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The  Imperfect" Artist:  

Eric Cameron's Video Work

Diana Nemir o f f

The more perfect the artist, the more completely separate in him will be the man 
who suffers and the mind which creates; the more perfectly will the mind digest 
and translate the passions which are its material. – T. S. Eliot1

More than once in his voluminous writings Eric Cameron has quoted these lines from T. 
S. Eliot; the theme of perfection – and its implicit corollary, imperfection – is a recurring 
trope in his writings, as he examines his own achievement. Imperfection, as he encounters 
and acknowledges it in his art, is, first and foremost, a matter of technical shortcomings: his 
inability to apply the grids of tape to the surface of his early Process Paintings in perfectly 
straight lines, or his inability to brush out the gesso onto his Thick Paintings evenly so as to 
control their eventual form. But the spectre of imperfection haunts much of what he has to say 
about his own art, and for that reason it is worth attending to. His self-confessed failure – if 
that is what it should be called – to achieve the perfection he has aimed for in his art is not 
one of ambition. His artistic goals are serious and even lofty: the extent to which the art of his 
maturity – the Thick Paintings – embodies Eliot’s ideal separation of “the man who suffers 
and the mind which creates” is clear in the later writings, as he confronts his struggles with the 
“passions which are its material” as bravely and as honestly as he did earlier the impossibility 
of mastering the physical stuff of which it is made.

This essay focuses on the decade from the end of the 1960s to the end of the 1970s when 
Cameron began to explore the new, time-based medium of video. Other than its specific 
formal potentialities, the medium also offered opportunities for self-reflection and interaction 
with other human actors that had not previously been addressed in his art, at least not as its 
principle subject. Outside of his writings, his struggles to address, yet separate, lived reality 

"

 Ha-ha (with Donna Perrin) (detail), ca. 1973–74. Black and white videotape with sound, 3 minutes 
(two views). Collection of the artist. Photo: David H. Brown, University of Calgary Imaging Services.
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and objective, creative truths are nowhere more evident than in his videotapes. Here, in this 
experimental new medium, in which he began his immersion by making a list of projects de-
rived from an analysis of its structural properties, the passions that nourish his art lie close to 
the surface, raw and undigested. Taking the time to understand the forces that briefly erupted 
in his video work is well worthwhile, for the videotapes provide the only direct expression of 
the forces contained within the closed, opalescent exteriors of the Thick Paintings, to which 
Cameron alludes poignantly in his autobiographical essay English Roots: “The thickening crust 
around the core of my Thick Paintings is the objectification of the shell of numbness I have 
tried to avoid building up around myself. It follows that the life I have lived in my art may, in 
some ways … have been more real than the life I have lived in the world.”2

Eric Cameron’s videotape production lies – now almost completely obscured – between 
two bodies of painting: the analytical Process Paintings, which he started before coming to 
Canada in 1969, and the eccentric and original Thick Paintings he began in Halifax in 1979, 
which have since become the sole focus of his artistic work. Video at the time was an ex-
perimental medium for artists, fostered by the introduction of cheap, portable video record-
ing systems such as the Sony Portapak in the late 1960s. As Beryl Korot and Ira Schneider 
observed in Video Art, an early anthology of artists’ statements on the medium, “Artists … 
for the most part came to work with video as a natural outgrowth of their work with other 
media,” seeing it “as a way to extend the spatial and temporal parameters of their work.”3 This 
is true also of Cameron’s introduction to the medium. In his early published statements on his 
videotapes, he emphasizes their relationship to his earlier work: “The roots lay in painting and 
I consciously attempted to formulate an art that would respond to the same strategy and make 
itself available under the same conditions. I looked for ways of using the camera to generate 
as a by-product a structure of sound and vision, which might be highly emotive, but would be 
anchored by the fact of the activity that gave rise to it.”4 He also stressed the theoretical foun-
dations of his work in video: “Everything was worked out in words first, and the words were 
important.” Reflecting on his videotapes much later, Cameron elaborates on this statement: 
“All of my videotapes at that time, like my earlier Process Paintings, were intended to be ‘allo-
graphic’ in Nelson Goodman’s sense, implying a clear distinction between formulated concept 
and potentially multiple realisations.”5 This principle can perhaps be understood as a variation 
on Sol LeWitt’s now famous observation that, “when all of the planning and decisions are 
made beforehand…the idea becomes the machine that makes the art.”6 The concept not only 
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contests received notions of authorship and the uniqueness of the object but also implies an 
impersonal art. Yet for all the conceptual links between the paintings and the videotapes, in 
many respects, the video work is the antithesis of what came later. For where the paintings 
hide, the videotapes reveal, and it is difficult now to see them only as the purely analytical, 
structural investigations of the medium that Cameron initially intended.

