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DHC/ART Education • Movements

Movements is a tool designed by DHC/ART Education to 
encourage in-depth explorations of key concepts  evoked by 
the works presented in Ed Atkins: Modern Piano Music. By 
highlighting these points of conceptual departure through 
the document Movements, DHC/ART educators intend to 
inspire dialogue about the exhibition and encourage visitors 
to elaborate on the proposed themes through their personal 
interpretations and reflections. Over time, these traveling 
concepts 1 are subsequently enriched as they inform new 
contributions to our evolving conversations about art. 

Movements also serves as a reminder that an aesthetic 
experience engages the body—its senses and its movements—
as much as the intellect. The body’s physical, emotional, and 
perceptive gestures are intimately linked as we move through 
the exhibition space and our senses are awakened. The rhythm 
of our trajectories and changing perspectives also mobilizes  
our vision; images take shape as our memory and imagination 
are touched by the emerging aesthetic landscape. Movements 
is thus an invitation for the visitor to become immersed— 
mind and body—in DHC/ART exhibitions, thereby developing  
a rich and dynamic understanding of the works.

Ed Atkins 
Movements



Context: Liquid
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To be modern is to find ourselves in an environment 
that promises us adventure, power, joy, growth, 
transformation of ourselves and the world – and, at the 
same time, that threatens to destroy everything we have, 
everything we know, everything we are. […] [Modernity] 
is a paradoxical unity, a unity of disunity: it pours us all 
into a maelstrom of perpetual disintegration and renewal, 
of struggle and contradiction, of ambiguity and anguish. 
To be modern is to be part of a universe in which, as Marx 
said, ‘all that is solid melts into air’.

Marshall Berman, All That Is Solid Melts Into Air, 1983
 
In a book published in the early 2000s1, Polish sociologist 
and philosopher Zygmunt Bauman proposes an 
alternative reading of modernity, a period in which we still 
find ourselves. This modernity is marked by metaphors of 
fluidity and liquidity. Contrary to solids, fluids can easily 
change form, as per the low cohesive force of molecules 
constituting them. Due to its own nature, liquid is called 
upon to move, to transform, to spread out. While we 
can describe solids according to their pure materiality, 
describing fluids is an exercise in describing time, or a 
slippage. There is no complete and total image of a liquid: 
each representation is a glimpse, a snapshot2.

Bauman was inspired by a famous phrase of Marx and 
Engels’ Manifesto of the Communist Party: “All that is 
solid melts into air”. In this classic text, the figure of 
liquidity expresses the force with which capitalism 
liquidated traces of pre-modern societies to establish 
itself as a modern condition. This liquidation described 

by Marx and Engels implicates, Bauman notes, a 
“smashing of the protective armour forged of the beliefs 
and loyalties which allowed the solids to resist3”. Yet, 
if a liquidation of history through modern capitalist 
economics is possible, there is also hope for another 
force of liquid transformation to arise, ending modern 
disparities. It is this revolutionary force that Marx and 
Engels try to mobilize in their Manifesto.  

The image of fluidity is often evoked when trying to 
describe another major cultural transformation, the 
passage from analog to digital in contemporary societies. 
Flux serves as a figure to describe the speed with which 
information transits, the moving and uninterrupted 
character of digital context, now produced by all.  
This liquid state conditions a particular experience  
of time and space that we can observe in Ed Atkins’s 
oeuvre. His preferred mediums, such as performed  
text, video, motion capture and CGI animation, all 
appear to be moving, fluctuating, transformed and 
transformative, resistant.

It is not trivial that liquid is such an important part 
of Atkins’ formal and thematic vocabulary. In certain 
moments, representation of liquids in Atkins’ work recalls 
the elementary functions of the human body. Remark 
the traits of urine and blood strewn across the screen in 
Ribbons, while a man constantly serves himself glasses 
of scotch, dripping some more alcohol on the table each 
time. The same bodily fluids are versed in plastic bins 
in Safe Conduct. It is from liquid that emerge some of 
Atkins’s protagonists. Consider the body of water on 
which the moon is reflected, water from which arises 
the head of one of Happy Birthday!!’s characters. It is the 
droplets of sweat that pearl on the forehead of that same 
character - or could they be drops of water? Liquid allows 
us to consider questions of equivalence and simultaneity, 
as if everything swam in the same water.

