
Claudia Esslinger is a visual artist 
working with media installations, 
video projections and collaborative 
performance.  A common thread 
throughout her projects is a poetic 
exploration of inequities in both 
humanity and nature. By juxtaposition 
of challenging, seductive, intriguing 
or humorous elements, she opens the 
work to a wide range of interpretation.  
The compelling aspects might be an 
invented device or a sensual surface 
but there is often a twist to that 
magnetism: a flaw or a danger that 
complicates the image.  

While visceral, sculptural props and 
experimental forms lend physicality to 
both her video and installation work 
they are also meant to welcome the 
participant. The texture of rawhide, rust 
covered twigs, the electronic pulse of a 
moving image, the sound of machines 
or the collaborative soundtrack from a 
composer all energize the installation 
spaces, inviting the visitor to interact 
with the project. By inviting the visitors 
to participate through bodily move-
ment or selection of elements she 
empowers them to author their own 
narrative. 

Working with dancers and composers 
has resulted in imaginative work that 
has been performed internationally and 
screened at international film festi-
vals.  For this work, video has either 
been prepared beforehand or has been 
controlled live during the concert using 

the same software that has enabled 
participants in the gallery to interact 
with her work.

Esslinger has been the recipient of six Ohio 
Arts Council Individual Artist Fellowships 
and a New Forms Regional Grant (NEA). 
Recent artist residencies include the Omora 
Ethnobotanical Preserve,  Chile (2009), 
Headlands Center for the Arts in Sausalito, 
CA (2007), Singing Pictures workshop 
in Seoul, South Korea (2000) and at the 
Grafikwerkstaadt in Dresden, Germany 
(1999). 
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La Medida  (the measurement) 
is a video installation in five scenes. 
Together they explore the role of 
measuring systems in our understand-
ing of the natural world through sec-
tions that range widely in size; from a 
gallery-sized triptych to a peep-hole 
video, from sculptural elements to 
sound-activated stop-motion. 

This project began with observations 
of the process of artistic and scientific 
analysis in the miniature forests of 
the Omora Ethnobotanical Preserve 
near Cape Horn, Chile.  during a 
short artist’s residency. It continued 
by comparing these observations to 
other human interactions in wilder-
ness. Questions developed about 

how and why we measure the world 
anthropomorphically.  By categorizing 
what we see do we make sense of it? 
By capturing a likeness do we contain 
its meaning? By measuring its physical 
qualities do we control anything about 
them?  What is the effect of our human 
shadow on the last vestiges of wilder-
ness?

Scene 1:  Modulation
In a small room stands a microphone, 
inviting input. Projected on the back 
wall, a hand drawn grid appears and 
disappears over fleeting skies empow-
ered by the visitor’s sound creation.  

In this way, sound waves control the 
degree of human endeavor to harness 
the sky.

Scene 2: Interpolation
Through the wall, a peep-hole beck-
ons.  Viewing through a camera 
eyepiece, the visitor sees a figure 
measuring natural wonders anthropo-
morphically. The performer is Leslie 
Seiters.

Scene 3: Frequency and Amplitude
Frequency and Amplitude exists as is a 
six-channel film and a single channel, 
six section film that explores a variety 
of measuring systems of the natural 
world.  Initiated by an artist’s residency 
near Cape Horn, Chile in the Omora 
Ethnobotanical Preserve, this piece 
presents questions about how and why 
we measure the world anthropomor-
phically. By categorizing what we see 
do we make sense of it? By capturing a 

likeness do we contain its meaning? By 
measuring its physical qualities do we 
control anything about them?  What is 
the effect of our human shadow on the 
last vestiges of wilderness?  

“Frequency & Amplitude” uses sev-
eral indicators of this measurement 
system, from the “foot” or “hand” to 
drawn graphs and wave forms.  It layers 
abstract textures of vast sky, water, rock 
with the human shadows that affect 
them. Animated pebbles accrue by 
color on the coast; a random abacus, a 
desire for order. 

A graph by physicist Tom Giblin spans 
sea and space, marking the expansion 
of the universe.  These images exhibit a 
variety of waves as observed and ana-
lyzed. The sound is developed through 
variations on the main composition by 
Eric des Four from scene five, arranged 
by Claudia Esslinger.