Cameron came to video through teaching. An American colleague at the University of 
Guelph, where Cameron was the chair of the art department, had introduced a highly suc-
cessful course in video production to the art students in 1971, and when he returned to the 
States the following year, Cameron took over the course. His first tapes were made to teach 
himself the basics of the new medium (he had never used a camera before), and he began by 
formulating a conceptual program for the work he was about to undertake in a short text, 
written in August 1972, entitled “Notes for Video Art.”7 Here he posed the question “What 
can you do with a television camera?” in the context of art-making, rather than television pro-
duction, and listed several potential projects under such headings as “Contacts,” “Insertions,” 
and “Rewinds.” Each of these projects had in common with the others that it made the video 
camera itself an integral actor in the videotape that would result, rather than a passive means 
of recording an act, and indeed it was this turning the medium upon itself that made the 
crucial distinction between video as document and video as art for Cameron. The theoretical 
background that Cameron provided here for these projects – nothing less than an analysis of 
the condition of modern art and the relationship of video to painting – is also noteworthy. 
The ideas with the most important implications for his own work that Cameron advanced 
in this short essay were his emphasis on what he called modern art’s “externalization of con-
tent,” which suggested that his videos would aspire to be self-referential (about the medium) 
rather than narrative (about people and things), and the various structural prescriptions he 
introduced with the aim of “deferring the aesthetic decision” as he had in his Process Paint-
ings. The final section of the Notes was headed, with tongue in cheek, “What I Read on my 
Summer Vacation,” reminding the reader of the academic context in which Cameron’s video 
work was born and developed. The back-to-school echoes of the title were amplified by the 
list that followed, which, apart from a few works on video and Conceptual art, exemplified 
his interest in structuralist and analytical “language” philosophers such as A. J. Ayer, Noam 
Chomsky, Claude Lévi-Strauss, and Ludwig Wittgenstein. However, while the intellectual 
atmosphere of the Notes was rarefied, the factual evidence of the videotapes they generated is 
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all too human in what it betrays about the man who made them. The underlying content of 
the tapes is sexual desire, although their structure invariably involves mechanisms of contain-
ment and control.

The value of Cameron’s refusal to separate process and subject, as he has recounted in 
Desire and Dread in relation to his Thick Paintings, was the overcoming of inhibition.8 Yet, 
translated from paint into the time- and space-based medium of video, where an awareness 
of the human actor is a primary aspect of both the artist’s and the spectator’s experience, 
the emotional substratum of Cameron’s work is communicated clearly, though in ways that 
are sometimes unresolved and occasionally disturbing. If his artistic production has been 
structured by “periods of repression and periods of release,” as he observed in his 1991 text 
on the video work, “Sex, Lies, and Lawn Grass,” then his view that “the years between 1972 
and 1976, during which I produced most of my videotapes, were the only time of unequivo-
cal release I can discern in my art,”9 would still have to be qualified. Though their erotic 
content is evident, the videotapes are characterized by an intense struggle between exposure 
and concealment. The ensuing Thick Paintings also partake of this dynamic but transcend it 
to communicate something of the universal human condition through their fully embodied 
objecthood. The video work is more provisional, although his critical engagement with the 
new medium, both in his art and in his writings, earned Cameron wide recognition in the 
1970s. In retrospect, the issues he explored in his videotapes seem a necessary step towards the 
resolution of the Thick Paintings.

Cameron’s extensive, unpublished curriculum vitae contains no videography, and because 
his “allographic” approach allowed him to return to the same subject several times, essentially 
remaking a tape with a different protagonist at different moments, or to combine short sub-
jects in longer, quasi-narrative formats, it is difficult to define the corpus of his video work 
exactly. In addition, the same version of a tape may have different titles. The most complete 
public collection of his video work, seventeen videotapes dating from 197310 to 1981, is held at 
the National Gallery of Canada, as a result of the transfer of the Art Metropole collection in 
1997.11 Most of the half-hour tapes derived from the projects outlined in his "Notes for Video 
Art" are included (half-an-hour was the standard length of a reel of tape), as well as longer 
compilations in various alternative groupings of some of his experimental short pieces. Con-
sistent with his desire to approach video in the same way as he had painting, the earlier tapes 
were not meant to be viewed from beginning to end, but rather as one might look at a painting 
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in a gallery. Cameron was confident that their “structural basis would become evident in a few 
seconds, no matter at what point in the tape the viewer came upon it.”12 However, the video-
tapes do reward the viewer who decides to stay, revealing a unique performance sensibility in 
which artist, model, camera, and words come together as actors in a laboratory that is part 
studio – where desire is set aside in the interest of art – and part stage for the unconscious.

