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Abstract 

This short paper describes my recent artist-led research project – a real-time video installation called Dis/appear.  In 

this work, a live video image is processed in real time to incorporate a temporal delay. Moving objects and people 

disappear from the image, registering only as ghostly traces traversing the screen. Recreating one of the unintentional 

effects of early photography – the inability to depict moving subjects – Dis/appear explores the idea of stillness as 

creative repetition, a memory or echo of the past existing in the present. Memory opens us up to larger time frames 

gives us a sense of the thickness of time. Following Bergson, time is a constant melding of past, present and future. 
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Dis/appear is a video installation that interrupts our ordinary sense of space and time. In this work, 

live video images captured in the exhibition space are processed in real-time to incorporate a 

temporal delay. Time appears to stretch. Moving objects and people „disappear‟ - registering only as 

ghostly figures traversing the screen. Only those things that are stationary are brought sharply into 

focus. 

 
The project began by thinking about space and time in the digital age. Connected to the internet, 

space is seemingly infinite but users still experience a temporal limit, are still prone to boredom, 

distraction, fantasy, day-dreaming and forgetting. Watching live video on the internet I am always 

struck by the beauty of the grainy, low-resolution images and the poignant, halting motion caused 

by the low frame rate. Each frame of the streaming image seems to hesitate before appearing, and 

then disappears only to be replaced, in an equally tentative manner, by the next frame. What would 

normally be considered a deficiency, something that will improve with increased bandwidth, seems 

to give visible form to the phenomenon of human memory – to the simultaneous stillness and 

transience of the images we recall from the past. 

 

In my work I have been looking back to early photographic imaging techniques and thinking about 

photography‟s specific temporal characteristics. Specifically, the work Dis/appear makes reference 

to a famous image titled Paris Boulevarde, captured by Henri Daguerre in 1839. This well-known 

picture shows a busy Paris street, however because of the long exposure, the only person appearing 

in the scene is a solitary man who stopped to have his shoes shined. All the other people and 

vehicles moving along the street were erased by a kind of selective amnesia inherent in the 

technology. Dis/appear recreates one of the limitations of early photography – its inability to depict 

subjects in motion. 
 

Work began on Dis/appear in 2005 during a creative residency at the Banff Art Centre, Canada. 

Video documentation of the work-in-progress shows fellow artists at the Banff Centre and members 

of the public interacting with Dis/appear. A surveillance camera mounted in the ceiling of an 

ordinary corridor in the studio building at Banff fed live images to a computer in an adjoining room. 

The computer was programmed to add a delay to the live images – each frame rendering to 

approximately 10% opacity.  Image elements that remained unchanged over time appeared in sharp 

focus. Moving objects appeared blurred or disappeared entirely. Standing still at the doorway to the 
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studio you could see your image on the computer monitor – that is until you moved and your image 

evaporated before your eyes. 

 

 
 
Figure 1: Dis/appear - Margaret Seymour, 2005. Still from video documentation of work-in-progress. Copyright: image 

appears courtesy of the artist. 
 

There are two levels at which the work Dis/appear engages with the theme of „stillness‟. Firstly, the 

video acts as a distorting mirror, reflecting as well warping reality by editing out moving objects 

and people. Initially I hoped it would be possible to edit out motion completely. What I ended up 

with however is an image that seems more fluid than frozen – figures slipping and morphing from 

one position to another as if they were memories coming into and fading from consciousness.  

 

Secondly, by deliberately referring to early photography‟s inability to depict moving subjects 

Dis/appear incorporates a creative repetition – echo of the past within the present. While 

Dis/appear uses currently available technology – a surveillance camera and realtime computer 

processing – it also remembers an earlier period of change and technological innovation. Memory 

seems to slow time down, making us aware of larger time frames outside of our immediate present. 

It causes us to stop and reflect. Memory allows us to escape the force of habit, to learn from past 

mistakes, to step away from perceiving the world as governed by cause and effect and to embrace 

the unforeseeable. For Henri Bergson (1859 – 1941) scientific models of a universe governed by 

cause and effect have no time. Human beings “introduce a gap into the universal interplay of 

mechanical causes and effects, a delay in reaction and frequently a shift in direction”. (Bogue 2003, 

30) Time is this delay. Time is a vehicle of creation and choice. 

 

While it is often argued that in today‟s world we are increasing having to accommodate ourselves to 

rapidly shrinking time scales, that the world is becoming smaller and the pace of life faster, our 

understanding of time is not solely determined by technology. We live simultaneously in electronic 
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and real spaces, and in the space of memory and imagination. Each of these spaces has its own 

individual time frame - some looking to the future, others to the past, some characterised by speed 

and others, in contrast, seem increasingly slow. Our technologies do not simply determine our 

understanding of time but form part of a complex set of interrelating factors that contribute to our 

understanding of time. 

