CHARLEMAGNE PALESTINE
As is so often the case, we use technology
without really understanding it, and when
Charlemagne Palestine crashed into the
video camera in the early 1970s, he
did so in an infantile way. The medium
itself was infantile. It was light. There
were no credentials, no ancient blood,
no education, no great declarations, and
no passwords. It was an experiment, and
Palestine came to it without the burden
of understanding it. It never occurred to
him to be Marshall McLuhan as well as
Charlemagne Palestine.
Contemptuous of too much knowledge
in art, Palestine forces it to wait outside.
“I hate the intelligence in art sometimes,
you know.” The yield reflects this. The
videos are raw performance documents
that happened almost exclusively at the
invitation of others, and were made against
what we might call the constructivist
approach. Done without rehearsal, premeditation, or scrupulous editing, they
have none of the language of scripted
video. The camera would turn on and
Palestine would emote with all the stops
out. In them, he is like a sort of human
grenade whose pin has been withdrawn.
He has confessed that when these
performances ceased to be news to him,
they ceased to come with a substantive,
emotional self. Palestine, in order to repay
the attention we might give them, needed
to be as unknowing of what might happen
as the audience.
The aesthetic fact of the matter is that
the complete absence of any refinement
makes the aesthete’s experience of his

videos jarring, if not grueling. This is
not something exclusive to Palestine.
In a culture deeply uncomfortable with
direct emotion, any expressive content
that is unmediated by conventional form
feels barbarous. We even have a back up
convention for mediating this feeling: the
primitive or exotic, which Palestine’s work
has always been hazardously bundled
under.
As introduced in Body Music I and
Body Music II, the videos alternate
between objective and subjective points of
view, between performances for a camera
and performances with a camera. In the
former, Body Music I, Palestine performs
for a camera. He is isolated and hysterical.
In the latter, Body Music II, the camera is
held by Palestine while he is running,
grunting, and chanting in an empty room.
Here the camera, (and later the screen)
becomes an extension of his body, placing
the viewer in the position of a voyeur,
as well as a surrogate who sees through
his subjective point of view. The image
shakes underneath his heavy exertion.
It is comfortless. He is an animal out of
breath. He is working. Most of the work is
internal—a definition of which we might
find in Saul Bellow’s Augie March:
Hard, hard work, excavation and
digging, mining, moling through
tunnels, heaving, pushing, moving rock,
working, working, working, working,
working, panting, hauling, hoisting.
And none of this work is seen from the
outside. It’s internally done. It happens
because you are powerless and unable
to get anywhere, to obtain justice or
have requital, and therefore in yourself

SATURDAY, MARCH 14, 2015
Body Music I, 1973–74, 12:54 min, B&W,
sound; Body Music II, 1973–74, 8:09 min,
B&W, sound; Internal Tantrum, 1975, 7:35
min, B&W, sound; Running Outburst,
1975, 5:56 min, B&W, sound; You Should
Never Forget the Jungle, 1975, 11:09 min,
color, sound; St. Vitas Dance, 1975, 8:50
min, color, sound; Dark Into Dark, 1979,
19:28 min, color, sound

Following pages: excerpt from Zippay, Lori.
“Body Music: Charlemagne Palestine’s
Video Rituals.” In Running n Chanting
n Falling n Ranting, by Charlemagne
Palestine. Milan: Alga Marghen, 2013.

you labor, you wage and combat,
settle scores, remember insults, fight,
reply, deny, blab, denounce, triumph,
outwit, overcome, vindicate, cry, persist,
absolve, die and rise again. All by
yourself! Where is everybody? Inside
your breast and skin, the entire cast.
The impulse to perform like this is a
peculiarly compulsive one, inexplicable
to those who do not share it, useful only
secondarily, in the way any compulsion
tries to justify itself. For Palestine, the
point in performing has never been, nor is
it now, to have an accurate factual record
of what he feels. That would be a different
impulse entirely, an instinct for diaristic
behavior he may envy, but does not
possess on camera. Instead, these taped
performances give shape and habitation
to what Palestine calls, “the vocal-physical
responses of a species caught in a room.”
The sounds and psychology of selfencapsulation are these videos’ primary
subject and material. They have nothing
to do with the external world. Palestine is
aware, of course, that there is a world out
there that functions without his art. There
are the large-scale events of history—
wars and elections and environmental
disasters—yet his videos are actively not a
part of that world.
Solipsism is so endemic to Palestine’s
videos that I find myself wanting to
generalize it as the condition of his work.
Solipsism is an unbearably complicated
problem for the mind, and when its name
is called in art it is usually done so in a
derogatory way. I don’t mean it as such.
To know this solipsism is to understand
the limit and great fortitude of Palestine’s

work. Alone in an empty room with the
first technology that allowed for the
simultaneous recording and transmission
of an image, Palestine tries to assert his
own existence, he tries to get the sounds
not only out but down, trusting them
neither to the insubstantial country of
the mind nor to the transient nature of
chords and air and ear. To assert one’s
own existence, that is the hope of so much
art, isn’t it?
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