Scene 4: Meter   
The forest-vine, notched with markers 
and hanging from the ceiling, curves 
into the shadow and sound of dripping 
water. A rhythm is established, both 
regular and surprising. This vine con-
nects Omora to the miniature experi-
ences of the past as it comes from the 
artist’s childhood home on Long Island.

Scene 5: Proportion
In the furthest gallery, three screens 
glow with images from the miniature 
forest of Omora.  The center shows the 
character of the artist/scientist measur-
ing and flowing through the preter-
naturally large lichen, liverworts and 
mosses.  The side panels move inward, 
inviting the viewer through the sur-
rounding forest.  The sound here is by 
the composer Eric des Four, composed 
largely from the sounds of the Omora 
Preserve. The performer is Abe Shriner.



The Synergy Project is an 
interactive video installation that in-
vestigates the manner in which mean-
ing is created when varying narrative 
elements are changed. It consists of 
visual and aural phrases that can be 
chosen by visitors to create intuitive 
new relationships. The content of 
these phrases include nature/technol-
ogy, culture/politics, absurdity/humor. 
Formal aspects of the clips allude to 
magic realism, ritual and abstraction.  
Some sequences are images of symbol-
ic actions by participants or props that 
the artist made for the project. 

This piece is immersive and poetic. 
The images are projected on a 27’ 
panoramic scrim that nearly surrounds 
the viewer. The sounds and landscapes 
were collected from diverse locations 
with an emphasis on the pacific coast 

that is part of the Headlands Center 
for the Arts in Sausalito, California.  
The sounds were remixed and added 
to by composer Brian Harnetty.  The 
result is part of the palette offered for 
visitors to explore their own narrative 
impulses in response to these subjects.  

Variations on narrative structure in 
the written and filmic world are broad 
and can include poetic rearrange-
ments of time, parallel storylines, 
flashbacks, simultaneous fact and fic-
tion threads, etc. Technological prog-
ress has also effected these variations, 
with options such as random access 
to data (enabling plot-lines to shift in 
computer-assisted games and proj-
ects) and immediate access to global 
information.  In addition, questions 
of authorship, originality, the intent 

of the writer and the point of view of 
the reader/ watcher are all important 
aspects of interpreting narratives. The 
Synergy Project allows the viewer/
participant to affect some of these 
parameters.  (2007)

Video by Claudia Esslinger,
Audio by Brian Harnetty
Actions by Leslie Seiters, Ron Estes, Adia 
Millett, Alice Gould, David Heithaus, Jane 
Miller, Yana Forney, Stephen DeSanto , 
Kate Skelly, Julie Brodie, Rachel Esslinger
And for support for this project: Jack 
Esslinger, Headlands Center for the Arts, 
Kenyon College and the Ohio Arts Council.



alternating moods are amplified by the 
juxtaposition of text and action, image 
and music, editing pulse and location 
sound effects. These relationships find 
their focus as the piece explores the 
role of ‘signifying actions’ in transform-
ing a personal narrative. The perform-
er’s improvisational physical responses 
were stimulated by sculptural con-
traptions, costume construction and 
storyline, as well as the post-industrial 
location.  Although the project began 
with the creation of these stimuli by 
Claudia Esslinger, the collaborative 
responses of Leslie Seiters as performer 
and the camerawork of Ron Estes were 
essential to its completion.

Breathing Lessons has been shown at a 
variety of international film festivals. 

Breathing Lessons is a single 
channel narrative video that poetically 
traces a longing for oxygen through the 
artist’s family history. It draws a thread 
through a series of life experiences that 
relied on the restorative powers of res-
piration, both physically and emotion-
ally.  Set in an indeterminate time past, 
it is lyrical and rhythmic, humorous 
and tragic, piercing and elegaic. The 



Searching for the Aurora
This piece is based on the poetic prose 
by G.C.Waldrep entitled “We Searched 
for the Aurora”.  The video sculpture 
that resulted from this inspiration 
presents a single trip through a dark 
tunnel to light, letting the audio sug-
gestions ferment in the visitor’s mind.  
The projection is through a “lens” of an 
old television frontispiece with gilded 
edges, blurred by age and held by a 
reluctant wooden tripod. The sculptural 
element adds an aspect of voyeurism 
through media from the early days of 
reproduction to the implications of the 
piece.