Where do you note the presence of liquid in other works 
by Atkins? How are these images in dialogue?

Do you agree or disagree with Berman’s quote at the start 
of this text? How would you qualify your experience of 
modern life?

1 BAUMAN, Zygmunt (2000). Liquid Modernity. Cambridge: Polity.
2 Ibid.
3 Op.cit., p.3.

Ed Atkins, Happy Birthday!! (video still), 2014. HD Video projection. 
Courtesy of Ed Atkins and Gavin Brown’s enterprise, New York/Rome.
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Where does this black sun come from? Out of what eerie 
galaxy do its invisible, lethargic rays reach me, pinning me 
down to the ground, to my bed, compelling me to silence, to 
renunciation? (…) I am trying to address an abyss of sorrow, 
a noncommunicable grief that at times, and often on a long-
term basis, lays claims upon us to the extent of having us 
loose all interest in words, actions, and even life itself.

Julia Kristeva, Black Sun, 1992

INT. BEDROOM - NIGHT - HISSER (2015) - ED ATKINS

Full moon. Open to a lit television screen, placed on the 
floor of a suburban bedroom that evokes adolescence.  
On the screen: white emptiness, luminescent. On the 
walls, a terribly banal poster of Théophile-Alexandre 
Steinlen’s Tournée du Chat. Another poster, of a wolf’s 
head that reads “No Fear”, and another, a kitten hanging 
from a tree branch: “Hang in there”. The camera pans over 
a bookshelf, our eye rests on a self-help book, a quest for 
love: Find the Love of Your Life After Fifty!  Confusion: the 
bedroom of a teenager or a middle-aged man? A return to 
something lost?

We move across the screen and enter this infinite white 
space and find a nude, miniature figure of a man: he 
mutters, whistles, stammers: I think I ran out of things to 
say… pretty sure I don’t know what to say… I don’t know 
what to say… I’m sorry…. sorry… sorry… I didn’t know,  
I didn’t know… Defeated, he disappears in the whiteness, 
then is off in a smoky grey cloud.

CUT TO - There he is, in the giant room, in the single bed 
of a child, dreaming. A damaged avatar, his face covered in 
bruises.  Strange…a sculpted ear on the wall beside the bed: 
in the hopes of being heard? He mumbles in his troubled 
sleep: When we… when we…were… wolves. Fuck it ! A puff 
of black smoke.

The room is empty. The camera pulls back. The room 
becomes a dollhouse décor. A downwards movement is 
set in motion, a grating sound evoking an elevator. The 
room descends, towards an abyss. The room multiplies, 
plummeting ever more quickly. An empty room sinking, 
sinking, over and over again.

CUT TO - The avatar lying on the bed, singing to the 
moon: I didn’t know, I was asleep, I didn’t know, I went  
too deep, It took me so long… CUT TO - the avatar lying 
on the floor in the foetal position, singing: I did not know, 
her life was so sad, I cried… 

CUT TO - the avatar on the ground, hunched over  
the white television screen, looking at black card after 
black card. 

Returning to the empty room, it shakes violently, 
everything crumbles: cardboard decor, cardboard 
flowers, CGI. Lights are out, all that is left is the reflection 
of the moon, then all is black. A fist breaks through the 
wall.   

Birds eye view. A cardboard room, a miniature cardboard 
avatar in the bed. Everything is swallowed up by a black 
hole, a vortex of white rays, everything accelerates, then 
a CGI ocean. 

DARKNESS.

In the work of Ed Atkins, emotions are not simply 
psychological states experienced internally. They 
materialize via gestures, movements, words, and the 
appearance of avatars’ bodies in relationship to their 
surroundings. Discuss the ways in which this manifests 
itself in the various works in the exhibition. 

Ed Atkins’s videos confront us with the sentimental, the 
emotional, the bodily. Choose one work in the exhibition 
and respond to it with an experimental or poetic text. 
What does the experience 
do for you?

