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Abstract

This self-reflective paper examines VestAndPage’s
performance-based filmmaking as a form of Experimental
Fiction Filmmaking rooted in real-time action, somatic risk,
and site-responsive unpredictability. Placed between
cinematic composition, durational performance, and Live
Art, our films are not based on predetermined scripted
narratives but on emergent fictions that do not precede
the event. Still, they are generated from it through the
bodies, materials, and environments’ intra-actions, as well
as through the camera as an observing collaborator.
Rejecting hierarchical production models and linear
dramaturgies, we privilege practices of care, co-presence,
and radical availability over control, prefiguration, and
spectacle. Whether performing and filming in
underground cave systems or in spectral sites such as
abandoned sanatoriums, asylums, military enclaves, or
desolate Arctic coal mines and frosty landscapes, fiction
becomes a lived experience rather than just a
representational tool. That is, fiction does not come before
the event; it arises from it as a necessary form of
organisation. Through embodied actions involving
vulnerable materials such as meltwater, blood, coal, glass,
breath, latex, and ice, we realise moving images that act
and function simultaneously as fiction, documentary trace,
and epistemic residue. In that, we situate our practice
within the traditions of experimental cinema, expanded
performance, and Practice-as-Research and Performance-
as-Research, this paper draws particularly from recent
works developed in Svalbard and other liminal
environments to examine how our mode of performance-
based filmmaking is as a somatic mode of knowledge
generation with a distinct grammar grounded in co-
creation, collaboration, material agency, and relational
ethics, thereby redefining authorship, cinematic presence,
and fiction itself within low-budget, non-industrial
filmmaking practices.
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MELTING THE FRAME: Performance-Based Filmmaking as Experimental Fiction and Somatic Knowledge

Fiction—a living threshold

For two decades, we have developed our artistic practice by navigating performance art, Live Art, visual art, applied
drama, and experimental cinema, combining them to generate what we define as performance-based filmmaking—a
cinematic practice rooted in unscripted action, site responsiveness, embodied cognition, and performative processes. There
is no detailed blueprint describing predefined character psychology; no screenplay for dialogue, and camera movements,
nor does a storyboard prescribe events, scene headings, or the progression of the narrative arc. Any of our films focuses
on how our vulnerable bodies interact with space, matter, time, and indeterminacy. We stay open to surprises, so fiction
starts when certainty dissolves, and a living threshold appears where our intentions fade.

What we mean by this is that, in our films, fiction does not shape reality in advance. Instead, it grows out of the friction
between our bodies and the contextual situation as a sequence of events unfold, often unpredictably. So, it is not a
planned invention before we record the scenes. It surfaces from them. Still, it takes form during editing.

In conventional cinema, fiction discloses through orchestrated images. In our work, it emerges from lived experience and
contingency: bodily limits, environmental resistance, spatial friction, weather conditions, and unstable fluids and materials,
including water, ice, blood, coal, latex, soil, and breath. These elements are not props. They are co-agents, epistemic
partners, and narrative forces that contribute to the ‘fictional’ while we attempt to conjure their reality with the conceptual
and our intuitive imagination. We enter info dialogue with them as co-creators of the moving image, not to illustrate a pre-
existing storyline, but to help reveal how meaning forms in real time, as all our films consist of unrehearsed performances
that unfold in real time and cannot be repeated.

Still, performance-based filmmaking is not performance documentation. It is an autonomous artistic language, a filmic form
that can host performative knowledge—poetic, socio-political, and ecological—within moving images. It is not merely a
genre labelled ‘experimental.’ It is not a stylistic category but an ontological condition—a way of being.

