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Since 1970, James Benning has been 
one of the most important experimental 
filmmakers in US independent cinema. 
His solo exhibition at Kunsthaus Graz 
can be seen as a move towards a new 
reading of American history: it asks 
to what extent the ‘American Dream’ 
of a progressive, technology-trusting 
civilisation has come true.
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Decoding Fear

James Benning is one of the most 
influential figures in contempo-
rary filmmaking. He generally 
produces and distributes his films 
entirely on his own, outside the 
movie industry and mainstream. 
He makes films for the cinema 
that call for complete immersion 
in the events on the screen for 
their full length. In the exhibition 
space this dialogue, this ‘contract 
with the screen’ as Benning calls 
it, is broken. The presentation 
shifts between performance, 
backdrop and installation, becom-
ing an experience where the 
depicted penetrates real space 
while concrete objects augment 
the narrative. Within this process, 
the suggested reality takes on 
something uncanny, perhaps also 
because human existence is not 
explicitly portrayed, but instead 
seen only in traces. At the same 
time his large-scale, extremely 
precise shots are fascinating, 
rendering exactly arranged, per-
fectly staged landscapes in 
unchanged camera positions. 
 A key feature of the exhibition is 
the two huts that as built out-
lines in the exhibition space cre-
ate a reference to Benning’s 

tain cabin, where he wrote a num-
ber of texts including his mani-
festo Industrial Society and Its 
Future, published in 1995 by the 
New York Times and the Washing-
ton Post under pressure from 
Kaczynski, and which ultimately 
gave him away. What the two 
have in common is their scepti-
cism towards technological devel-
opments and the resulting conse-
quences for society. 
This is where Benning’s interest 
also ties in. He reflects on the 
two figures and questions the 
ambivalence of the great Ameri-
can Dream of (technical) progress, 
unlimited possibilities, liberty and 
independence. 

Stemple Pass 
 
After many years of investigation, 
Ted Kaczynski was finally identi-
fied as the ‘Unabomber’ and 
arrested in his cabin in 1996. He 
had already spent several years 
as a recluse in the woods around 
Stemple Pass in Montana. Exten-
sive notes were found in his 
cabin, some of which eventually 
ended up in James Benning’s 
hands. In the film Stemple Pass, 
Benning can be heard reading 

works Stemple Pass and Two 
Cabins. They allude to two highly 
unconventional figures in Ameri-
can history, each of whom at dif-
ferent times withdrew to a hum-
ble log cabin: Henry David 
Thoreau (1817-1862) and Ted 
Kaczynski (*1942).
Writer and philosopher Henry 
David Thoreau describes the 
autonomous, self-reliant life in 
his book Walden; or, Life in the 
Woods, in which he writes not 
only about the lake and nature 
but also about subjects like soci-
ety and the economy. His 1849 
essay Resistance to Civil Govern-
ment (Civil Disobedience) became 
famous, motivating Martin Luther 
King and Mahatma Gandhi in their 
nonviolent resistance to authority 
and also becoming a major influ-
ence for the 1960s anti-authori-
tarian movement in the USA. In 
contrast, Ted Kaczynski embraced 
violence as a strategy. Kaczynski 
was a highly intelligent mathema-
tician who between 1978 and 
1995 sent sixteen letter bombs 
within the USA in order to demon-
strate his resistance to techno-
logical progress. He entered his-
tory as the (long pursued) 
‘Unabomber’. From 1970 onwards 
he retreated to a self-built moun-

these texts as a voice-over. They 
are about living in natural sur-
roundings, the destructive force 
of society and its necessarily vio-
lent changes. The focus rests on 
the picture of a cabin replicating 
Kaczynski’s dwelling in a land-
scape that changes only accord-
ing to the seasons. Benning is 
interested in Kaczynski’s ten-
dency to solipsism and the con-
nection to Henry David Thoreau, 
who served as Kaczynski’s model 
in this, but also in his choice of 
abode.