The very first videotape Cameron made (in 1972) falls into the category of “Contact” 
projects listed in “Notes for Video Art,” although it was made before the Notes were written. 
He titled it playfully Et in Arcadia Id: Sue I, Sue II, Sue III, substituting the “id” of Freudian 
psychoanalysis for the “ego” in the inscription on the tombstone depicted in Poussin’s famous 
painting. The piece was made for two monitors. In one tape, he moves the video camera over 
the model’s naked body. The video lasts for a half-hour with no establishing shots to situate 
the viewer. What one sees is limited to extreme close-ups: bare skin, underarm and pubic hair 
all confirm the model’s nudity but voyeurism is frustrated by the lack of detail. The camera is 
literally too close. Although the sounds of the lens mount rubbing against the girl’s body and 
the artist’s breathing leads to a strongly sexual atmosphere, the viewer is excluded. The video 
on the other monitor is a companion “Contact” piece subtitled “Titles.” In it Cameron circles 
the perimeter of a room in his house over and over, holding the camera in contact with the 
walls. Little is revealed, other than a bit of window curtain from time to time and the recur-
ring words Et in Arcadia Id stuck to the wall. Indeed, the visual elements of both tapes are so 
unrevealing they might well be the work of a blind man obliged to explore his world through 
touch alone! Yet if the work is not about seeing, what is it about? Writing about this work 
and others made around the same time, Cameron noted, “When the equipment is forced to 
this extreme, it does not cease to convey information, but it does so in a way that makes the 
nature of its own intervention the central focus of attention.”13 Thus the camera is effectively 
blinded, losing its voyeuristic transparency. Unlike Kate Craig’s videotape Delicate Issue, a 
work made a few years later in 1979, in which she directs the progress of the camera over her 
nude body, moving from the relatively public orifices of eye, nose, and ear to her nipples and 
finally her vagina and anus, deliberately confronting the voyeurism of the spectator, Cam-
eron’s camera moves randomly, denying any visual climax – denying, in fact, the desire to see, 
caress, and hold that would be implied in the situation were it not an artwork. Although the 
artist claimed at the time that “as primary information these pieces declare no more than the 
physical structure and context of the apparatus which creates the message it records,”14 one can 
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Et in Arcadia Id: Sue I, Sue II and Sue III 
(Titles), 1972. Black and white videotape, 
approx. 30 minutes. Collection of the artist. 
Photo: David H. Brown, University of 
Calgary Imaging Services.

Et in Arcadia Id: Sue I, Sue II and Sue III 
(Figure) (with Sue Sterling), 1972. Black 
and white videotape with sound, approx. 
30 minutes. Collection of the artist. Photo: 
David H. Brown, University of Calgary 
Imaging Services.



D I A N A  N E M I R O F F 91

also read this work as a demonstration of the sublimation of desire required in the traditional 
artist/model relationship of the studio. (Sue was a life model in the drawing classes at Guelph.) 
In this piece the effort is palpable.

The title also demands that we consider the meaning of Arcadia. In Western culture, 
Arcadia implies a certain sadness; it is a place where life is lived in harmony with nature and 
its forces which is abandoned with the advent of civilization, and thus the recollection of its 
pleasures is always tinged with regret. Pinning the words Et in Arcadia Id on the bare wall of 
a child’s bedroom (the room is identified in a later tape as his daughter Matilda’s) could allude 
to the Arcadian state of childhood – and the sexual urges that bring it to an end – but it also 
suggests that the primitive forces of desire that Cameron contacts in this work are locked 
inside himself, as he is enclosed within the walls of his respectable suburban existence – a life 
that would be shattered were they to be unleashed.

In the tapes he was making by the mid-1970s, Cameron’s domestic circumstances – sub-
urban house, wife, dog, children – intrude regularly into his art activity, which in the video-
tapes is always figured in terms of the artist and model, but they do so only as a background or 
an ironic aside, never as the subject of his art. In this, as in other areas of his art, his approach 
is indirect. A year after the Arcadia tapes, Cameron made Contact Piece: Moving the Camera 
Against the Inside of a Windowpane, bringing his home environment into the foreground, but 
even here the declared subject is the camera’s movements. Because the camera lens is focussed 
on the windowpane itself, not the view outside, the visual information is limited. Instead, 
sounds capture our attention: a radio playing a popular tune, squabbling children, a baby 
crying – the world behind the camera – punctuate the relentless scraping of the rubber lens 
hood against the glass. Did Monet or Velazquez hear something like this as they painted? If 
so, they would have heard it while painting the view out the window, so to speak, whereas it 
is the surface of the window and the envelope of the room that capture Cameron’s attention. 
Surface will be just as important years later when the Thick Paintings become his focus, but 
instead of being imprisoned by his everyday world as this video poignantly implies, he will 
be able to go down to his basement studio when his calm is threatened, strip to the waist and 
listen to Schoenberg while applying half-coats of gesso to the steadily growing shell of paint 
around the ordinary things inside.

