The frission of artifice
Kerry Tribe’s film work, Near Miss, is a temptation
machine—a confection, an inflection, almost a deflection.
Like all machines it has an uncanny relationship to desire
and longing; it lures you away from the world, into its
shadows, into another world, and begins to tell you its
story. And you surrender.

the wall you’ll discover that its opposite side has been
left unfinished; the scent of the unpainted two-by-fours
seems appropriate. On an adjacent wall hangs a large
colour photograph, a “production still” of an orange Volvo
(circa 1990) attached to a rig built by the film crew in a
studio in order to simulate the near accident.

As an installation, Near Miss can be seen as a variation on
the allegorical theme of Plato’s cave, and it doesn’t take
much to hear, in the cave of one’s own imagination, the
voice of Socrates steering Glaucon toward the promised
land. There is a dark room, and moving images and sounds
are projected through it onto a wall, and the two benches
might stand for the prisoners in Socrates’ account, but
to understand the exhibition only in this light would be
to miss its generous intentions. With a bare minimum of
set decoration, the gallery is transformed by expectation;
it becomes an apparatus for projecting and generating
memories. In a sense it becomes an old-fashioned
model of the brain where one observes and retrieves
memories hurled from the dark of the unconscious onto
an interior screen. It’s a comforting and sensual model,
and, consonant with the film loop’s homage to nondigital effects, the room exudes an analog warmth. The
surrender is to artifice. If the subject of Near Miss is the
witness, then witnessing is an art of invention, projection,
intervention, and even erasure. If the apparatus of Near
Miss is an Ancient Mariner, the projector’s lamp is the
glittering eye.

Each of the three takes presents a similar, perhaps
identical narrative. In each, the camera is placed behind the
Volvo’s steering wheel and aimed through the windshield,
creating the illusion that the car is advancing down a
highway at night. The windshield wipers clunk back and
forth and a driving blizzard appears to be in progress. As
with all blizzards, the flakes seem to originate from a single
point somewhere in the darkness ahead. There’s a bright
light shining onto the car’s hood in order to illuminate
the snowflakes, an effect which renders the illusion
transparent. All the same, the scene is mesmerizing, and
somehow familiar, if not comforting. Highway signs appear
and disappear as if one is driving past them. A low sound
that has been there all along begins to rise slightly. And
then, uncannily, the car seems to do a slow 180-degree
turn as it continues to move forward. It appears to come to
rest, facing “backwards,” whence we “came.” After a few
moments the film starts up again. The sense that it will
loop on forever is oddly reassuring.

Standing outside Artspeak, you might miss a text on
the windowpane in white, sans-serif letters. Written by
a member of the film crew that worked with the artist,
the text represents his or her recollections of the artist’s
memory of driving between New York and Boston in
a snowstorm over ten years ago. It concludes with an
account of a near accident on the icy highway that night.
You enter the gallery and part the curtains. Within the
central room are two benches and a wall that doubles
as a screen. A video projector behind you projects a
35mm motion picture (transferred to DVD) without title or
credits, onto the wall. The three short takes that make up
the film are similar enough to suggest that they might be
one scene repeated three times. The carefully constructed
sound design is simultaneously diegetic and non-diegetic,
like most movie soundtracks. If you walk around behind
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There’s pleasure in imagining the artist hiring a
professional crew and staging this illusion. They must
have enjoyed the challenge of inventing ways to make “the
accident” look “realistic,” but we’re accustomed to this in
the movies. One does not want to think that this exhibition
is about production values. Alternately, one does not
want to think that this installation exists to expose the
machinery of illusion behind representation. Anyone who
has manufactured sounds or images for exhibition knows
that the “real” is almost entirely synthetic. As ninety-six
year old Bob Mitchell told an audience in Los Angeles last
October, having composed music and performed for the
movies for eighty-four years (including the final six years
of silent films), “Once you’ve heard the imitation, you’ll
never settle for the original.”
Given its foregrounding, it’s clear that Near Miss isn’t
about deconstruction either. Its self-reflexivity may well
be a feint. The film is a tangle of familiar paradoxes: a
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snowstorm that is not a snowstorm, a highway that is not
a highway, an accident that is not an accident, a movie
that’s not a movie. I’m not sure that these paradoxes are
as interesting as they might once have been. But there’s
something compelling about watching a near accident in
a dramatically lit studio snowstorm, and it’s related to the
pleasure of watching Donald Sutherland navigating his
way across a storm-tossed sea of plastic sheets in Fellini’s
Casanova. Near Miss isn’t an attempt at realism; it tempts
us to surrender to the frisson of artifice, for what artifice
can tell us.