To produce our films, we immerse ourselves in environments that resist control: subterranean cave systems, Arctic territories,
military enclaves, abandoned sanatoriums, industrial ruins, desolate coastlines, forgotten architectures, and sacred
landscapes. Yet we do not choose these places solely as backdrops because of their visual appeal. We seek them out and
enter a dialogue with them because they impose conditions on the body and affect the moving image, often preserving the
unspoken, forgetfulness, the repressed, the impossible, and the spectral. When we silently enter their reality to assess
whether we can be hosted by them, even temporarily, we first notice our breathing changes, our perception shifts, and
fatigue builds over days spent with them. That is where we start performing and filming: when the appearance of danger
destabilises our intentions.

When the fictional appears through corporeal exposure, the narrative is not exclusively constructed by cause and effect. It
challenges the traditional domino effect view of storytelling. It is more about meaning-making —giving order to random
events—what we, as performers, endure: pauses, tensions, and changes that cannot be undone.

In this sense, in our films, what appears in the frame is not merely a human expression or a deliberate anthropomorphising
of place and matter; fiction does not simply offer an alternative way of representing the world—it is not merely told; it
happens. It is not an unusual state to live and experience before it is interpreted. It is inseparable from an encounter that
cannot be fully anticipated—a residue of an encounter explored, with intertwined human and non-human agencies, which
are co-creators of meaning.

The camera—a co-presence to the performer’s vulnerability

In our performance-based filmmaking, direction is not forced. We do not deploy the camera as an external authority that
rules, arranges, manages time, and chooses what we see. We treat it as a co-performer—a handheld device that
witnesses fo the vulnerability of our performing bodies.

For example, when filming in extreme cold winds, the camera may shake as our bodies do. It can fail to capture what we
expected. Still, in our practice, this instability is not just accidental. It becomes an opportunity to co-generate meaning and
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to methodologically reposition the camera’s use from extraction to co-presence, allowing it to enter a dialogue with
emergency and interact with the unforeseen.

From our perspective, we dare to say that repositioning the camera this way produces a shift in the ethics of filmmaking. It
is as if there is no longer a detached observer directing the scene. Moving images are not just recorded but negotiated
through an embodied relation. Eliminating safe observational distance or an omniscient perspective, the camera now
shares risk with the bodies it films, because risk is encountered rather than delegated.

As the camera is often handled in turn by one of us, the distinction between the filmmaker and the performer also
collapses. When the lens does not dominate the performer’s sensitivity or emotional capacity but shares them, a relational
field emerges. Both bodies—the filming device and the filmed body—are implicated in the same uncertain event,
unfolding with and through human and non-human bodies.

Sometimes, we have the sensation that the camera is affected by its surroundings, as when we filmed STRATA inside
underground water-cave systems or the third chapter of sin®fin in Antarctica. Perhaps it was just our imagination, but as
the days passed, it seemed as if our camera had become part of those worlds where humans have no reason to be.

By treating the camera this way, our approach to filmmaking questions dominant assumptions about cinematic realism. As
our concern is not objective representation but the instability of perception, the moving image becomes an epistemic
trace/residue of non-repeatable performative encounters—irretrievable occurrences lived only once. What the camera
does is not to record what was objectively in a specific site, but what was lived in a splinter of time through bodily
exposure. Therefore, fiction is not just a representational surface. It is a lived relational field.

Performance without rehearsal—a narrative force

One of the essential principles of our practice is that actions cannot truly be repeated. Once an action happens, it belongs,
irreversibly, to time.

Unlike theatrical systems based on reproducibility, our performances unfold through instant decision-making. Time in our
performance-based filmmaking is not neutral or abstract. The body does not simulate risk. It goes through it: the fatigue
building while performing; the cold spreading through our bones and muscles; our breathing changing as fear affects
concentration. This has profound consequences for our filmmaking practice.

On screen, the length of each action is a fundamental component of the image, whether it’s about long stretches, abrupt
interruptions and jumps, or moments that return but never equal themselves. That is, what is visible is shaped by time itself.
To show how time unfolds, let non-linear narratives emerge that intensify through accumulation (see Tarr For instance, a
bodily action that lingers past the point of comfort or is repeated more times changes its meaning. Waiting, like in
Tarkovsky’s Stalker, becomes dramaturgy. Stillness, like in Parajanov’s The Colour of Pomegranates, becomes an active
compositional force rather than empty cinematic time. These compositional elements allow narratives to coagulate in
spirals. This temporal density has its own cinematic fiction. Still, meaning arises primarily from bodily pressure and
sensorial saturation, not from interpretation.