It would be wrong to suggest that there is anything escapist or passive about Cameron’s 
art, however, be it the videotapes or the Thick Paintings. In both, he puts himself to the test 
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 Sto/ol, 1974. Black and white videotape with 
sound, 10 seconds (four views). Collection 
of the artist. Photo: David H. Brown, 
University of Calgary Imaging Services.
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– human tests for the most part in the case of the video work. The intensive, physical element 
of performance, which is important but for the most part hidden in the case of the paintings, 
comes to the fore in the video work, where it is frequently paired with his manipulation of 
specific structural aspects of the medium. A good example may be found in the short tape 
titled Sto / ol (1974), in which the artist experiments with a split-screen effect, shooting a single 
stool with two cameras located on opposite sides of a room. He has expertly masked the seam 
where the two images joined in the resulting video image, disguising it at the juncture of the 
wall and the floor, halfway up the height of the stool, so as to merge the two points of view in a 
single image. Originally conceiving the ten-second tape as a demonstration of the gap between 
the world as we know it and as it is seen, Cameron planned to jump over the stool, appearing 
to split himself in half in the process. Instead, he ran into one of the cameras on the way back, 
crying out in pain, and causing the top half of the stool to swing away from the bottom. Still, 
he recognized with satisfaction that this unintended result allowed the visual “irrationality of 
the action,” as he put it, to “interlock … with that of the image structure,”15 but it took him 
many months of presumably painful practice to reproduce the effect he sought.

The performance element is more explicit in two “Insertion” pieces. The earlier tape is In-
sertion (My Mouth), which the critic Peggy Gale considered “quintessential for the moment” of 
early video in Canada in the late 1960s and early 1970s when the influence of Conceptual art 
was predominant.16 In the final, thirty-minute version from 1973, the artist inserts the video 
camera lens into his mouth, then removes it, repeating this action until the tape runs out, in 
accordance with his decision to “defer the determination of the length of my tapes” to the 
standard length of a reel of tape.17 Gale aptly describes the work as “a sexual metaphor without 
erotic content,”18 but the orality of the video medium, which erases the distance between spec-
tator and performer, is vividly demonstrated by the repeated plunges into the darkness of the 
oral cavity recorded by the camera, alternating with the image of the artist’s drool glistening 
on its lens.

The quasi-infantile sexuality of these images of the artist swallowing the camera lens is 
fully eroticized in Ha-Ha, a short piece performed by Cameron and a female model that con-
cludes Numb Bares I (1976), perhaps the most successful of several of compilation tapes made 
in the mid-1970s in which he experimented with narrative structure. Numb Bares aims for an 
“aesthetic/expressive and also ‘technological’ unity,”19 bringing an impressive array of techni-
cal effects to the service of the twenty short videos (each with its own title) that together cast 
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 Ha-ha (with Donna Perrin), ca. 1973–74. 
Black and white videotape with sound, 
3 minutes (two views). Collection of the 
artist. Photo: David H. Brown, University 
of Calgary Imaging Services.
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an ironic glance at his sexual fantasies while demonstrating his growing virtuosity with the 
medium to those familiar with its challenges. In his article “Structural Videotape in Canada,” 
written around the time he shot Numb Bares I, Cameron discusses the ramifications of the 
“pervasive dualism of video” and concludes that, while the work coming out of Toronto at the 
time “always leans toward the side of inner experience,” his own “aims to resolve the dualism 
in favour of reasonable understanding.”20 However, the detached stance of his process-oriented 
video works was already crumbling when he wrote these words. Numb Bares reveals a dualism 
that is as much psychological – evident in the tension between sexual desire and repressive 
control that characterizes it – as it is structural.

