sphere above the same bed. These two visions evoke two oneiric images: on the 
one hand that of  an imaginary life that is linked to nature, on the other hand, in 
the technological sphere, that of  a life that is controlled by machines. A double 
image that symbolizes the repressed schizophrenia of  our society.

In this way Bellinkx’ moving images always arouse the feeling that, 
hidden within the familiar, a deaf  and mute existential drama takes place— 
a thoroughly human drama. It is quite significant that in Stasis, one of  his 
most recent works, Bellinkx does not present an organic or animal world, but 
men wrestling with tables. We watch men lifting tables with their mouth, and 
being subjected to a strange ritual: from the depths of  the night, slowly there 
appears a pyramidical construction, consisting of  various layers of  men and 
floating tables. The pyramid, which is both monument and tomb, is also the 
plastic shape of  an intellectual, political or artistic pharaonic construction. 
The private atmosphere of  the space where this scene is staged, and the slow, 
circular movements of  the camera evoke a context of  ‘a secret meeting’. What 
we observe here, is a perfectly drilled ritual and the symbol of  the success that 
results from joining forces. From this joining of  forces, or this perfect com-
bination, there emerges a perfect hierarchical power structure that looms as a 

7 This quality, as well as the poetry the work radiates, doubtlessly links Bellinkx’ work to 
Magritte’s, and, considering the political and critical approach of  the world it involves,  
to the exemplary figure of  Broodthaers. In this respect, Bellinkx’ work is a worthy rep-
resentative of  the Visionary Belgium, that was splendidly honoured in Harald Szeemann’s 
posthumous exhibition in 2005 in the Palace of  Fine Arts in Brussels.

8 The Black Sun is a film diptych that is still a work-in-progress as I write these words,  
but drawings of  the project are already available.
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threat from the depths of  the secret—the oneiric image of  a grandeur, like the 
grandeur that arises at the agora, at ecclesiastical councils, at round table con-
ferences and other sorts of  top meetings. But though union means strength, 
it also excludes the other and that which is different. What we see here is 
therefore not so much a confusing and schizophrenic image of  the world—
rather, it is an allegory of  power relations, of  the dominance and subjection 
that govern daily life in communities. Bellinkx departs from reality, but subtly 
shifts the paradigms of  it, which results in a multilayered work that breathes 
a dark poetry that urges us to reflect on the genuineness of  our relation with 
the world.