For example, in our recent performance-based film realised in the Svalbard Arctic Archipelago (2025, currently in post-
production), meltwater altered our cinematic time as it continually changed routes, eroding the permafrost. We approach
melting ice not just as a visual metaphor for the climate crisis, but as an unstable collaborator. Its physical transformation
from the solid to the liquid state happened before the camera—its immaculate surface dissolving unpredictably in a few
hours. This is to say that the environment set rhythms beyond our control, as well as the abrupt shifts in the temperature,
changed how long we could continue. Looking at these conditions, performance-based filmmaking is listening, not scheming.
Performance and film emerge together in time pressure inscribed in human and non-human agents.

Material agency = co-authorship

In nature, the unpredictability of substances is evident, for instance, when water leaks beyond our intention and
destabilises distance, coal stains breath, and soil absorbs memory. Because they have their own agency, they can alter the
rhythm of a performance action or introduce risk. By acting on the body and the moving image (resisting, collapsing,
rupturing, or contaminating), they can transform a choreography of pre-defined movements in many ways.
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Through this co-authorship, fiction emerges from our performing bodies engaging with materials rather than from
symbolism alone. The body does not illustrate meaning. It changes it. The image documents this mutual transformation.
Because materials play an active role, our approach to making film is informed by an ecological view. Fiction becomes a
field where many kinds of forces work together, not just human ones.

We treat objects and materials as our performance companions with their own nature, not as inert matter, but as co-
creators of the performances as they act on our bodies and vice versa. In so doing, meaning emerges through negotiation.
In film, this means fiction arises from interactions among materials, not only from telling a story.

For instance, in Svalbard, we researched and worked on coal and mine structures in relation to the closure of Arctic coal
mines and the ecological tensions surrounding extractive economies. During one performance-based filming session, we
reenacted Rasa Todosijevic’s iconic performance Was Ist Kunst? (“What is Art2”), transforming it into Hast du Kohle¢ (“Do
You Have Coal?”) where | kept a coal pebble in my mouth while Verena shook my face repeatedly, as Todosijevi¢ did in
his performance, shaking the face of his female partner continually. However, | held the pebble not only as a historical
reference or political mark but also as a physical agent that altered my breath, stained my lips, and materially infiltrated
coal dust in my saliva (Fig. 1).
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Figure 1. VestAndPage. “Hast du Kohle2” Performance for video. Still from Deserts Black and Blue, 2025, © VestAndPage.

Therefore, the moving image did not materialise in a conventional symbolic sense but from the physical contact between
body and substance. It did not merely illustrate environmental fragility and labour precariousness but actively shaped the
performance’s unfolding. It functioned as both a material process and an epistemological condition. Similarly, performing
on thin ice produced instability, resulting in shakiness in form, image, and bodily orientation. In a sense, the cinematic frame
itself began to melt, becoming porous. So, we have adopted the notion of ‘melting the frame’ because it goes beyond
metaphor and denotes a breakdown of stable distinctions: between fiction and reality, performer and filmmaker, image
and event, human and environment, subject and matter (Fig. 2).
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Site-responsiveness—the architecture of the invisible

For us, each site where we film, whether it is an industrial ruin, a desert, a polar landscape, or a spectral architecture, is
not a fascinating backdrop or well-prepackaged scenery by nature or history. We recognise in it its own dramaturgical
force, which imposes conditions that cannot be overruled. A subterranean, wet and dark milieu can hinder our movements,
alter our acoustic capacity, introduce hazards, and generate atmospheres no script could anticipate. By filming and
performing in such places through a site-responsive approach, fiction becomes a spatial event rather than a narrative
template. The environment inscribes itself in our bodies and in the image we produce simultaneously. This means that
collaboration and co-creation with a site are founded on symbiosis.