trains, streetcars, automobiles and moving boats. Hales
Tours cinemas—Vancouver’s was at 131 West Cordova
Street, just around the corner from where Artspeak is
today—helped consolidate the motion picture business.
Their product was the excitement of being transported,
emotionally and imaginatively, into another dimension,
and the illusion of danger.

I’m reminded of Christian Boltanski’s Attempt at
Reconstitution of Objects that Belonged to Christian
Boltanski between 1948 and 1954 (1970-71). He achieves,
in clay, what Tribe seems to be reaching for, which is to
recreate the “objects” of memory as they perish. Using
the contested conventions of cinema, Tribe attempts to
reconstruct—or perhaps construct—a glimpse of what a
memory might be. Boltanski’s moving clay reconstitutions
and Tribe’s tentative projections intersect with the fragility
of being. All matter decays, along with the comet of
neurons that is the mental image. Tribe’s Bijou of memory
attempts to net a few particles from the comet’s tail in
order to apprehend the sources of the sensual mind.
I’m reminded, while watching and listening (being “near”
Miss Tribe in the driver’s seat), of the relationship between
sensual experience and the idea of being transported.
An antecedent is found in the popular railway films
produced in the final years of the nineteenth century. In
the first motion pictures shot in the Rockies, in 1898, Billy
Bitzer, later D. W. Griffith’s cameraman, perched on the
cowcatcher of a steam engine, aiming his camera straight
ahead to simulate the experience of roaring down the
tracks. It was common at the time for young gentlemen
to ask if they might ride through picturesque scenery on
the cowcatcher; thus the idea of privilege was attached to
the early cinematic spectacle of being transported down
rocky chasms and along churning rivers. The Canadian
Pacific Railway shot scenes along the track between
1900-1902. The cameraman stood on a flat car attached
to the front of the engine. By 1907, an American company,
Hales Tours and Scenes of the World, had franchised
over 500 simulated railway car cinemas, nationally and
internationally, in order to screen travelogues filmed from

Near Miss is concerned with other dimensions and with
how the sensual pleasures generated by moving images
and sounds become their own reward. The exhibition
engages with memory as a form of temptation. There is
an almost erotic charge associated with the experience of
duration in this installation; I was tempted to sit through
the cycle several times, not to find out what happens but
to be transported once again. It occurs to me that the
exhibition consists not of a projector, a beam of light and
the shadows on the wall, but of competing temptations.
A viewer surrenders to the pleasures of Tribe’s illusion,
and to the replays of her own near misses. Perhaps the
exhibition’s function is to insist, gently, that one ought
to recognize, embrace, and love the epistemologies of
temptation.
The theatre of memory, and this is a hoary old metaphor—
perhaps altar is a better choice—stages the discernable
fragments of the temptations that have shaped us. Desire
insists that our senses give these fragments meaningful
shape, even though what results may be an illusion. To
surrender to these fragments of temptation, however, is
a plea for a return to our unforgotten but obscure origins.
Near Miss becomes a post-Freudian Hales Tours cinema,
a cabinet of wonders, a shadow-house of familiars, a
catalyst projecting a reconstruction of a moment when
existence was turned inside out and, for an instant, the
artist’s story of origin and her account of the near miss
became one and the same.
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