
4 NOVEMBER – 19 DECEMBER 2010



TALKS & EVENTS
Wednesday 17 November, 7pm 

Mark Fisher, author of Capitalist Realism (2009, Zero Books) and lecturer at 
Goldsmiths and University of East London, presents a talk in which he asks the 
question: ‘Can anything genuinely new emerge in a political landscape that is 
clogged with ideological junk?’

Saturday 27 November, 2pm

A panel discussion focusing on the notion of the ‘biography of the object’ with 
Hito Steyerl, Peter Osborne, Professor of Modern European Philosophy at 
Kingston University, and Eyal Weizman, Director of Centre for Research 
Architecture, Goldsmiths, University of London, and chaired by Melissa 
Gronlund, Managing Editor, Afterall.

This event is free, however places are limited so booking is essential. Please 
contact mail@chisenhale.org.uk to reserve a place.

Thursday 2 December, 7pm 

A screening of Hito Steyerl’s November (2004) and On Three Posters. 
Reflections on a video-performance (2004) by Rabih Mroué. 

WORKSHOP
Unravel: Sunday 21 November, 2-5pm 

Maria Anastassiou and Chris Paul Daniels will be hosting a workshop in the 
studio in which you can participate in making the longest hand painted film in 
Britain. Winner of the Deutsche Bank Award for Art 2010 at the Royal College 
of Art, Unravel is an epic touring project to create a hand-painted 16mm film 
that correlates in length with the 874 miles between John O’Groats & Land’s 
End - taking each meter to equal one frame.

The resulting film from the workshop will be projected in the studio at the end 
of the day.



HITO STEYERL
Chisenhale Gallery presents Hito Steyerl’s first major solo exhibition in 
London. In Free Fall (2010), a new film co-commissioned by Chisenhale 
Gallery, Picture This, Bristol and Collective, Edinburgh, incorporates a series 
of works – After the Crash, Before the Crash and Crash – which employs the 
setting and characters of an aeroplane junkyard in the Californian desert to tell 
the story of the current economic climate.

The space of the junkyard allows various ‘crash’ narratives to unfold, with 
the stories of actual crashes and the remnants and afterlife of these machines 
becoming metaphors for economic decline. This is an investigation of planes 
as they are parked during the economic downturn, stored and recycled, 
revealing unexpected connections between economy, violence and spectacle, 
finding a perfect example in the form of the Boeing 4X-JYI, an aircraft first 
acquired by film director Howard Hughes for TWA, which was subsequently 
flown by the Israeli Airforce before finding its way to the Californian desert 
to be blown up for the Hollywood blockbuster Speed. Through intertwined 
narratives of people, planes and places Steyerl reveals cycles of capitalism 
incorporating and adapting to the changing status of the commodity, but also 
points at a horizon beyond this endless repetition.

A prolific writer, filmmaker, theorist and teacher, Steyerl’s research and 
interests cover topics as diverse as cultural globalisation, feminism, culture, 
migration and racism. Her films are a montage of politics and pop, Hollywood 
and independent film, interviews and voice-over commentaries, which present 
provocative filmic analyses of the present.

The exhibition also includes Kevan Jenson’s painting Black and White Plane 
(2010), which features in the film and is hung in the foyer of the gallery. A 
second painting by Jenson, 4X-JYI (2010) hangs in the adjunct studio space.

Hito Steyerl (b. 1966) is based in Berlin. Recent solo exhibitions include 
Picture This, Bristol; Collective, Edinburgh; Henie Onstad Centre, 
Høvikodden; Villa Stuck, Munich (all 2010); Neuer Berliner Kunstverein 
(2009); and Moderna Museet, Stockholm (2008). Group exhibitions include 
Taipei Biennial; 1st Ural Biennial; Gwangju Biennial; ‘Antiphotojournalism’, 
La Virreina, Barcelona; ‘Horizons’, BAK, Utrecht (all 2010); ‘Dispersion’, 
ICA, London; U-Turn Kvadriennale for Samtidskunst, Copenhagen (both 
2008); ‘documenta 12’, Kassel (2007) and ‘Manifesta 5’, San Sebastian 
(2004).