The breakdown of the vaunted structural lock on the real-life issues that Cameron was 
grappling with can already be seen in the opening chapter of this pivotal work, Behind Bars, 
in which a split-second image of the artist slapping a girl’s bare bottom followed by her cry 
of “Ouch!” is inserted into the test image. By convention the bars are the video medium’s 
equivalent of a picture frame – not part of the artwork itself – but here they are drawn into 
the narrative, briefly introducing the repressed sexual content that threatens to force its way 
into the open and metaphorically screening it from our eyes. The title Numb Bares (a saucy 
double entendre for “numbers” in a counting rhyme that two bare-bottomed models recite at 
different points in the tape) alerts us to the punning structure of the entire video, which pairs 
various technical effects and procedures such as mixed images, split screen, false continuity, 
and editing with sexual fantasies fleetingly alluded to under the cover of childhood games. 
However, as much as it points to the confessional nature of the subject matter, the title can 
also be understood as a comment – perhaps unintended – on the emotional tone of the piece. 
Whether or not numbness was the defining emotion of the twentieth century, as Cameron 
has speculated,21 it is certainly characteristic of the repressed desire whose signs we see clearly 
in the narrative tapes.

Ha Ha is the only one of the short videos in Numb Bares I in which sexual suggestion 
goes beyond the one-sided, masculine fantasy of the “what I would like to do to her” type and 
begins to convey something of the erotic mutuality of sexual intercourse. Ironically, it involves 
no contact. To make it, Cameron and his female model sat in front of two video cameras 
about five feet apart, facing the same way so that they could both look at a single video mon-
itor. Each had the small, wide-angle lens of the camera in his/her mouth and as the tape begins 
the screen is blank. Then she pulls back and begins laughing and he follows suit. As they 
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laugh, the images of their open mouths overlap. Eventually, their forced laughter degenerates 
into loud, rhythmically alternating cries of “Ha!” as each pulls back, then lunges forward to 
swallow the lens. Suddenly but briefly their voices blend in an orgasmic climax, echoing the 
unmistakeably sexual thrusting movement recorded by the two cameras. Yet, as Cameron 
notes, their union is an illusion: “The sense of lustful frenzy is very strong indeed, but what we 
are doing in the studio involves no contact between us and not the slightest smidgen of sexual 
arousal. It is all generated by the process, by the manipulation of the technology.”22

Ha Ha is the concluding sequence in Numb Bares I, and this position gives it weight. But 
the structural dynamic to which Cameron alludes when he wrote, “If powerful real-life issues 
impinge, the tape also locks back more determinedly on its own structure,”23 is most perfectly 
balanced in an earlier chapter, about three-quarters of the way through Numb Bares. In Keep-
ing Marlene out of the Picture, the psychological taboo against expressing his sexual attraction 
to the young women who worked as models in the art classes is paired with the artistic taboo 
(in early video) against editing. Cameron consciously gets around the latter (while giving 
unconscious expression to the former) by making the editing process itself the subject of the 
tape, achieving a hilarious, and quite brilliant, fusion of technical effect and content. Having 
set his camera up in the lobby of the library at the University of Guelph, a banal public space 
with a potted plant, a door, and a chair, he had a young woman walk around for a long while, 
entering and exiting through the door and occasionally sitting in the chair. In the studio he 
then attempted to edit out her image. The result is not an empty room but a playful game of 
hide and seek, full of glimpsed shadows, slamming doors and echoing footsteps. The more 
the artist tries to repress her, the more Marlene eludes him, flitting around the room with the 
hapless editor, as it were, in close pursuit. Cameron acknowledges the humour of the situation 
with the closing title, its initial “K” askew, superimposed on an empty room: suddenly Mar-
lene walks in front of the camera, brushing all but two “O”s away. They hover like a voyeur’s 
eyes over the empty room; then a single “O” and a “K” come together in silent acknowledg-
ment of defeat.

Cameron made three Numb Bares tapes before he left the University of Guelph for Halifax, 
where he began teaching at NSCAD in 1976, and it may have been his imminent departure 
that allowed him to contemplate making Numb Bares III, the last of his videos with explicit 
sexual content.24 To my knowledge, it has never been publicly shown. In a letter, he wrote:
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Keeping Marlene out of the Picture (with 
Marlene Hoff), ca. 1975. Black and white 
videotape with sound, 3 minutes (three 
views). Collection of the artist. Photo: David 
H. Brown, University of Calgary Imaging 
Services.
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It represents the final bursting through of obsession, utterly contradicting the de-
tached (as I thought at the time) formal, technical, procedural, structural, semio-
logical stance of my earliest video production, though it too is still locked into the 
video process, but in a way that seems to give even more sinister force to its explo-
sive psychological tensions. I can understand very well why you and others should 
find it repellent, but for anyone interested in understanding the psychological base 
out of which my whole art production is born it is absolutely required reading, as 
I think you realised.25