Stereopsis is a  two channel vid-
eo sculpture is based on the concept 
that dual vantage points can combine 
to enhance our view of reality. Nine-
teenth century stereoscopes did this 
with two slightly shifted still-images 
that combined in the mind of the 
viewer to give an illusion of three-di-
mensional space. In this piece, the two 
vantage points allow the viewer to see 
forward and backward simultaneously, 
thus implying a 360º panorama.  
       The apparatus that the subject is 
wearing consists of three sets of glasses 
from three generations of the artist’s 
family.  Thus, the implication of seeing 

through time as well as in time adds 
to the concept of a hyper-reality.  The 
“seeing devices” that the subject is 
using are security cameras mounted 
on the glasses.  The low-resolution, 
distorted colors echo both surveillance 
videos and home movies.
      The visual and auditory cues also 
act in stereo to increase our  synchro-
nous view of the world.  The video is 
gathered from the remote Point Bonita 
lighthouse at the Marin Headlands 
outside of San Francisco, and the audio 
is gathered from urban and industrial 
sources.  (2008)

Spoems is an interactive installation 
based on a series of poems written 
by Esslinger from email spam that she 
collected during the spring of 2006. 
Although spamming tactics and syntax 
change frequently, during this period 
the words were disconnected yet 

related lists, lacking the sinews that 
bind traditional narratives.  With as 
little manipulation as possible she has 
woven new narratives, leaving in the 
absurd jumps in subject and embracing 
odd phrasing.  SPoems’s visual projec-
tion presents original spam content, 
gathered and arranged.  The audio por-
tion features actors reading the poems.  
Walking across the projection, viewers 
control the speed of the voice and im-
age.  (2007) Readers: Jon Tazewell, Liesel 
Schmidt, Ted Hornick , Claudia Esslinger



Avis Urbanus is a playful and 
dreamlike exploration with dark un-
dertones.  In a large, old architectural 
space the performer is both frantic and 
calm, interacting with archetypal toy 
elements and stuffed birds that refer to 
imagined human narratives. 

Created in response to composer Ofer 
Ben-Amots flute solo of the same name 
(meaning Urban Bird) , it features Leslie 
Seiters as performer, Claudia Esslinger on 
camera and post-production with assistance 
from Rachel Esslinger. The piece has been 
performed with live flute by numerous mu-
sicians, including John McMurtery and has 
had an audience from Colorado to Florida 
to Australia. 

Render is a video that explores the 
idea of “confinement”.    A performer 
interacts with a space and costume 
that yield to her probing, revealing her 
pregnancy. Her movements are simul-
taneously futile and productive, ampli-
fied by the editing process. Wall frag-
ments peel away and the waxy dress 
tears as the performer is revealed.  The 
allusion to historical responses to preg-
nancy and birth compound the general 
restrictions implied in the piece. 

Render is performed by Julie Brodie in a set 
designed and constructed by Katie Furlett.  
Sound is composed by Brian Harnetty.  
Costume, camerawork and post-production 
is by Claudia Esslinger.  The piece is in 
honor of Evie, Henry and Maitena, all born 
in the year of production.

Absent/ Present is about our 
outward appearance defining our 
identity.  With inspiration from Da 
Vinci’s drapery studies, the video sets 
out to explore the nature of these 
figures, filling out the sumptuous cloth 

while remaining anonymous and half-
formed. Using various fleshy-colored 
cloth over invisible dancers added a 
layer of political commentary about the 
significance of skin color to our miss-
ing identities.  In many cases the cloth 
seems to float, with a persona of its 
own, without revealing human agency. 
In the dark gallery these floating forms 
are magical, enhanced by the ethereal 
quartet singing a court song of the da 
Vinci era.

Absent/Present was created for the invita-
tional exhibit:  Ideas into Objects: Rein-
terpreting the Notebooks of Leonardo Da 
Vinci at the Weston Gallery of the Aronoff 
Center for the Arts in Cincinnati.  Juror: Kip 
Eagan with Dancers Balinda Craig-Quijada, 
Julie Brodie, Rachel Esslinger, Sara Murdock 
and Sarah DeVere and singers Andrea Daly, 
Courtney Snow, Tim Chenette and Kieran 
Nulty led by Benjamin Locke.



