Some of this starts at school. As I child in the 1970s, T used
to wait with avid expectation for the days after New Year.
On the 3rd or 4th of January, the series of Royal Institution
Christmas Lectures for Children and Young People would
start at around 10.30 am on BBCI television. The talks
might range from ‘how gravity works’ to ‘space exploration
in the next century’, but it was less the subject of the series
than the method of delivery that thrilled me. Here was a sci-
entist sharing a secret knowledge about the future that we
children were going to inherit. What’s more, he (they were
always men in the 1970s) was doing it in a big academic lec-
ture hall and making a mess — playing about with unlikely
combinations of huge test tubes, kid-size harnesses and
oxyacetylene torches to concoct elaborate, television-scale
experiments. In fact, it was these experiments that really
caught my imagination. Every year, the same technician
would set them up, keep them going, take care of the pan-
icking lecturer when the bench caught fire or he dropped the
test tube. He even chose which children would be led down
from the audience to show us what happens when water
evaporates or the sun goes supernova. The technician was,
I think, called Alfred: he had lots of white hair, a lab coat
and I really wanted his job.

I mention all this because something of the same fasci-
nation clings to the work of John Wood and Paul Harri-
son. Their collaborative work invokes the memory of the
1970s and not just in its art-historical references to Bruce
Nauman or Chris Burden. Their work also has the air of
those Royal Institution lectures, as these two serious men
present their activities and interim conclusions to a
respectful though slightly bemused public. Like the lectur-
ers of my youth, Wood and Harrison never quite manage
to completely suppress a smile and that slight twinkle in
the eye that tells us they know what we are thinking. It has
something of the atmosphere of the old BBC, in fact —a lit-
tle po-faced, a little ‘make do and mend’, but always aspi-
rational for its viewers. In fact, just the kind of face to
ensure that the squeals of delight are all the louder when
things seem to go wrong or the protagonist does not
appear to be completely in control.

‘nohow on’

charles esche



Screen 1: ‘3 Legged’, 1996

Viewed on a monitor, the two artists are tied together at the ankle and
confined within a simple wooden shelter open on one side. Facing them,
an automatic tennis server oscillates across the foreground, shooting
balls out at intervals. It looks like a home-made cannon and delivers its
missiles with surprising force. The two men try to avoid the balls — trip-
ping, falling, sliding and pushing each other around. The motor of the
tennis server is the only constant sound, switching up an octave when-
ever it is about to shoot. The whole sequence lasts three tense minutes.
John gets hit a lot more than Paul and we hear his groans. Towards the
end, exhausted, they work out that all they have to do is duck. Just after
this, the server exhausts its supply of balls and starts firing blanks. John
looks at the camera and thus the viewer. He lets us in on his relief while
Paul looks away, catching his breath. The two of them then sit, still
bound, as far away from each other as they can manage. End.

When two men put themselves through this sort of test, we think less of
scientific experiments than about army exercises, teamwork, the pain
threshold and mateship forged through struggle. This is very male terri-
tory, but located where instinct and spirit count for more than the dis-
embodied intellect. Does it demand comment, when men show their
emotions and fallabilities in this way? In one sense it does, because,
even as artists, men are often assumed, for a complex tangle of reasons,
to be less willing to expose their private failings. Wood and Harrison
expose not just their bodies” vulnerability but something more hidden,
an orchestrated emotional frailty as well as a kind of mutual depen-
dence that would be destroyed if articulated in words. It’s very male,
very silent and very touching.

Occasionally, as in ‘3 Legged’, the relationship between the two pro-
tagonists comes even further to the fore. In earlier pieces such as
‘Crossover (I miss you)’ and ‘Board’ the two mimic each other’s actions,
moving simultaneously across, underneath or around a found object or
group of objects such as a table and two chairs. The simplicity of the
set-ups prefigures all of their later work with more abstract structures
but the closeness of contact between the two is something less
detectable in subsequent work. That this close proximity is based on
professional trust rather than personal intimacy is significant because it
places the emphasis of the action not on the body as a presence but as
an active agent. Expression through action in ways that might recall
Jackson Pollock as much as modern dance.

The choreography of movements in both these works and later pieces
such as “Two Wall Sections’ suggests that it is possible to recognise their

relationship to contemporary dance, or, at least and
because of the knot of negative theatrical associations that
dance tied itself into in the T990s, to the movement of bod-
ies through space. This brings it close to the initial interests
of Bruce Nauman, an artist of much influence not only on
Wood and Harrison but on so many young contemporary
artists. In a 1970 interview with Willoughby Sharp, Nau-
man explained his relationship to the body and movement:

The first time I really talked to anybody about body
awareness was in the summer of 1968. Meredith Monk was
in San Francisco. She had thought about or seen some of my
work and recognised it ... An awareness of yourself comes
from a certain amount of activity and you can’t get it from
just thinking about yourself ... The films and some of the
pieces I did after that for videotapes were specifically about
doing exercises in balance. I thought of them as dance

problems without being a dancer.”