Ed Atkins, Hisser (video still), 2015. Video projection with 5.1 surround 
sound. Courtesy of Ed Atkins and Gavin Brown’s enterprise, New York/
Rome.
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In the morning you wake from one bad dream and another 
begins. At the workbenches where, every moment, you hit 
your finger with a hammer or prick it with a needle, or over 
the columns of figures all awry in the ledgers of merchants 
and bankers, or at the rows of empty glasses on the zinc 
counters of the wineshops, the bent heads at least conceal 
the grim gaze.

Italo Calvino, Invisible Cities, 1972 

An author adept at “unmasking narratorial trade secrets and 
reminding readers of the self-reflexive nature of the fictional 
game1,” Calvino described his text, which takes the form of a 
fictitious dialogue, as “a book whose place is between poetry 
and novel2.” The above passage echoes the grim scene laid 
out in Ribbons, a three channel video installation produced by 
Ed Atkins in 2014. The comparison does not end there; a poet 
himself, Atkins has repeatedly described his attraction to the 
structural and reflexive elements in postmodern literature3. 
He draws on experimental traditions of blurring the lines 
between forms, and has stated he is more at home in the 
histories of cinema, music, and literature than that of art4. 
“Text is crucial to my practice. Is my practice, really5.” Aside 
from drawing on literature’s structural forms, Atkins uses 
writing to improvise and think through ideas; as content for 
scripts; and in the process of video editing.

In Ribbons, poetry not only informs the image; it is its partner, 
and part of it—written, spoken, sung. Perfectly matched with 
meticulous sound editing, fragmented text reveals itself in a 
variety of visual and auditory forms, fleetingly appearing and 
reappearing over the duration of the work. It is not simply the 
choice of words that shapes the narrative, but also how they 
are rendered, expressed and embodied by Dave, the avatar at 
the centre of the story. In the first few seconds, A DEMAND 
FOR LOVE appears in a style reminiscent of a Hollywood 
film trailer; barely legible tattoos—or are they carved?—are 
found on Dave’s chest and wrist; banal yet intimate messages 
are left on post-it notes, in a scotch  glass, in the palm of a 
hand.  Handwritten phrases end mid-stream and one or two 
words here and there leave us hanging with their abandoned 
comma. What else?  A cappella, falsetto renditions of 
melancholy pop songs, ramblings at the bar, monologues 
combined with explicit acts in a toilet stall and, perhaps 
most disturbing, alternating messages scrawled on Dave’s 
forehead—backwards, as if written for him and his reflection 
alone: Bankrupt. Asshole. Don’t die.

Dave’s musing/postering is at various points banal, esoteric, 
and incomprehensible.  Atkins has said, “Coherence is held 
in such high regard—but what are the conditions of sense-
making and according to what criteria?…I’ve always felt 
the urge to speak or to write and to not necessarily know 
what I want to say6.” Dave channels this expression; text 
may mediate our reception of it, but it doesn’t necessarily 
provide us with any more clarity about its content. As author 
Leslie Jamison writes, “The language is unsettling, even 
irritating—because it gestures at meaning without delivering 
it, just as the avatar is unsettling because his face gestures at 
humanity but isn’t human7.” We are left to our own devices in 
the discomfort of intimacy, proximity and, as Jamison argues, 
how quickly we feel the urge to flee the sentimental. 

Like Calvino and others authors, Atkins pays important 
attention to rhythm, in particular through repetition. How 
would you describe the rhythm of Ribbons?

A number of authors and Atkins himself refer to a certain 
tension between empathy and disdain for Dave. What role 
does text play in shaping your emotional response to this 
protagonist and his circumstances?

Ed Atkins, Ribbons (image still), 2014. 3-channel HD video with three 
4.1 channel surround sound audio, 13 min. Courtesy of Ed Atkins and 
Gavin Brown’s enterprise, New York/Rome.



Considerations: Body/Violence
DHC/ART Education • Movements

1  BALLARD, Thea. (2014). “Newsmaker: Ed Atkins On His Serpentine Sackler Gallery 
Installation.” Modern Painters. Online. http://www.blouinartinfo.com/news/
story/1044455/newsmaker-ed-atkins-on-his-serpentine-sackler-gallery

2  GAVIN, Francesca. (2014). “Ed Atkins on bodily fluids and death”. Dazed and 
Confused. Online. https://docs.google.com/document/d/1xUzuZnQgpycOeQ1FUPBI-
eRzLlOYPx_6sVPjubU101Y/edit#

3  KRISTEVA, Julia (2012). Severed Head: Capital Visions. Translated by Jody Gladding.  
New York: Columbia University Press.