After before now: Notes on ‘In Free Fall’ 
Gil Leung

Falling is a transition. It is a movement from one position to another. In as 
much as it suggests failure or ruin,  to love is also to fall. It is corruption, 
revolution and abandonment. It implies a relationship. Hito Steyerl’s In Free 
Fall (2010) charts a singular object, the Boeing 707-700 4X-JYI airplane, in 
this process of falling. Less the story of an object’s production and eventual 
obsolescence, In Free Fall documents a life made visible through consecutive 
moments of destruction.

In an interview with Jacques Rivette and Jean Narboni, entitled la destruction 
la parole, or Destruction and Language, published in Cahiers du Cinema 
in 1969, Marguerite Duras outlined a cinematic and literary potential for 
revolution by way of successive forms of destruction. This resistive form of 
political protestation was not overt in terms of content but rather subverted 
its formal approaches; “Is it a political film?” - “Yes, very much so.” - “Is it a 
political film where politics are never spoken of?” - “That is right. Never.”1 For 
Duras this politics was one of breaking with what went before. Like falling, it 
was not defined by the simultaneous co-existence of two positions, but by the 
superseding of one voice by another. Her writing and direction consistently 
attempted such revisions through a slippage between language form and 
narrative position. It becomes unclear who is speaking in whose voice; 
characters, like forms, become interchangeable and potent: “There is a gliding 
from one character to another... What either of the men says could also be said 
by the other.”2 In this sense, each character or form has a number of possible 
different voices in conflict. This does not necessarily occur as a cacophony of 
utterance but rather destruction proceeds in time, moving from one position to 
another which will likewise be replaced by the next.

In Free Fall combines a similar shifting between formal elements in both a 
disjunctive montage of extracts and the re-ordering of narrative across three 
chapters; After the Crash, Before the Crash and Crash3. Whereas the opening 
sequence begins with a cinematic montage of planes falling through the air 
and crashing, in After the Crash we see only the ‘ghosts’ of airplanes scattered 
in the small desert airport of Mojave, California. Between these two points, 
ambiguous fragments of Steyerl’s interview with airport owner and ex-TWA 
pilot Mike Potter suggest the history of these leftover metal elements. The 
interview cycles between economic fall and financial gain, aluminium scrap 
and Hollywood plot synopsis, all illustrated by various filmic referents playing 
on a small portable DVD player that sits awkwardly on the desert sand. Each 
consecutive interview fragment and DVD clip displaces and re-writes the next 
in another light. Cutting from the interview, the pace moves to educational 



entertainment scratch video, the narration extolling the stability and longevity 
of aluminium as a recyclable product. Here again, the premise that form is 
resurrected into something new is repeated in the same opening montage of 
imminent destruction; the falling from formation to re-formation again and 
again.

This question of form is central to Steyerl’s practice, not strictly in terms 
of structuralist filmmaking’s self-reflexive identification of its apparatus, 
but rather addresses the politics of form as a resistive means of expression. 
Steyerl engages with these relations at their most specific, in a moment of 
dissonance or dissent, when a singular form or object poses a shifting set 
of contradictory historical tropes. The second part of In Free Fall, entitled 
Before the Crash, begins with Sergei Tretiakov’s 1929 The Biography of the 
Object and introduces the lead character of Boeing’s 707-700 4X-JYI airplane. 
The story of 4X-JYI moves from Wall Street’s 1929 crash, Howard Hughes’ 
purchase of TWA airline, Israeli military conversion through to sale for scrap 
back to the US in 1978. Brought to Mojave airport, 4X-JYI is then rebadged 
and repaired before being blown up for the finale of the film Speed in 1994, the 
remnants sold to China for use in their flourishing DVD market. In an alternate 
biopic ending, another model of the same plane, 4X-JYD, is used for an Israeli 
military rescue operation against an Air France plane hijacked by Palestinian 
terrorists in Entebbbe Airport in 1976. The hijack attempt is made into 
three different feature films4 while 4X-JYD is subsequently used as Israel’s 
presidential plane and then as a cinema in an airforce museum in Hatzarim. 
In each of these re-articulations, the understanding of the object, 4X-JYI, is 
countered by a surplus of accounts, producing not a clearer definition, but 
a lack of definition. The disjunctive perspective of the green screen desert 
behind the narrating historian becomes obvious and the framework of his 
factual lecture collapses into an actor’s script. What something is known to be 
crumbles and relocates - historian becomes actor, airplane becomes DVD. 

