
Questions by Alexander Streitberger to Michiel van Bakel 
concerning his work Equestrian 2002 (interview 2013) 

Which was the context of the realization of the film? For what occasion did you 
realize it and what was your intention?  

In 2002 I was invited by a cultural festival (GAF/Cineboards, director Noud 
Heerkens) to make a new video piece (https://www.michielvanbakel.nl/5-am-
2002/) that would be displayed in the city of Rotterdam during nighttime as a 
large outdoor video projection. The rather abstract question was to ‘comment on 
the moving image in public space’.  

My intention was to stimulate imagination in the haphazard passer-by; to draw 
his or her attention for a brief moment, to take him out of the mundane and to 
make him reflect on the place he was taking at that moment in the public space. 
I also wanted to make a visual monument. So to speak a tongue in cheek 
comment on surveillance. I had noticed that in the inner city of Rotterdam 
around that time more and more police video surveillance cameras were being 
placed. So to put it boldly: instead of you, the passenger, being secretly watched 
from within a monitoring control room, you are watching the authorities put on a 
virtual pedestal out in the open.  

Could you explain how it came to this special technique of using numerous 
cameras placed in a circle in order to create a 360 degree movement around an 
object/a body apparently frozen in time and space? You told me that the bullet 
time effect of cinema (Matrix for instance) played a role in developing your 
method but was not the initial impulse, because you started using this device 
before having known about bullet time. Is this correct? 
One main influence has been a theater piece where the actors staged a living 
sculpture or tableau vivant. Could you precise what exactly happened in the 
theatre piece and how / why this influenced your work? Do you remember the 
title of the piece and the place where it was shown?  

The Matrix I enjoyed a lot in 1999 in the cinema, but actually I was already 
working with this time slice technique a couple of years before. I don’t recall the 
exact chronology, but I do recall that I read an article in Scientific American 
Magazine in the mid 90’s about frozen images made with multiple cameras by 
Dayton Taylor. A studio mate and colleague of mine, Joost Rekveld pointed out 
that Tim McMillan was actually working with multiple pinhole cameras much 
earlier. 
Around that time I saw an extremely hefty theatre piece by The Fura Dels Baus, 
a theatrical group from Barcelona. It was called MTM (probably saw it in 1994 in 
Den Bosch, Netherlands, (https://lafura.com/en/works/mtm/ ). In it the 
audience is confronted with all kinds of real and digitally projected images that 
stage ‘life as a theatre’ and as an allegory on manipulation through mass media. 
I was specifically overwhelmed by the video-projections of the Fura dels Baus, 
and knew I wanted to experiment with hat kind of really magical image 
manipulation for myself. I had done some things with film and video, but up till 
then I was a sculptor and mainly engaged in making installations, constructions 
and sculptures. 
As I only had a small budget I started with a few cheaply hired VHS cameras and 



did a series of tests in my apartment with all sorts of ‘performances’ in front of  
the cameras. Expanding on it I developed a ring of disposable cameras that 
could be operated with solenoids (electromagnets) that was easy to take outside 
and did a lot of short movies with this set-up. 
I often depicted a solitary figure in industrial or deserted urban landscapes, to 
create a sort of tension between a man and his desolate technological 
surroundings. (See for instance Hovering over Wasteland) 
https://www.michielvanbakel.nl/hovering-over-wasteland-1998/ 

How did you realize the film technically? If I understood well, in a first step (5 
AM) you just put together the frames of one particular moment taken by the 
cameras, before moving to the next moment/frame and repeating the 
procedure.  

True  

In a second step (Equestrian), you collaborated with a producer (what’s his 
name?) who helped you to create a more complex image device by overlapping 
and displacing the frames. Could you describe how precisely this effect of 
imbricated spaces was created?  

I showed my first edit to Reinier van Brummelen, and he immediately saw the 
potential of the material. It is a bit complicated but I’ll try to explain the 
procedure. Reinier suggested to compensate for the moving horse and rider, by 
making the ‘canvas’ move and in that way leave the galloper at the center of the 
image, while completing one whole cycle of movement of the horse’s legs. A bit 
analogous to the loop of Muybridge’s Sally Gardner at a gallop. 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sallie_Gardner_at_a_Gallop We performed this 
correction for movement for all of the 30 or so cameras (some you can see at 
the end of Equestrian). Per camera you now have a ‘jerky’ loop of about 16 
frames. But since you only use a couple of frames of one camera before going to 
the next few frames from the next camera (in the ring of cameras), you get the 
impression of smoothly revolving around a moving horse that paradoxically does 
not travel from it’s place while at the same time moving it’s legs! We then 
started playing with this principle, adding different cross dissolves/layers and 
speeding up and slowing down, and let it build up to the climax of the equestrian 
statue.  