Two Cabins

James Benning built precise 
reconstructions of Henry David 
Thoreau’s and Ted Kaczynski’s 
cabins on his plot in the moun-
tains of Sierra Nevada. One copies 
Henry Thoreau’s as he described it 
in Walden. The other is a replica 
of the hideaway used by Ted Kac-
zynski, the killer known as the 
‘Unabomber’, who over the dec-
ades produced a large number of 
letters bombs in his cabin. These 
cabins become the symbol of 
social isolation, while the view 
from the window remains stub-
bornly unchanged. 



RR/BNSF

Trains come and go. Without any 
passengers, they measure the 
broad expanse of the US land-
scape. RR stands for railroad, as 
seen on signs at level crossings in 
the USA. BNSF is a long-estab-
lished US railway company. At the 
end of the 19th century, the Amer-
ican railway was considered the 
epitome of technical progress. Old 
Europe looked on in astonishment 
at the innovations rapidly devel-
oping on the other side of the 
Atlantic. Today, goods traffic is 
still an evocative symbol of the 
transnational and transcontinen-
tal trade that constitutes capital-
ist merchandise management.  
For two years James Benning 
collected shots of trains across 
the USA. Many of the images were 
produced on his trips to Robert 
Smithson’s Spiral Jetty. Scene 
flows into scene, image into 
image. The shot remains con-
stant, it is only the train that 
moves through the picture. The 
sounds are often authentic, but 
between the twittering of birds 
and the whistles of the locomo-
tives one hears a radio commen-
tary of a baseball game, 
Eisenhowe r’s 1961 farewell 

Benning recites texts written by 
Kaczynski, including his extremely 
disturbing diary. The installation 
Two Cabins also contains many 
books that form an intersection 
between Benning and Kaczynski’s 
lives; some, for example, relate to 
mathematical subjects. The pic-
tures show the work of outsider 
artists, which Benning finds illu-
minating and has copied exactly. 
Like the literal recitation of some-
one else’s texts, the copied image 
becomes a found object that 
Bennin g seems to incorporate like 
a prop into his films.

Data Entry

Data Entry is the most recent 
work in the exhibition and shows 
numbers and digits being dili-
gently typed into a computer in a 
continuous loop. They can be 
deciphered into a message. 
Beyond the mathematical 
sequences, it illustrates how 
dependent today’s information 
society is on an electronic, binary 
system. All of our data, every-
thing that identifies us as people 
in our high-technology society, is 
saved by machines and converted 
into number combinations.

address, an excerpt from the song 
This Land Is Your Land or a 1970 
Coca Cola advertisement.
In 2007, together with the film 
casting a glance (dedicated to 
Robert Smithson’s Spiral Jetty), 
which was produced at the same 
time, RR was the last film that 
James Benning shot on 16 mm. 
After this he went over to digital 
film production in HD. 

Pascal’s Lemma

Blaise Pascal (1623 to 1662) was 
a French mathematician who, 
together with Pierre de Fermat, 
laid the foundations of probability 
theory. Apart from Pascal’s trian-
gle, he is associated with Pascal’s 
theorem and the ‘Pascaline’ cal-
culator, which is regarded as a key 
basis for the development of the 
modern computer. For this reason 
the computer language PASCAL is 
named after him. In his computer-
generated work Pascal’s Lemma, 
James Benning weaves Andy 
Warho l’s multiples into a homage 
to Hollis Frampton’s 1970 film 
Zorns Lemma, which brought 
about a radical shift in the per-
ception of experimental film.



James Benning

James Benning was born in 
Milwauke e, Wisconsin in 1942 
and lives in Val Verde, California. 
Before he became an artist he 
studied mathematics and taught 
it in schools. In 1975 he gradu-
ated in film from the University of 
Wisconsin. Since 1987 he has 
been Professor of Film at the 
California Institute of the Arts in 
Valencia, California. For a long 
time his films were seen as an 
insider tip at international festi-
vals, until California Trilogy 
(1999–2001), 13 Lakes (2004), 
casting a glance and RR (2007) 
established him as a master of 
landscape film. The Vienna Film 
Museum restores and conserves 
his work, which is now also avail-
able on DVD.