Projected Memories is a 
16mm film installation. Interviews 
about the dark side of religious experi-
ences form the audio track while short 
vignettes of vague memories loop onto/ 
through embroidered cloths.  In this 
way, the installation investigates the 
powers of religious and familial hierar-
chies that continue to influence adult 
lives.  The Three black and white film 
vignette loops are suggestive, but not 
definitive, leaving room for personal 
memories.  The three fabric panels 
are delicately embroidered with the 
commands: Devotion, Submission and 
Obedience and are reminiscent of altar 
cloths and marriage sheets. 
Projected Memories was exhibited at the 
Denison University Art Gallery (2000), 
University of Kentucky (1994)

Civil Divination explores the 
decaying power of desire in arenas of 
power such as corporate and political 
life. The symbol of the divining rod 
is investigated from the point of view 
of the practitioner and the practiced 
upon.  
Hundreds of rust covered divining rods 
swarm the gallery pointing toward 
a steel ladder-like form with a gut-
covered stretcher hanging from it.  A 
video projection of figures swimming 
upstream interacts with the texture of 
the gut as slowly and purposefully they 
move up and away from the camera, 
potentially evading the divination 
source.  Below the stretcher, weigh-
ing it down, is a small monitor with 
the rhythmic thrusting sound of an old 
machine keeping an insistent beat. The 
audio and video of the monitor grate 
against that of the projection to create 
a jarring pulse that is both enveloping 
and disturbing.  However, in order for 

the physical experience to be com-
plete, viewers must enter the forest of 
divining rods.  They follow a narrow 
opening allowing them to approach the 
stretcher until they are enveloped and 
when they turn to leave, they become 
another target of the rods pointing in 
their direction. 
Civil Divination was exhibited at the Col-
lege of Wooster Art Museum 1998 and 
SPACES, Cleveland in the fall of 1999. 

Barriers questions the nature of 
obstructions, limits, and controls on 
personal and intercultural interactions. 
It is set up to provide several physi-
cal barriers, both visual and auditory 
through which the viewer has to navi-
gate in order to experience the piece.  
Gates made of stainless steel wire cloth 
are the first obstacle.  They are both se-
ductive in their shimmering and repel-
lant in the metallic nature of their ma-
terials.  They act as a scrim, obscuring 
the interior of the gallery when light is 
brighter outside, and inviting the view-
er in through their translucency.  Small 
spotlights act as stepping-stones to 
the central focus of the gallery: a ring 
of monitors most viewers will have to 
look up to see.  Covering each monitor 
is frosted wire-glass that partially ob-
scures the image.  Each monitor plays 
continuous interviews with people 
from a variety of countries around the 
world.  Each person is trying to explain 
a difficult, controversial issue of their 
choice in their own language. Most 
viewers will not be able to understand 
due to the language barrier and the fact 
that the videos are all playing around 
the viewer at the same time. The use of 
language as an auditory barrier compli-
ments the visual obstructions.  
The frustration of the visitor in trying to 

understand the mesmerizing, rhythmic 
languages is part of the piece.  It is evi-
dence of the powerlessness felt due to 
misunderstandings that occur with or 
without language difference. It is also 
evidence of the inherent lovely musi-
cality of language. 
One monitor acts as a surveillance 
camera and feeds the viewers an image 
of themselves, also behind wire-glass. 
Behind the ring of monitors, the gal-
lery’s existing chain link fence protects 
the gallery from illegal entrance.  
Barriers has been installed at the Myers 
School of Art, University of Akron (2002) 
and the Lynn Mayhew Gallery at Ohio Wes-
leyan University (1999).

Texture Mapping is both an in-
stallation and a projected video during 
live performance. The images are based 
on our reliance on water and the rela-
tionship of humanity and industry to 
this beautiful and imperiled resource.  
The audio keeps a pulse throughout, 
accentuating moments of connection.  
In the gallery setting the transparent 
scrim is able to both frame and af-
fect the transmitted images that were 
filmed in a wide variety of international 
locations.  The tiny projection in a petri 
dish offers a microscopic view of water 
from a local source in contrast to the 
broader expanses of the large projec-
tion. 
Texture Mapping  was commissioned by 
CrossSound, a chamber music ensemble 
from SouthEast Alaska for the 2002 concert 
series: “Singing Pictures”.  The video was 
created by Claudia Esslinger and the music 
was composed by Yunkyung Lee. It has 
been performed in Alaska, Berlin, Seoul, 
and Chicago. The installation version has 
been exhibited  at the Center for Visual Arts 
at the University of Toledo, Ohio (2002), 
and in performance at the Total Museum in 
Seoul, South Korea (2003)
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