The tape lasts twenty minutes and, in a single, repeated sequence, determinedly unveils what 
the other two works try to hide: the artist’s sexual obsession with spanking. Unlike Numb 
Bares I and II, in which the model seems to have the upper hand or is at least playfully 
complicit in the suggestively sexual scenarios, here it is the artist who assumes control. The 
cold, methodical deliberateness with which he readies the recording equipment and calls out 
instructions to an unseen technician and, later, the compulsive violence of his slaps to the 
model’s bare bottom, which continue even after she cries out to him to stop, do indeed repel. 
If the work stops short of pornography, it is only because it (paradoxically) takes account of 
the model’s humanity. The tape opens with her recollections of being punished by spanking 
as a child and concludes with her talking about the humiliation, pain, and confusion she 
feels, while the camera shows the angry imprint of Cameron’s hand on her naked bottom – an 
emblem of mortification and guilt, not sexual pleasure.

After the move to Halifax, Cameron made only two independent videotapes and neither 
is sexual in nature. He has said that the atmosphere at NSCAD was far too puritan to tolerate 
such goings-on, and it is likely too that the rise of feminist consciousness, well developed at 
the college, intimidated him. On a deeper level, the detached, self-reflexive art he had aimed 
for in his experiments with video had been overwhelmed by the intensity of the emotions, 
as the final version of Numb Bares proves, and he began to search for a more indirect form 
of expression. Looking back on his videotapes and the beginnings of his Thick Paintings in 
1979, he would later admit, “there was certainly a more rigorously repressive intention to put 
all that behind me when I committed myself to my final project.”26 Video continued to play 
a more or less prominent role in his installations through the late 1970s and early 1980s, but 
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the confessional element that had become so significant in the Guelph tapes was increasingly 
shifted to his writing, which now focussed primarily on his own work.

The first of the installations, an expanded version for three monitors of Keeping Marlene 
Out of the Picture, was shown at the Vancouver Art Gallery and the National Gallery of 
Canada in 1978 as Keeping Marlene Out of the Picture – and Lawn. Cameron re-shot the 
original video in the gallery space in which the work was to be presented, thus setting up 
a window or mirror effect in the gallery. The monitors were placed facing away from one 
another and from the centre of the room, obliging spectators to walk about the space to view 
the individual screens, echoing as they did so the movements of the model, whose footsteps 
could be heard, although her image – edited out of the tapes as in the original single-channel 
video – remained elusive. The pot of lawn grass acted as a decoy, something to attend to 
in the absence of the object (Marlene) sought by the viewer. In his talk at the opening of 
the exhibition, Cameron described the activity of watering the lawn as a zone of freedom 
from domestic interruptions that permitted him to reflect upon his art while appearing to be 
occupied. In the installations that followed, up until Divine Comedy, the pot of lawn grass 
remained – an oblique symbol of the obsessions he wished to put behind him (in his talk at 
the art gallery he observed cryptically, “There are certain exclusions that take place within 
one’s way of life, if one is a respectable academic.”27) – but the human presence was edited out 
entirely. Only in the Divine Comedy installation does it make a brief return, in the sounds of 
women laughing that filled the gallery where the Thick Paintings were exhibited, each time 
a visitor opened the door to the room. Nancy Tousley wrote a short but insightful review of 
this installation, in which she observed, “Mocking, unsettling, veering toward pain, the dark 
laughter has a visceral effect.… It was absurd, uncomfortable, abstract laughter that in some of 
the tapes sounds most like dry racking sobs.”28 She linked the laughter to the disorder of lived 
experience, periodically intruding on the ordered installation of the Thick Paintings – white, 
frozen objects mysteriously poised between the organic and inorganic worlds – and saw the 
installation as “a meeting place [enjoining] acceptance of the forces that circumscribe our lives 
and compassion for the shared suffering that the laughter implicates in the equation.”29

To many viewers, however, the complex installation framing the Thick Paintings in Div-
ine Comedy (which in addition to the periodic eruptions of laughter involved projected slides 
of earlier versions of the objects, visible in the darkness that engulfed the gallery each time a 
visitor opened the door to enter) was at best a bewildering distraction, interfering with their 
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Keeping Marlene out of the Picture – and 
Lawn, 1978. Installation view; Eric Cameron/
Noel Harding: Two Audio-Visual Constructs, 
Vancouver Art Gallery, January 15 – 
February 12, 1978. Photo: Vancouver Art 
Gallery.
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contemplation of the Thick Paintings in their cases. Another critic writing about the exhib-
ition referred with irritation to the “infernal, uncontrollable mechanism” that viewers set in 
action on opening the door to the installation and speculated that the artist was afraid to 
surrender his “mute but highly significant objects” to the “uncontrolled interpretation of the 
profane spectator.”30 Olivier Asselin was right to place the emphasis in his interpretation on 
control and its lack, though his implied opposition of sacred and profane seems misdirected. 
It is surely not the visitor Cameron fears, for he has made us integral to his installation and 
left many clues to his meaning, albeit obscured by the indirect manner of their delivery, as is 
usual in his work. One of these may be found on the dust jacket of the book that accompanied 
the exhibition. There, in guise of illustration are two pages taken from an old edition of Dante 
Alighieri’s first and last cantos of The Divine Comedy. On the front cover we can read these 
lines from Hell:

.… See the beast, from whom I fled.
O save me from her, thou illustrious sage!
For every vein and pulse throughout my frame
She hath made tremble.…

On the back, from Paradise, these are written:

Wondering I gazed; and admiration still
Was kindled as I gazed. It may not be,
That one, who looks upon that light, can turn
To other object, willingly, his view.31

Could this be the artist, who having repressed the sexual urges to which he had given expres-
sion in the videos now bathes his Thick Paintings in blinding light? If so, the women’s laughter 
breaking the contemplative silence of the installation is truly both mocking and suffering, and 
the periodic plunges into darkness a sign of the irrepressibility of the everyday world and the 
desires that are part of it.

Cameron returned to the subject of women in a later installation, tellingly named Ex-
poser/Cacher32 or, in English, Exposed/Concealed, in which he laid bare the dynamic at the 
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Eric Cameron: Divine Comedy. View of the 
entrance to the exhibition. National Gallery 
of Canada, January 5 – February 25, 1990. 
Photo: National Gallery of Canada, Ottawa.

Eric Cameron: Divine Comedy. Installation 
view with Light in the foreground, National 
Gallery of Canada, January 5 – February 25, 
1990. Photo: National Gallery of Canada, 
Ottawa.
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Eric Cameron: Divine Comedy. Installation 
view with slide-projection of Brushstroke, 
National Gallery of Canada, January 5 – 
February 25, 1990. Photo: National Gallery 
of Canada, Ottawa.

Eric Cameron: Divine Comedy. View of the 
exhibition exit, National Gallery of Canada, 
January 5 – February 25, 1990. Photo: 
National Gallery of Canada, Ottawa.
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Eric Cameron: Exposer/Cacher (Exposed/
Concealed). Installation view with circle of 
seven monitors, Musée d’art contemporain 
de Montréal, October 22 – December 5, 
1993. Courtesy Médiathèque/MACM. 
Photo: Denis Farley.
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core of his work as an artist. Once again, he worked with a paid model, recalling the studio 
relationship of his videotapes. In a conversation with a model in one of the early compilation 
videos, he suggests a connection between modelling and prostitution – a notion that some 
might find quaintly old-fashioned – and he does so again in the essay that accompanied the 
initial installation of Exposer/Cacher, where he wonders in advance of hiring her, what sort of 
woman would agree to expose herself to the sort of scrutiny he had in mind. The project would 
recall the licentiousness traditionally associated with the studio,33 were it not for the scruples 
Cameron expresses regarding both her physical exposure and the corresponding psychological 
exposure he expects to feel. He planned to photograph every orifice of her body, in black 
and white and in colour, and then cover the unexposed rolls of film with layers of paint. The 
progress of the paintings – but not the photo session – was documented on video, and these 
were later shown, together with the paintings (one was designated a Thin Painting (Having 
Been Discontinued) and left behind at Arles, while the other, a Thick Painting, he later took 
home with him) in an exhibition whose structural details were all carefully worked out in 
advance and therefore were part of the concept of the work. On the evening of the opening, 
there were to be seven monitors, all facing inward, in a circle around the pedestals on which 
the paintings sat. Visitors who wanted to view their screens – and perhaps catch a glimpse of 
the model’s orifices themselves (although in this they were bound to be disappointed!) – were 
thus obliged to bob and crane and generally make a spectacle of themselves, while for his part 
the artist planned to expose himself to similar scrutiny by inexpertly riding his bicycle in and 
around the stands on which the monitors were placed.