In this interview, Nauman is clearly picking up on the the-
oretical writings of Maurice Merleau-Ponty, a theorist
whose work serves as a useful illumination of possible
meaning in much performance and video art from the
1960s onwards. In Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of
Perception, he writes about ‘the body image’ as having a
distinct relationship to space:

The body image is dynamic, which means that my body
appears to me as an attitude directed to a certain existing or
possible task ... (not) a spatiality of position but a spatiality
of situation ... The body image is finally a way of stating
that my body is in-the-world ... It is clearly in action that the
spatiality of our body is brought into being.*

As we have seen, for Wood and Harrison this idea of work-
ing through a task or action is central to their practice.
They then take the identified action through to an absurd,
if logical, conclusion in order to find out what happens if
the movement is tested to destruction. So, as a conclusion
to many of the ‘performances’, we find not a crescendo of
activity but exhaustion, collapse and failure, or its ana-
logue in endless video-loop repetition.



Screen 2: ‘Device’, 1996

Viewed on a monitor, we see six vignettes of a body under command.
The space is white, the objects white or grey. The series opens with a
white screen. We wait an extended period until a crash mat falls from
above into the line of sight of the camera. A man, John Wood, is par-
celled to it with string. He lands smack on the floor, no movement after-
wards, just wait and fade. The second object/body construct is a steady
ascension on a cylindrical inflatable confined within a narrow wooden
channel; the third suspends the figure in mid-dive, the diving board
pulled back to complete the composition. The fourth has John standing
at the bottom of a steep constructed slope. Fixed to his feet, wooden
blocks serve as risers as he carries his own staircase up the slope to rest
still at the top. The fifth places him on a conveyor belt, his body
stretched out to its limits in either direction. Lastly, a semi-circular
curved structure rolls through 180 degrees to crash into a wall at the
absolute edge of the monitor screen.

It is difficult for us, as viewers, to avoid observing performances like
‘Device’ or the darker ‘Volunteer’ as a laboratory technician might
watch the activities of a creature responding to specific stimuli and con-
trolled situations. Of course, we always remain conscious of the fact
that the artists control the initial proposition and afterwards choose to
become their own material in the experiment, but the evidence on the
screen suggests some level of external control or even coercion from one
partner on another. It is almost as if the works are designed to test out
the tolerance of an individual’s psychology when put under command
and physical constraint. “Volunteer’ complicates matters further by
engaging the test situation with intimations of external conditions: for
instance, the arm raised in assent dragged up by a rope operated off-
screen, or the slow motion, rope-controlled fall down a flight of stairs.
Both hint at a possible narrative that extends the experiment into the
area of personal and perhaps social control. Here lies an indication of a
relationship to minimal theatre that will be extended later.

For now, it is the more sinister aspect of ‘Volunteer” that is of interest,
something that is also evident in ‘Harry Houdini (There’s no escape that
I can see)’. In both these works, the constrictions of the screen as a cage
for the image are manipulated to the full. ‘Harry Houdini’ traps one of
the artists inside a transparent container half-filled with water. As the
waterline rotates inexplicably through 360 degrees, the trapped figure
struggles, successfully, to keep his head above water. The sequence ends
when the movement comes to rest where it began, the figure once again
seated, head and shoulders clear and with no change to his initial situa-

tion. The rotation then loops again. The sheer pointlessness
of this strategy for survival is laid bare by this return to a
state of immobility, something that is shared with many
other cyclical sequences in their work. Of course, as we
shall see with reference to the work of Samuel Beckett,
Bruce Nauman, Yvonne Rainer and others, this very repet-
itiveness is partly the point of Wood and Harrison’s work.
The subject of their investigations is as much the forlorn-
ness and compulsion of activity for its own sake as a study
of their bodies and the psychology of their relationship.
This repetition, this ‘going on’, iterated through looped
projections and video installations, is fundamental to the
work. It brings coherence to the many different sequences
and links us, as viewers and individual subjects, to the
otherwise hermetic quality of the experiments, drawing us
in by recalling our own ambivalence to the purpose of
activity while nevertheless remaining active.