In your work different visual orders overlap that where invented or popularized 
in the 19th century: the panopticon that stays for the society of surveillance, the 
equestrian monument that stands for the statumania that came along within the 
constitution of the national states, and chronophotography that epitomizes 19th 

centuries scientific devices and methods invented to describe and explain the 
world. Could you tell me why you refer to these three forms of visual control?  

It is funny that I can not exactly and in a rational way tell you this, because I 
came to the final image in a much more associative way, and not by concocting 
it up beforehand... It is in that sense the result of an organic process of creation 
where one image almost unconsciously leads to another, until everything falls 
into its proper place and intuitively forms a whole that just feels right. In that 
process I am led by my own fears and fascinations, and like every artist 



probably, by something as elusive as the ‘sprit of the age’ or zeitgeist. I have an 
urge to link the here and now to historic images and practices precisely because 
I sense that I am living in a fast-changing world (cell phones, global trade and 
travel, explosive expansion of the internet etc. etc.) But of course I see that you 
are also completely right in your observation that these are three forms of visual 
control that previously co-existed in the 19th century.  

Usually, equestrian monuments where dedicated to kings, military chiefs or 
dictators. The places where and the way in which they were mounted were 
carefully chosen. On which square did you realize the piece? What governed 
your choice?  

Since I already had chosen to use a monumental Friesian horse as the film’s 
main protagonist, and not the average mounted police horse (or even a police 
car!) I thought it appropriate to shoot the piece on the largest square in 
Rotterdam. I realized that the surrounding architecture would serve as a kind of 
façade that would swirl around, so the wider the space around the central horse, 
the better. Moreover it turned out to be that this largest square in Rotterdam 
was the most historic; this was the place where the city got its name from 
because it was at this location that a dam was constructed in 1270 on the Rotte 
River.  

You told me that the reference to the panopticon is linked to the increasing 
presence of surveillance cameras in public space, and that the choice of a 
policewoman stands for a kind of inversion of the roles of the surveyor and the 
surveyed. Could you describe when and why the panopticon became important 
for you? What are according to you the common points and the differences in 
using a panoptical device beween Equestrian and other works such as Hovering 
over Wasteland, Trinity, Panopticon, Zarathustra an der schönen blauen Donau, 
An atomic theatre?  

The panopticon had been around in the back of my head after I had read some 
of the works of Michel Foucault even before I went to art-school. But the initial 
set- up of the cameras in a ring was plainly that: the most simple means to 
create a 360 degree panorama without (for me that is) the intentional reference 
to the panopticon as designed by Jeremy Bentham or the metaphor that states 
that the internet is a huge panoptic structure etc. Indeed in a couple of my 
works I deliberately refer to the panopticon as a metaphor relating to a society 
of surveillance: Equestrian, Panopticon, Zarathustra an der schönen blauen 
Donau. For the rest of the works it is a means to create a virtual sculpture in a 
suspended time.  

Apart form Equestrian other works have been inspired by Muybridge’s 
chronophotography (Combat, Collision). What is your interest in Muybridge? Is it 
merely a question of how represent movement in time or is there also a critical 
attitude towards Muybridge’s scientific and documentary approach when you link 
Muybridge with issues of surveillance (Equestrian) and war (Combat)?  

My interest in Muybridge started by a detour in admiring the works of Marcel 
Duchamp and Francis Bacon, as early as high school... It was only later that I 
came to know those intriguing photographs signified the start of (proto-) cinema 



and exemplify the modern scientific gaze. I always find it interesting to return to 
the source. So in a sense these antique photos can lead one straight to 
authoritarian excess and loss of freedom. That’s why I think they are all the 
more interesting to use in my video art.  

The oppositions of motion and stillness, the moving and the still image are often 
at the center of your work. What do you want to express with the animation of 
still (photographic) images and freezing of moving (filmic) images?  

Without sounding too pompous... Wonder. Heightened senses. Expanding 
consciousness by challenging our eyes and ears.  

One issue is obviously the reflection time. Actually, in Equestrian different time 
economies intermingle and overlap: photographic time and filmic time, past time 
– present time, floating time – arrested time, etc. What is your attitude towards 
time and how do you try to visualize it in your work?  

I think my attitude towards time is fed by the concept of duration. I like Henri 
Bergson when he says: Duration is ineffable and can only be shown indirectly 
through images that can never reveal a complete picture. It can only be grasped 
through a simple intuition of the imagination.  

Is Surrealism an inspiration for your work?  

I am not a revolutionary, but I am attracted by what Surrealism can stand for; 
imagination, lucid dreaming, and the liberation of unconscious powers. My father 
-Gerrit van Bakel- who was an artist and child of his time always said ‘Power to 
Imagination!’ 
The one surrealist technique I would never use in my work is the Paranoiac- 
critical method for I am afraid of not being able getting back again into my 
‘normal’ state of mind.  

 


