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experiments in the
persistence of vision
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A Figure in the Distance. Caught
Between Flashes of Light. Kitty Rogers

The figure moving in Oonagh Q'Brien’s videos, in
and out of trees, along the railway tracks and over
the gate, lit only by strobe light or a flying lumi-
nous Frisbee, is demonstrating the history of the
moving image. The moments and interludes of
light reveal to us what is there in the darkness, but
also the ways in which light and the lens create
and record a sequence of moving events.

These visual experiments undertaken by Conagh
are investigations into the technical parameters of
digital technology and their relationship with the
very beginning of the concept of film. Eadweard
Muybridge undertook similar experiments in the
nineteenth Century. Leland Stanford, engaged
Muybridge to photograph his trotting horse,
resulting in a complete reversal of what was the
established opinion of how a horse moved - prov-
ing that there was a moment where the horse had
all four legs off the ground- suspended. His experi-
ment produced a series of photographs capturing
the sequence of the horses movement. Muybridge
continued with his visual experiments often
displaying the results on a zoopraxiscope, an

instrument which creates the illusion of move-
ment. This was achieved by spinning silhouetted
images painted on a glass disc, the images were
derived from his sequence photographs. The
zoopraxiscope later found a home as a parlour
toy, perhaps the first domesticated piece of
moving image technology. Muybridge's work was
a forerunner to EJ Marey's Chronoscope and the
early films of the Lumiere Brothers — essentially
the advent of cinema.

The strobe light that illuminates the moving
figure in a number of these works, is not just a
feature of the disco or nightclub, it too has a
history within realm of photography. However its
history does carry a hint of danger - it was used
in the photographs of Edgerton during the 1930s
in order to capture objects moving at speed - a
bullet being one such object. The strobe pump-
ing its light into Oonagh's video waorks is the
instigator of motion as it captures and holds the
figure in an interlude from the darkness. The
figure is moving and is captured by digital video,
which struggles to hold the image and to adapt
to the changing light conditions. The challenge
and the experiment is to maintain the clarity of
image and to carry the sequence of events being
played out.

The image we see in these works appears as
though animated, but jarring in its action,
stunted when held in light. The after image, the
hue that proceeds from one image to the next
continues this persistence of vision, yet we are
forced to jump dramatically filling in the intervals
of darkness. The frizbee thrown by the figure and
chased along the railway tracks in Experiment:
Frisbee is ultimately a demonstration of the
longevity of our vision and the means by which
the eye tracks and fixes upon a moving image
articulating a preservation of one moment in
order to conclude another. Our eye catches the
light, and holds it as it moves. The concept of
‘persistence of vision' is contentious, as it
assumes that the eye is working like a camera
lens, reading frame upon frame not taking into
account the methods by which the mind

processes and assesses that information. Quan-
tifying the image as what it is and is not.
Descartes observed:

Considering that light of a luminous body
must be regarded as being not so much its
movement as its action, you must think of the
rays of light as nothing other that the lines
along which this action tends. Thus there is an
infinity of such rays which come from all points
of a luminous body towards all the points of
the bodies it illuminates (1)

implying light as an initiator upon the human
senses but also essential to optical knowledge
and process.

The Owl in Experiment: Owl Face who surveys us
from a lofty height, twisting his head, to account
for all he has seen, his pupils focusing and
refocusing, interrogating the camera lens as he
himself is watched. He seems to ask the ques-
tion - how can you know what | see? How can
you know what you see? The digital image
created by the video camera is forced to reflect
upon the significance of its analogue descen-
dents in the strained conditions of these rigor-
ous visual experiments, Oonagh is forcing one
technology into conditions of vision which are
part of another previous age yet are perpetu-
ated in our understanding of the way the
moving image works.

Using what are the objects of mass production
and contemporary culture, the strobe and the
opulent flashing light of a flying frisbee, the
digital video camera and the reflective jacket of
the figure — Oonagh interrogates the darkness
around her and the camera, in such a way that
the darkness is as important as the light. The
two maintain the illusion of the moving image,
swinging two and fro in our minds’ eye.

(1) Rene Descartes. Optics. Discourse One — On Light. In
Mirzoeff, Nicholas. (ed.). (2002.). The Visual Culture Reader.
{2nd Ed). London: Routledge.
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