On one level, then, ‘Volunteer’, ‘Device’ and related
works can be defined as investigations of these actions. Yet
we must not ignore the very closely related investigation of
the body itself. Paul Valéry, the Symbolist poet and critic,
brings action and the body beautifully together in an
extract from his notebooks:

When I look at a living thing, what I see and what first
occupies my attention is this mass, all of a piece, which
moves, bends, runs, jumps, flies or swims; which howls,
speaks, sings, performs in many acts, takes on many
appearances, assumes a multiplicity of selves, wreaks its
havoc, does its work, in an environment which accepts it and
from which it is inseparable. This thing, with its
discontinuous activity, its spontaneous movements springing
suddenly from a state of immobility to which they always
return, is curiously contrived: we note that the visible organs
of propulsion, legs, feet, wings, occupy a considerable part of
the creature’s total bulk; we discover later on that the rest of
its volume is made up of organs of internal work, some of
whose outward effects we have witnessed. It would seem as
though the creature’s whole span were the effect of the work,
as though its entire production, visible or not, were
expended in feeding the insatiable consumer of matter that

the creature is.?



Valéry continues this text by suggesting that, in fact, the body is not the
self-sufficient organism described here, or, at least, that there are other
bodies perceived in different ways as something that ‘belongs to us’, or
‘that others see’, or ‘that is reduced to its parts and pieces’, and finally,
one that is ‘an indivisible and unknowable object’. These definitions of
the body turn on the quality of perception that is applied and they
reverberate in Wood and Harrison’s work in the way their roles slip
from experimenter to experimentee, between practicing artist and bod-
ily subject. Within this, their pairing as two distinct, identifiable figures
as well as collaborating partners is significant. Each observes, modifies
and manipulates the other, at times literally in a work like ‘Headstand’.
The presence of another figure in many of the works also serves to com-
plicate the viewers’ relationship to the performance. There is already a
primary observer and the loop of subject and object can be closed with-
out any recourse to an external viewer. So our role as the ‘audience’
becomes even more pointedly voyeuristic, looking in from the outside
on to games with their own logic between the two of them. This isn’t
just about bodies but (as always) about psychological tests of friendship
and trust.

Screen 3: ‘Obstacle Course’, 1999

Gallery installation with video monitors. Six human-scale structures
reminiscent of models for gymnasium equipment are placed in a space
or series of connected rooms. The layout suggests a cycle of exercises,
perhaps a competitive course. The soundtrack supplies the narrative,
tracking the movements of an unseen athlete as he negotiates each
obstacle in turn. A single monitor in or on each structure is mostly
blank, only coming to life when the figure passes its position on the cir-
cuit. Then, for a moment, Paul Harrison appears, in close-up and life
size in the frame of the monitor. The course is lapped a number of times
at different speeds as Harrison tires or pushes himself harder. Almost
imperceptibly, it loops, so the runner keeps on running, keeps on tiring,
keeps on picking himself up and starting again.

‘Obstacle Course’ is about effort expended and time passing. ‘Nohow
on’, to quote Beckett as the master of works that record ‘the passage of
time or ... the refusal of time to pass’.# Indeed, we cannot end without
a consideration of Samuel Beckett. Performance art begins where he
stops; except, of course, his characters never begin nor end but simply
keep on keeping on. That is the beauty in his work — and its melancholy.
So, the first time you see certain sequences in ‘Volunteer’ you may
laugh: John suspended alongside a chair; both then raised in parallel

about 1 metre from the floor; John pulled through a nar-
row white channel, looking uncomfortable but uncom-
plaining. The second time you see or think about it, the
piece changes. The humour, which was never laugh-out-
loud funny, fades away to be replaced by recollections of
other misfortunates, perhaps Lucky in Waiting for Godot,
the chained slave who thought himself dependent on his
master for his survival. This is perhaps most forcibly felt in
the section where John tries to leap into the air only to be
pulled down - a sprawling figure on the floor — by the rope
round his ankles. At this point, your thoughts might turn
to systemic abuses of power and people’s (in)voluntarily
complicity in such situations. Partly, you would be justified
because such seriousness is never that far away from Wood
and Harrison’s work, but the language feels imposed from
another discourse, one that the artists know but do not
labour. Care is essential however, as meaning in the late
1990s is a tricky matter. Let us remind ourselves of Beckett,
again.

Hamm: We’re not beginning to ...... £0 wavees mean
something?

Clov: Mean something! You and I mean something! Ah,
that’s a good one.’