On-site, we do not film and perform, executing preconceived concepts in any location we choose. Of course, before doing
so, we have already conducted extensive research. Still, when we enter sites, we listen o what they propose. This
distinction is fundamental because a site is never neutral; it is like a thinking body that contains temporal sediments,
invisible histories, political tensions, ecological scars, and architectural memories. These forces shape the performative
event before any action begins.

How we relate to space distances us from the classical use of cinematic locations. Whatsoever environment must remain
irreducible and not transformed into a controllable cinema set. This is why site-responsiveness requires radical availability.
For example, to enter an ancient, abandoned sanatorium like those on the island of Poveglia is to accept that the place
may alter the work completely, as emotions fluctuate under environmental pressure, as when filming and performing in
darkness. These conditions act as psychic, poetic and philosophical collaborators, allowing the site to function as an
extension of our interior states, exceeding our human grasp. Hence, they do not obstruct the work; they constitute it.
Consequently, fiction ceases to function as an autonomous narrative structure imposed upon space but becomes spatially
generated. It means that a site contributes to write part the film and must be treated with care—care not as an ethical or
thematic add-on but because it creates a space in which the unforeseeable can be sustained without collapse, so that
failure becomes a structural option rather than a mistake.

Beyond character development
A narrative progression often relies on characters’ psychological development, emotional trajectories, and interpersonal
conflicts. In performance-based filmmaking, the performing body does not primarily function as a conventional fictional
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character but rather as a site of presence. There is no psychology to resolve, no narrative identity to arc across the frame.
The performer does not represent someone else but themselves, even when in costume. Performance-based filmmaking is
about engaging with converging temporalities and making them visible. It is about exposure and tension rather than
representation—finding meaning through lived, corporeal transformation rather than acting techniques that simulate
emotions. The performing body functions as an epistemic membrane through which inner and outer, flow into one another
(Stenke and Pagnes, 2020). Therefore, what is revealed through it is the instability of existence per se. Thus, the spectator
is not seduced into identifying with a character, as this displacement of character dissolves the representational contract of
classic fictional cinema. By contrast, the spectator is invited to dwell within the same temporal pressure as the filmed
performing body, precisely when their breath becomes laboured or their movements lose precision and this loss infiltrates
concentration. These are not mistakes to be edited out. They are the moments when the work becomes most truthful (Fig.
3).

Figure 3. VestAndPage. “Pietas.” Still from STRATA, 2024, © VestAndPage.

Low-Budget Filmmaking as an Ethical Stance

Our films are produced with minimal technological equipment and financial infrastructure. This is an ethical commitment.
Low-budget filmmaking decentralises power and makes the process more responsive to the needs of those who make the
work, rather than to the demands of those who fund it. It also allows us to engage more deeply with questions of
vulnerability, authorship, and the time spent working.

Without the pressure to be profitable, a low-budget approach can keep the work open to risk and allow for intimacy.
Without a large crew, reciprocity becomes central to the creation process. The power dynamics within a small film team
are more balanced and flexible, and the collaborative process is more integrated. These conditions also influence the
visual appearance of our films. Our aesthetic choices avoid the high-tech effects and polish commonly associated with film,
in which digital tools are increasingly used to perfect images. We want to preserve what is uncertain. We use technology
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as a tool for seeing, not for pretending. The unpredictable is not hidden from view; rather, the vulnerable, the real, and
the vulnerable are in plain sight. This position is a resistance to the trend in experimental films in the twenty-first century
toward becoming ever more digital. The fictive is not found in what cannot be seen or understood, but rather in what is
visible. The shaking camera, environmental sounds, uneven clarity, exhaustion, and uncertainty are not faults. They are
proof that we have made something together. In this sense, the low-budget mode is a political act of asserting presence
(Pagnes, Stenke, et al. 2023).