 

As part of my research I have been searching out artists who incorporate multiple time frames in 

their work. I am particularly interested in a work Bruce Nauman proposed in 1969 but deemed too 

complex to realise at the time. In this work, Untitled (1969), Nauman describes a person entering 

and living in a room for a long time – “a period of years or a lifetime.” One wall of this room is a 

video projection that mirrors the real room but from the opposite side so that there appears to be a 

parallel room existing alongside the first one. When the viewer stands facing the image, they see 

themself from behind, standing facing a wall. Nauman explains that after a period of time, “the time 

in the mirror room begins to fall behind the real time – until after a number of years …(the person 

living in the room) … would no longer recognise his relationship to his mirrored image.” (Nauman 

quoted in Kraynak 2003, 55) 

 

Naumans‟s Untitled (1969) seems to encapsulate the idea of existing in two spaces simultaneously, 

electronic and real, each with their own distinct time frames. In Nauman‟s mirror room time slows 

down, the virtual lagging behind the real until the viewer gradually becoming estranged from their 

own reflection. In Nauman‟s work time stretches forward into the future and backward into the past. 

 

Two works by contemporary artist John Gerrard One Thousand Year Dawn (Marcel), 2005, and 

Portrait to Smile Once a Year (Mary), 2006, also exemplify the paradox of living simultaneously 

within multiple time frames. Both works are realtime 3D animations - a medium most commonly 

associated with computer gaming where images are rendered in real time to give the user a sense of 

instantaneous control over a character or avatar. Gerrard‟s largely static works however counter the 

usual emphasis on action and user control in computer games. In both these works Gerrard 

incorporates extended time frames – prompting the viewer to contemplate a future they may never 

behold. His Portrait to Smile Once a Year (Mary) shows a photo-realistic 3D computer model of a 

young woman standing still. The portrait will smile once in a year at a time of her own choosing, 

thereby denying the viewer control over the work. 

 

One Thousand Year Dawn (Marcel) invokes an even longer time frame. A solitary figure stands on 

a beach looking out at the horizon. A faint glow illuminates the sky. We watch the figure as he 

waits for the sun to rise. As the title suggests, dawn will take a thousand years to arrive. We will 

never see this dawn break across the ocean. 
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Figure 2: One Thousand Year Dawn (Marcel) - John Gerrard, 2005. Realtime 3D, 117 x 68 x 53 cm / variable. 

Copyright: image appears courtesy of the artist and Hilger Contemporary Gallery, Vienna, Austria. 
 

The images of time in Nauman‟s Untitled (1969) and Gerrard‟s One Thousand Year Dawn (Marcel) 

give us a sense of the „thickness‟ of time. In Nauman‟s work the past co-exists with the present, 

while Gerrard focuses our attention on an imagined future. Time is not simply composed of a 

succession of instants but, following Bergson, is a melding of past, present and future. 

 

While Bergson‟s own images of time – the dancer and musical melody – are characterised by 

movement, the images of stillness in Dis/appear, Untitled (1969) and One Thousand Year Dawn 

(Marcel) each ask the viewer to contemplate their own existence within a larger time frame. In 

doing so, they echo Bergson‟s idea of time as real duration. 

 

In today‟s digital and networked environment we experience simultaneous and contradictory facets 

of time.  Our technologies are designed for instantaneous communications and yet our experience is 

often one of waiting.  Space-time compression seems also to have created gaps in time – temporal 

states characterised by waiting and stillness. These are the paradoxes I am exploring in video works 

that incorporate both realtime instantaneous processing and temporal delay. 
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Biographical Notes 

Margaret Seymour is an artist and lecturer at Sydney College of the Arts, University of Sydney. 

Her research incorporates a diverse range of media including sculpture, installation, computer 

graphics, video and sound. Her works often combine new media with older lens based technologies 

now considered „defunct‟. For example, The Mirrored Room is an installation incorporating a live 

3D stereoscopic projection. Viewers are invited to don a pair of anaglyph glasses (the type used in 

3D movies) and to interact with an image of themselves that at times floats in front of the screen, at 

other times sinks back behind the screen. Combining aspects of stereoscopic cinema and modern 
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video surveillance systems, the work explores ideas of fear and uncertainty in a world that today 

seems both familiar and irrevocably changed. 

 
Margaret‟s work has been shown in galleries and public spaces in Sydney and interstate. In 2005 

she was awarded the Australia Council International Residency - Banff, Canada. 