4  GAVIN. “Ed Atkins on bodily fluids and death”. Dazed and Confused. Online. https://docs.
google.com/document/d/1xUzuZnQgpycOeQ1FUPBI-eRzLlOYPx_6sVPjubU101Y/edit#

To be honest, this is making me a little uncomfortable, he says 
politely, as he peels off layer after layer of his face, removes his 
eyeballs, detaches his hands, and places his organs in airport 
security bins to the triumphant sounds of Ravel’s Bolero. This 
scene unfolds in the deserted airport terminal of Ed Atkins’ Safe 
Conduct (2016), as a blinking red light sounds a continuous, 
anxiety-producing alarm. What could be more uncomfortable 
than decapitating and dismembering oneself piece by piece 
and observing the pathetic and horrific outcome? In Atkins’s 
work, this is a non-issue. The battered and bruised protagonist 
is not human… he/it is the shell of a body that has achieved a 
convincing disguise through the trickery of CGI. Atkins likes to 
work with avatars (or “surrogates” as he calls them), because it 
allows him more freedom than working with a live actor. “I don’t 
have to violate anyone1,” he says, as he creates these “models” 
already dead, captivated by their artifice2.
 
What is it about Atkins’s work, then, that causes such a visceral 
reaction, such strong feelings of attraction and repulsion, and 
that also creates an emotional connection between the viewer 
and the surrogate? Perhaps in this work, it is the notion of 
familiarity: the tune to which one can whistle along without 
realizing it; the commonplace plastic airport security bins that 
ceaselessly roll down the conveyor belt, whisking away our 
laptops and cellphones, our money…our identity, our pride; 
or, in the case of Safe Conduct, intestines, weapons, blood, 
and pineapples. Like the surrogate, we are complacent to 
this intrinsically, if subtly, violent treatment that travellers are 
sometimes subjected to as we are told to remove our shoes, 

our belts, (our dignity), and even at times, to spread our 
legs and to wait. Atkins addresses the absurdity of what has 
become routine, upping the ante and the violence, as well as 
the surrogate’s reaction. We see the shaking, dirty, bloody 
hands and black fingernails, the purple face of the helpless, 
useless and beaten down ‘corpse,’ going through the motions, 
repeatedly, willingly, unthinkingly – his severed head, full of life-
like qualities, perhaps the most poignant image of the lot.
 
The symbol of the severed head is recurrent throughout the 
history of art, and has been broached by many theorists. Atkins 
references the Surrealists, French philosopher Georges Bataille, 
and Bulgarian-French philosopher and psychoanalyst Julia 
Kristeva as inspiration in his work. In Severed Head: Capital 
Visions, Kristeva discusses representations of severed heads as 
bringing to mind our fear of death, and considers the head “as 
a symbol of the thinking living being3.” To separate the head 
from the body, then, ultimately leads to the death of two levels 
of being: the physical and the mental/emotional. Atkins states 
that he uses the tool of the severed head to emphasize that 
something is really dead4. In this case, though, the severing of 
the head does not kill his protagonist… he/it is already dead 
-- and always has been dead. This point is further confirmed 
as the full-bodied avatar watches his own singing, blinking 
severed head sailing down the conveyor belt. Atkins pulls the 
strings of his puppets via his laptop, leading them through the 
violence of life, perpetually, without ever having to live it – nor 
being able to escape it. 

The concept of “safe conduct” refers to the immunity from harm 
when traveling through an area of conflict.  Taking this into 
account, how do you understand the protagonist’s violent act of 
decorticating his own body in the context of airport security?
 
Consider the avatar’s unique position of seeming so human, 
but yet never truly alive or in control of its actions. How do you 
interpret the roles of the avatar and human responsibility in the 
age of Artificial Intelligence and CGI?

Ed Atkins, Safe Conduct (video still), 2016. Three channel HD film 
with 5.1 surround sound. Courtesy of Ed Atkins and Gavin Brown’s 
enterprise, New York/Rome.
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