For Theodor Adorno, writing in Music and Language: A Fragment in 1956, to 
foreground form as ‘what’ was always to question “what goes beyond form” 
or what it is not. Consequently forms “specific necessity, the immanent logic, 
evaporates: it becomes a mere game in which everything could literally be 
something else.”5 Taking the story of 4X-JYI in point, an object’s life is less 
obligated to a task or value but its spatial and temporal movement. The fact 
that one thing or form can have had many contradictory uses relegates the 
task of definition to one of negation. Put like this, “formation is essentially 
deformation”6. As Steyerl reads “Matter loves... Matter lives... Matter loves 
on.... Matter continues to exist in different forms.” Here the slippage between 
lieben (loves) and leben (lives), is more than word play, it proposes that the 
identification of a thing lies in its relationship with other things. This does not 
just reflect upon 4X-JYI as the object in question; In Free Fall itself shifts 



from fictional to documentary footage, from acting to interview, animation to 
outtake, image to words. Similarly for Duras, her use of both the novel and 
cinema as modes of expression were progressively interchangeable: “Destroy 
seemed to be a potential work, that might just have well been thrown away, 
or filmed, or played on stage, or read, a potential work that was made real by 
the use to which it was put.”7 The relation here between form and content is 
less “‘what’/’how’” but follows Tretiakov’s notion of “material-purpose-form/
thing” in which content does not have primacy over form8. As Tretiakov stated, 
content is realised in the deterioration of form9. If, as Duras claimed, there 
could be a possibility for a revolutionary politics of form, it would be in that 
destructive moment when form resists determination. 

The third chapter, Crash, signals such a point of destruction, the fall from one 
position to another, one fall to the next. In interview with Steyerl, cameraman 
Kevan Jenson describes how the shooting of the footage in the desert 
paralleled his own experience with the real estate downturn and financial 
crash of the markets in 2009. This narrative is paralleled by a discussion 
on the effect of digital distribution on the motion picture industry. Jenson’s 
profession is in animation, specifically superimposing footage onto television 
sets in films in order to yield greater veracity to their narrative. Inverting this, 
Crash presents a surplus of these consensual forms of veracity, screen within 
screen within screen, to the point where, like Mike Potter’s experience of  
4X-JYI’s explosion in the Mojave desert, it becomes unclear as to the reality 
of the situation.  Out of this surplus of form, it is the now of presentation, 
not representation, that is experienced through each thing’s own contrary 
articulations, it is a plane, it is a DVD, this is a historian, this an actor, this is 
a pilot. Like the paintings we see being made by Jenson in the final sequence, 
and Duras’ characters, these things speak in each other’s voices. 

Ending on the point of its own production, In Free Fall interrogates the 
relation between form and content. It describes an object as subject to a 
relationship, and vice versa – a thing realised in the capacity to love, to fall, to 
be destroyed. Such forms of document operate at the abstracting turn between 
consensual and dissensual action. This does not mean they are political, it 
means they can be. To fall is a reflective movement that stands between one 
point and another - a freedom bound to restriction is still freedom for a time. 



Gil Leung is a writer and curator based in London. She regularly contributes 
to Afterall and various other publications. She currently works at LUX and 
previously worked as assistant curator for Tate Film, producing projects such as 
‘Expanded Cinema’, John Baldesssari’s Oil Tank Commisssions and the ‘Tate 
Live’ programme.
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