The inadvertently slapstick aspect of this installation is consistent with the theme of 
incompetence (or imperfection) that runs through so much of Cameron’s writing on his work. 
In his essay he tells us that he is not certain of getting a decent image (not that he ever plans to 
develop the film, but there is a possibility that someone else might, and he takes precautions 
to protect the canister of unexposed film from the dampness of the paint he covers it with) 
because he has no confidence in his ability to operate the camera. Similarly, he says he is afraid 
he will not be able to ride the bicycle around the installation and may end up having to walk it, 
and, although he fears his French is far from adequate, he is studying the language in Calgary 
so as to be able to answer questions from the visitors at Arles. Even so, he misunderstands 
the artist Sylvie Blocher when she observes, rightly, that far more important than what his 
paintings conceal is what they reveal about him. Looking back, one finds similar confessions 
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Eric Cameron: Exposer/Cacher (Exposed/
Concealed). Installation view with Eric 
Cameron in the act of painting (on monitor) 
and thick painting (foreground), Musée d’art 
contemporain de Montréal, October 22 – 
December 5, 1993. Courtesy Médiathèque/
MACM. Photo: Denis Farley.

Exposed/Concealed: Salima Halladj (1452). 
1993 – present (to be continued). Acrylic 
gesso and acrylic on undeveloped roll of 
film, 12.7 x 20.3 x 6.4 cm, as of January 17, 
1995. Collection of the artist. Photo: David 
H. Brown, University of Calgary Imaging 
Services.
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of inadequacy in the earlier writings, going back to his art school days. Of the artists he 
most admires, he lacks Pollock’s ability to harness the viscerally expressive physical qualities 
of paint, or the capacity for denial that informs Reinhardt’s radically reductive canvases, 
and, while he shares Duchamp’s recognition of eroticism as the central motivation of his art, 
he lacks the cerebral detachment that informs the French artist’s work. In part, Cameron’s 
catalogue of inadequacies may be a reflection of his self-conscious immersion in an academic 
environment for most of his life. But as he has acknowledged, it is also a defensive and thus a 
concealing device.34

And here is the paradox of Eric Cameron’s art, of which I have traced only the threads 
that run through his video and installation works: every gesture of concealment, whether the 
coded structure of his videotapes or the oblique access he offers to his installations, is equalled 
and arguably exceeded by the intimate revelations offered up elsewhere in his art and his 
writings. It is made clear, for instance, by any attempt to read the twin volumes published as 
Squareness: and An Open Letter to Pamela King (issued separately in 1993 but originally written 
as a single essay) in which the words missing from the blank, censored sections on the pages 
of one volume are to be found in the exact same location in the other, that concealment and 
exposure must be taken together as parts of a single whole. 

In his essay on “Tradition and Individual Talent” from which both Marcel Duchamp 
and Cameron have quoted what he had to say about the sources of art, T.S. Eliot expounds 
his ‘impersonal’ theory of poetry, dealing with the poem’s relation to both tradition and 
to its author. For Eliot, the mind of the poet is a catalyst, in which the various emotions 
of lived experience are combined and transmuted, when the right moment comes, into a 
new compound. What matters, he argues, is not “the intensity of the emotions … but the 
intensity of the artistic process, the pressure, so to speak, under which the fusion takes place.”35 
“The emotion of art is impersonal,” according to Eliot; “it has its life in the poem and not 
in the history of the poet.”36 In most of his art, especially the Thick Paintings, Cameron 
has suppressed personal emotion or approached it indirectly. Impersonality is also a value 
he uses to measure the artists he admires, as his comment on the painter Lawrence Gowing 
suggests: “It is precisely because of the rigour of this self-imposed detachment that indications 
of his complex feelings for the subject before him come through with such authentic power.”37 
And yet, as he observes of his own work, he had “stumbled on a way of art-making that 
made a virtue of hiding, of concealment, only to realise the urge to reveal was too strong.”38 
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The matching pages from Squareness and An 
Open Letter to Pamela King aligned. Photo: 
David H. Brown, University of Calgary 
Imaging Services.



In the video work in particular, personal feelings, especially sexual desire, though ostensibly 
controlled by Cameron’s structural approach to the medium, constantly threaten to replace 
his avowed impersonal subject, whilst the meanings contained in the seemingly unemotional 
Thick Paintings are illuminated by the deeply personal confessions of his later writing.

Earlier I noted that for Cameron one of the key developments of modern art is “the 
externalization of content – the inversion of art’s traditional frame of reference,”39 and, indeed, 
much of his own art derives its conviction from its acknowledgment of and dialogue with 
the external forces that shape the material with which he is working, whether videotape and 
recording equipment, or brush and paint. Eventually, he became reconciled to the fact that it 
also drew, with equal power, on inner forces of desire and dread. I think it is through the oft- 
lamented ‘imperfections’, the artist’s inability to exert perfect control over these forces – most 
visible in the video work – that one understands “the pressure … under which the fusion takes 
place” between personal feeling and aesthetic emotion in Cameron’s art. As the video work 
makes abundantly evident, it owes as much of its meaningfulness to its eloquent revelations of 
the limits of power and the deceptions of desire that are part of the human condition.
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