Perhaps, and again returning to the 1970s, the connection
between Beckett and Wood and Harrison is illuminated
more by the dancer and choreographer Yvonne Rainer’s
description of her own working process at the time of the
Continuous Project series of works:

There are primary, secondary and tertiary performances.
Primary performance is what we are already doing — original
material. Most performance is secondary, i.e. performing
someone else’s material in a style approximating the original
or working in a known style or ‘genre’ ... I want our spoken
stuff to be tertiary — someone else’s material, or material that
has actually previously been brought into existence (via
media or live), as though it is one’s own, but in a style
completely different from or inappropriate to the original ...
It all adds up to a kind of irony that has always fascinated

me ... I feel that the tension is produced from not knowing



whether someone is reciting or saying something — pushes a performance
back and forth ‘in and out of warp’. The days of thwarted expectation are
over. Warping is the ticket!

Beckett warped? In and out between the great existential questions and
Keystone Cops humour? Perhaps it’s the deadpan earnestness of the
expressions on both the artists’ faces that makes the reference seem just
about appropriate. Of perhaps it is the already warped nature of Beck-
ett himself. In the central scene in Beckett’s one foray into film (called,
simply enough, Film), a elderly man attempts to hide from the world.
First the animals must go. He picks up the cat and puts it out of the room.
Turning, he picks up the dog, a strange miniature smaller than the cat,
and opens the door. The cat rushes back in. He chases the cat, picks it
up, opens the door, and the dog runs in. This loops around 16 times until
the man, slowed and tiring, finally succeeds in isolating himself. Classic
slapstick, but only later, as the camera finally moves round to show his
face for the first time, do we realise who the distressed, hunched figure
is. Buster Keaton, 25 years after his silent-movie heyday, looking older
but no sadder than his lost innocent character of 1927. Beckett himself,
giving instructions for the cat and dog scene, said, ‘Expressions of this
episode ... should be as precisely styled as possible’.”

Wood and Harrison understand that better than many of their con-
temporaries. In work which is celebrated for its lightness, the slightest
archness in the presentation can cause the whole edifice of warped
meaning and underdone humour to fall apart. To avoid it, the struc-
tures and devices with which they populate their works have to be just
as ‘precisely styled’ as the performance. Stripped to the bone, the struc-
tures just give sufficient cluc as to their function to make sense of
the piece.

Screen 4: ‘Boat’, 1994

On monitor or projection, the two artists start rocking a curved, hull-
like form open at one side. The structure is tightly contained within the
limits of the recorded image, its vertical position exactly aligning with
the edge of the monitor or projection. The ‘boat’ itself is yellow like a
Cornish fishing vessel. As the rocking accelerates, the two figures
change position frequently to keep the momentum going and to
increase the angle of incidence. They cross over, move from side to side,
rescue themselves from overbalancing, in attempted collaboration. It
ends, as these things must, in going one step too far. The boat, at its
highest point, refuses to swing down and back into the centre of the
image. Instead, it escapes gravity and topples over on to its back. Just as

it falls out of sight, the screen cuts to the left to catch the
now-doomed boat with its two occupants smacking loudly
into the solid wood of its upended base. Pause a while and
then end.

The smack into the ground is actually one of the recurring
leitmotifs in Wood and Harrison’s work. In quite a literal
way, it keeps it down to earth or, in Beckett’s words, a
‘matter of fundamental sounds (no joke intended) made as
fully as possible’.? ‘Boat’ is what it is, an elaborate chil-
dren’s game taken too far. The fundamental smack at the
end becomes a puncturing of certain pretensions on behalf
of artists, scientists and the approving audience. We are
common men, they seem to be saying, and we play games
and make mistakes like the rest of you. Meaning in the
work is not found in the artists’ pain and suffering, as
might be true of Chris Burden or Carolee Schneemann.
Instead, it lies in the construction and drama of the sce-
nario itself, in ‘Boat’ as a knowingly childish moral tale in
which no good comes to those who go that little bit too far.
The morality here is as much Edward Lear as Samuel Beck-
ett, perhaps because it is more difficult to explore such an
issue today than it was even through the absurd mundanity
of Beckett. Because of this lack of a larger moral frame-
work, Wood and Harrison seem to suggest that we only
have empirical science and childish naivete to guide some
of our most significant decisions. Neither is up to the job,
of course, so we end up with the modest cruelty of ‘Volun-
teer’ and the slapstick catastrophe of ‘Boat’. These are pre-
sented, without any particular sadness, as the poles of pos-
sible expression through the body. It is through the
constant persistence of their experiments and demonstra-
tions that some form of change or development is sug-
gested. Otherwise we have the pleasurable pointlessness of
discovering much and learning very little. So the end result
of these serious, deadpan tasks, minimally created, is not
very worthy at all. Rather, it is frivolous in the best and
most constructive sense. ‘Nohow on’ and always remember
to laugh sometimes.



