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Let us imagine a straight line of unlimited length, and on 
this line a material point A, which moves. If this point were 
conscious of itself, it would, since it moves, feel itself change: 
it would perceive a succession. But would this succession 
assume for it the form of a line? 

—Henri Bergson

Let us imagine a straight line is an inter-
active work about movement, the first 
installment in my ongoing project for 
dancer, video, music, and live electron-
ics called Studies in Movement. I take my 
titles from two French thinkers of the late 
19th century: physiologist Etienne-Jules 
Marey and philosopher Henri Bergson. 
Marey conceived the apparatus for the 
modern scientific study of movement. He 
invented instruments to measure human 
and animal locomotion—a beating heart, a 
bird in flight—and developed technologies 
that eventually led to the modern cinema. 

Bergson responded to these advances 
with a philosophy that rethought the rela-
tion between space and time, matter and 
memory, physical and psychical movement. 
The counterpoint of Bergson’s thought and 
Marey’s vision suggests a drama about 
the power and limits of human percep-
tion. Where Marey saw discrete temporal 
units on grids and graphs, Bergson saw 
an irreducible continuity in metaphysi-
cal space. Let us imagine a straight line 
invites participants to experience the 
difference between these ways of see-
ing and then to decide for themselves. 



The work is made of five pieces, staged 
on four walls. It begins at the building’s 
entrance, on the west wall, with a sculp-
ture of moving light. As an entry point, 
the piece presents a crossroads, mark-
ing the difference between outside and 
inside. The vertical bars and the points 
of light suggest an analogy to Marey’s 
grids, while the continuous movement 
anticipates Bergson’s question about the 
way the light may or may not imagine 
itself: would it assume the form of a line?

Another entrance, through a door on the 
opposite wall, leads to the second piece 
and the central space of the installation. A 
handcrafted machine—an antique EKG of 
my own design—stands inside the doorway, 
recalling the precision and artisanship of 
the instruments created during the heyday 
of the scientific revolution. My machine 
imaginatively combines, in fact, two of 
Marey’s most celebrated inventions: the 
sphygmograph, which defined the field of 
modern cardiology by producing the first 
graphical records of pulse; and the chrono-

photograph, which anticipated the modern 
cinema by producing the first multiple 
exposures on single glass plates and on 
film. Viewers activate the installation by 
placing their hands on the EKG: at the mo-
ment the heart rate is calculated, a moving 
body springs to life, leaving a trail of expo-
sures that animates the corridor screen. 

Etienne-Jules Marey  
(1830–1904) 
developed the field of 
chronophotography 
in the 1880s to study 
human and animal 
locomotion.

Henri Bergson (1859–1941) completed  
Matter and Memory, his first major work  
on metaphysics, in 1896.



Left: Marey’s “air 
pantographe” used 
mechanical means to 
trace the movements of 
a bird’s wings in flight.

Right: Graphical 
tracing of wing 
movement, taken from 
Marey’s pantographe.

The movies feature the image of the South 
African dancer Ami Shulman, who has 
been my close collaborator throughout 
this project, and who can be seen walk-
ing, running, leaping, and dancing in all 
of the pieces that make up the installa-
tion. The different ways in which her body 
is presented reflect the different visions 
of my two protagonists. On the one hand, 
we see her graceful movements broken 
down and analyzed, in much the same 
way that Marey analyzed his experimental 
subjects at the Station physiologique out-
side Paris. On the other hand, we see the 

same movements as more complex visual 
events, whose irreducibility suggests the 
absolute continuity that Bergson posited as 
the basis of all movement. An angled wall 
facing the entry corridor offers a window 
that allows participants to look into the 
dancer’s body and “read” it with their own 
gestures. A connecting wall bridges the 
two worlds, offering a sensual close-up that 
echoes the visual display at the entrance of 
the building. Here, the dancer’s body forms 
an arresting centerpiece for the work: a 
sustained, slow motion improvisation that 
demands complete and unbroken attention.



The space as a whole is enlivened by 
words and ideas that are themselves in 
motion—spoken aloud, whispered, scroll-
ing by on screens, or tapped out on an old 
telegraph. The muted and almost ghostly 
dialogue they create combines with the 
sounds of bells, breaths, and beating 
hearts. By speaking to the moving pictures, 
the sounds suggest the murky polyphony 
of history itself, where ideas and concepts 
are both forgotten and preserved. Let us 
imagine a straight line takes inspiration 
from that history. It has been my privilege 
to listen closely to these ideas from the 
past, and to respond to them directly in this 
work, so that they might be understood in a 
new way in a very different time and place.

Chronophotography 
of man walking, 
produced at Marey’s 
Station physiologique, 
Paris, 1883.

Still image from  
video of dancer  
Ami Shulman walking, 
Montreal, July 2009



Left:
Time unfolding: still 
image from video (side 
wall), Let us imagine 
a straight line (2009)

Right:
Still image from 
interactive screen, 
Let us imagine a 
straight line (2009)

Left:
The body unfolding: 
still image from 
video (central wall), 
Let us imagine a 
straight line (2009)

Right:  
still image from 
video (side wall), 
Let us imagine a 
straight line (2009)



I do not know what the vital phenomena are; I recognize 
only two kinds of manifestations of life: those that are 
intelligible to us, which are all of a physical or chemical 
order, and those that are not. 

—Etienne-Jules Marey



Marey left a legacy of technical innova-
tion not just in scientific journals but in a 
wide range of material forms, from beauti-
fully crafted machines, to photographs, to 
engravings, to castings in bronze. I have 
found this multiple legacy strangely compel-
ling. As the son of an engineer and a builder 
of custom electronic instruments, I have 
tended to approach my own creative work 
in much the same way—as both an artistic 
and a technical challenge—and this instal-
lation is no different. I have met its various 
demands as comprehensively as I imagine 
Marey might have done, not only creating 
the video and the music for the space, but 
also redesigning the architecture, building 
the machines, programming the electron-
ics, writing the software, and installing 
the necessary hardware. To me, all of it is 
important: the “art” of the installation lies 
in the totality of this built environment.

Bergson has been an equally compelling 
source of inspiration, especially for the way 
his philosophy frames an aesthetic experi-
ence of time. Composers and performers 
naturally think about time in these terms, 
and, as a creator of real-time computer 
music, I have been especially sensitive to 
the ways that such systems allow perform-
ers to conceive and control the passage of 
musical time. A decade ago I spent almost 
two years as a composer and researcher 
at the Institut de recherche et coordina-
tion acoustique-musique (IRCAM) in Paris, 
where I first developed some of the ideas 
that still inform my work in this genre. It 
was here that I also worked closely with 
two remarkable French engineers who saw 
the fusion of science and art not merely 
as an option but as a creative impera-
tive. It is this particularly French imperative, 
evident in the work of both Bergson and 
Marey, that I have sought to explore and, 
in a sense, to honor in the present work.

Butch Rovan 
October 2009
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