
A woman strikes a man (hard). 
Someone loses his job. A kid loses 
his bike. A snake it’s skin, a man 
his mind. Child recounts some-
thing unexpectedly clever. The 
snake’s new skin is iridescent, and 
smells of roast chicken. Astounding 
cinematography.

This was going to be my next 
artist video. It was going to be 
about life. That there is struggle, 
that it is hard, but beautiful, 
with some redemption. You 
know, the absurdity of it all, the 
existential questions: hope, love, 
fear, violence, grace, disaster, 
devastation, ecstasy.

But the truth is, even with my 
excellent cinematic skills, the 
narrative was mediocre. This 
shouldn’t be so disappointing, 
as it is not the details of a story 
that make it interesting, but how 
the story is told, and what the 
details point to. 

Often it is the characters that 
point for us, moving to fulfill 
their narrative requirements: 
as woman’s name is called, she 
turns towards the voice. I wonder 
if noticing how she turns might 
tell us more than knowing why. 
I pause from my script writing 
to look closely at this question.
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Instead of narrative driving the 
movement of a subject, can a 
subject’s movements be used 
develop a sense of character? 

To answer this question I’ve en-
listed the assistance of composer 
Andrea Young, choreographer 
Claire French, and a few unwitting 
participants. We have developed 
scripts to choreograph this move-
ment, which I have used to make 
a series of animated videos. 

The videos illustrate that how 
something moves can tell us 
why it moves, perhaps better 
than a description of who it is: a 
half-moon shape in Abut (2011) 
stutters and jitters, slides, and 
jumps in time to an accompany-
ing soundtrack; a three-legged 
figure with no head in This is the 
way they make us bend (2013) 
meticulously follows an absurd 
set of drawn instructions; two 
black blobs in A mouth trying to 
drink from me (2013) continu-
ously change shape as they trace 
an unseen figure beneath them. 

The directed movement has 
created characters that resonate 
with a sense of urgency, confusion, 
gracefulness, absurdity, and 
beauty. The same about-ness I 
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was looking for in my first script, 
but this time with subtlety.

This approach to working is 
tied to constraint-based ideas in 
literature and filmmaking: using 
a set of formal or conceptual 
constraints to allow content to 
emerge. For example, Yvonne 
Rainer’s 1966 film Hand. While 
bedridden after a major surgery, 
Rainer, who could not dance, 
choreographed movement for 
her hand. In the film, her hand 
is centered in the frame against a 
white background, and performs 
the choreography for the camera. 
Under these physical constraints, 
Rainer developed a new way to 
communicate ideas she had been 
working with in dance.

In his 1950 acceptance speech 
for the Nobel Prize, William 
Faulkner writes “Our tragedy 
today is a general and universal 
physical fear so long sustained 
by now that we can even bear it. 
There are no longer problems of 
the spirit […] Because of this, the 
young man or woman writing to-
day has forgotten the problems of 
the human heart in conflict with 
itself which alone can make good 
writing because only that is 



above: video still from This is the way they 
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they make us bend, 2013. Script by Claire 
French.

worth writing about, worth the 
agony and the sweat.”

Rainer’s film seems to epitomize 
this: a subject trapped with the 
confines of her frame, resolving 
the conflict of herself for her-
self. This conflict can be written 
large and descriptively (the plot, 
conflict, resolution structure of 
traditional literature), or sum-
marized in a simple action like 
Rainer’s. 

French writer Georges Perec has 
illustrated the idea of this internal 
conflict well within the structures 
of his own constraint-based 
writing. He first attempted the 
subject grandly in his more 
traditional based narratives 
Things: a Story of the 60’s, and A 
Man Asleep, where his characters 
are confronted with existential 
questions in the face of con-
sumerism. With more subtlety 
he examined similar questions 
through trying to solve the 
logistical problems of writing a 
novel (La Disparition) without 
using the letter ‘e’: a structural 
constraint that spoke of the loss 
of an entire population in the 
Holocaust.

In Rainer’s film and in Perec’s 
novels the constraints applied 
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become scripts that allow possi-
bility to flourish. The notion of 
a subject in conflict with itself 
can be a formal one as well as an 
existential one, often both at the 
same time. 

In this spirit I began to create a 
series of videos that use formal 
scripts in place of narrative 
scripts, and began my collabo-
ration with composer Andrea 
Young and choreographer Claire 
French. Over the course of three 
years, Andrea Young and I have 
worked together to produce 
sound and images for three ani-
mated videos Corundum, 2010, 
Abut, 2011, and Abet, 2012. 
Andrea’s scores for these works 
often include notations that 
allow me to know when musical 
events occur. In this way, I can 
animate directly to her scripts. 
The resulting works feature 
abstracted forms that come to 
life through the negotiation of 
their spatial limitations, moving 
in direct response to Andrea’s 
sound, and revealing subtle 
characters. 

In addition to scripting with 
sound, I began working with 
choreographer Claire French to 
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describe a range of movements 
for otherwise still objects. This is 
the way they make us bend, 2013, 
features an oddly shaped figure 
navigating a scrolling map. The 
map is a ten-meter drawing by 
French, who traced the figure 
in a range of hundreds of linked 
motions. In animating, I have 
been asked to follow this chore-
ography with the figure. The pace, 
sloppiness, grace and errors are a 
part of learning how to move in 
this fashion.

In Father & Daughter and A 
Mouth Trying to Drink From 
Me, both 2013, I began looking 
at existing films for cues for 
movement, tracing characters 
from movies and highlighting 
the space in which their bodies 
intersect. The resulting videos act 
as moving drawings, with a focus 
on a growing and ever-changing 
intersection.

The characters in these animated 
works are necessarily ambigu-
ous in appearance. They do not 
have faces, and their settings are 
unidentifiable. Instead of using 
visual cues to define who they 
are, they reveal themselves and 
their complexities through their 
movements.



Today: away with words, away 
with descriptions, naming con-
flict, and setting the scene.

Next week: a luscious, luscious 
sunset. Enter stage left.

             - Allison Hrabluik, 2013

left: preliminary script sfor This is the way 
they make us bend, 2013. Script by Claire 
French.


