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Video Work. Mats Hjelm’s ”Man to Man” is an unusually beautiful
lament.
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It is difficult to recall what images Mats Hjelm uses in his video installation ”Man to Man”, the second in a trilogy
about masculinity. This memory loss is not due to poor film quality, on the contrary. For ”Man to Man” is a terribly
beautiful lament, a non-linear narrative that constantly shifts through contradictions and reflections.

As in the former work ”White Flight”, black and white documentary images made by the artist’s deceased father are
juxtaposed together with Mats Hjelm’s own images. Two or three planes of imagery regularly interchange on the
screen, creating a modern altarpiece. This is not a far-fetched comparison, because like most altarpieces, ”Man to
Man” is about a father’s legacy to his son and about violence – whether it is religious, political or existential.

But first to beauty. The images flow rhythmically, waves of images repeating and washing over themselves. After a
short while, I stop resisting. Quite simply, the work just is. ”Man to Man” does not try to save the banal, but drives
metaphors of violence through a calming peace. These images of power and violence are reinforced by the intense
soundtrack, yet it never feels speculative. Nor is the elegy too sentimental, even if the artist does come very close to
cliché.

People stare into space while riding the subway, solitary men wander through the streets, someone is crucified,
others are locked away behind bars. The water is rising and the countryside is flooded. Meanwhile in the rice
paddies, old Vietnamese men and young boys trample a water wheel to generate power. Two American pilots who
have been held as prisoners of war by the Viet Cong give their own testimonies about what it feels like to fly a
bombing mission: ”It’s quite simple. There is release, a cloud of smoke and dust, no sounds.” The corresponding
image is not that of wounded Vietnamese children that one automatically expects. Instead, we see destitute white
children playing. Mats Hjelm’s installations never express propaganda. His method is that of poetry-musical. And
that is precisely why ”Man to Man” is so uncomfortable, particularly when the viewer, deep in aesthetic thought, is
disturbingly awoken by political dissonance. For example, when Black Power leader, Stokely Carmichael, defends
black violence and speaks like a rapper demanding equality: ”Lenin said war is an extension of politics. Chairman
Mao Zedong said war is politics with violence. Politics is war without violence. Enough of this talk about violence. It
just is. It just is.”

Carmichael’s speech is still dangerous. ”Man to Man” portrays, with subtle movements, the moral and immoral
nature of what has past. How did American pilots describe napalm bombing? ”You are gone before the smoke clears,
so you don’t see anything. It is a very remote assignment.”
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