Melting the frame

Our approach is grounded in the view that filmmaking is a mode of embodied research. We do not seek to articulate
already-acquired knowledge; instead, through and by the very act of performing and filming, film works as an epistemic
laboratory for the production of knowledge. That is why we have a particular affinity with the methodologies and
practices of Practice-as-Research in its experimental expansion towards fiction.

Our film is not the depiction of an intellectual position; it is material thinking. Here, the knowledge is situated, partial,
vulnerable, and embodied. One does not know melting intellectually after standing for hours on unstable Arctic ice while
filming in sub-zero temperatures.

One knows it somatically. Similarly, knowledge is not acquired by mere interaction with the material elements, but through
them in our body as an archive and a sensor. So performance-based filmmaking is a practice in how to enter reality.
Fiction becomes a performative epistemology through which we may experience what cannot be fully represented in
documentary realism alone. Thus Practice-as-Research is more than a documentation process; it is an essential method for
investigating knowledge, eventually a means to produce it.

The performance becomes more than a means to illustrate a theory; it becomes a generator of possibilities situated,
partial and vulnerable; what is known is what is experienced.

Thus, melting the frame derives from our reflections on what it means to melt, not only as a physical process but also as a
way of being in the world. Melting is a state of flux that is capable of destabilising borders where solidity gives way to
fluidity, form loses its fixity, and its contours disappear, stable identities start to change or even dissolve, o become fluid.
Within our filmmaking practice, melting functions simultaneously at material, cinematic, and philosophical levels. In this
respect, our film melts the frame when the boundary between documentary representation and fiction disappears, when
the filming of the event does not serve the domination of a filmmaker, when the agency of the environment has the power
to reshape its narrative, when the body is no longer able to keep the distance from its site, and when the cinematic
language becomes porous enough to accommodate uncertainty rather than solve it.

This porosity is essential for our understanding of experimental fiction filmmaking—not merely an experiment with forms of
representation but an experiment with modes of relationality: What occurs when cinema lets go of its claim of mastery?
What would happen if fiction were made from exposure rather than from prefiguration, from residue rather than from
image as a form of representation under control?2 And now, when contemporary ecological, political and technical contexts
are often defined by states of instability, extraction, acceleration and fragmentation, these questions feel increasingly
relevant. To melt the frame may mean to allow film to return to its vulnerability once more.

Conclusion

So, fiction as exposure. Not fiction as something that's told. Not fiction as a story told retrospectively, or fiction as a
symbolic fabrication, or fiction as a fake world, but fiction as something entered without guarantee, something that
happens. The moment when the body doesn't know anymore. The moment when the image starts to shake. The moment
when control breaks down, and there's only attention—fiction as an event that comes into existence through an embodied
experience of uncertainty.

The camera is a vulnerable participant. Site and matter become co-authors, narrative is duration, and duration is pressure.
The moving image, therefore, becomes the residue of experience, not its description. It is a by-product of embodied
experience and knowledge. In this sense, experimental filmmaking is not only an exploration of formal possibilities but
also a reconsideration of the ethics of image production, the ethics of bodies, environments, and relations, and the ethics of
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fiction itself. And this may have particular significance in a world in which images circulate increasingly through virtual and
digital means, images of simulation, images generated at accelerated speeds, and by bodies other than our own.

And so, technology is not as something that gives us authority, but a witness, for performance-based filmmaking insists that,
no matter how we produce images and no matter what we use to do so, the irreducibility of the lived experience remains.
Each of our films puts into action these tenets of performance-based filmmaking: unscripted performance, duration as
exposure, materials as co-author and the camera as witness, as the relational film that we make together. These aren't
films that serve to illustrate such theoretical statements; they exist as parallel sites of knowledge production—experimental
fiction as the result of ethical relations; of bodies, images and relations. The image starts to shake because the body does.
The frame begins to melt because reality and the world start to melt. Fiction begins at that moment when we no longer
know the event from the outside. Fiction begins there.
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