Creative Phenomenological Inquiry: 

A Return to Poetic Language and the Experience 

of  the Body in the Digital Age

He never  supposed

That he might be truth, himself, or part of it,

That the things that he rejected might be part

And the irregular turquoise part, the perceptible blue

Grown dense,  part, the eye  so touched,  so played

Upon by clouds, the ear so magnified

By thunder, parts, and all these things together,

Parts, and more things, parts. He never  supposed  divine

Things might not look divine, nor that if nothing

Was divine then all things were, the world itself,

And that if nothing was the the truth, then all

Things were the truth, the world itself was the truth.

(From “Landscape with Boat” by Wallace Stevens)

Four Essays by Laura Hohlwein
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Introduction: What Might We Lose if We Transcend the Body
In the past three or four generations, humans have been asked to absorb information that, in its non-physical nature and staggering  quantity, exists essentially outside of the general reference  points of two hundred thousand years of homo-sapien experience.  It is not a question whether or not we will be altered by this penetrating exposure to such non-spatial, non-temporal information.  It is a question of how, how much and how soon.

The contemporary historical moment, in relation to the technological presence that largely defines it, brings us to critical junctures of cultural development if not more fundamental, individual  perceptual ones. But it is a chicken and egg  question – if the technological media changes how we perceive ourselves and our environment or the other way around.  Regardless, we are caught in a wheel of the reference of the self to Information, to processing intelligence. Whether we let ourselves be predominantly defined by the technologies that serve us or find new ways to evolve our humanity in their presence, the digital determinants of our being, our  meaning, our social roles, interactions, expectations, etc., are clearly not only waning, but are insuating themselves into our lives with a near exponential power.  

Exponential acceleration is radically different from the linear terms of growth we are accustomed to thinking in and promises to have extensive  consquences for human experience.   In 1982 Vernor Vinge introduced the idea of mathematical singularity: “a point in space or time at which one's existing  models of reality are no longer valid.” (web 1) To explain: the amount of time it takes to double the amount of technology and knowledge we have and utilize is the basic unit.  It took from the time of Jesus until about 1500 for the first doubling to happen. Then it took from 1500 to 1750.  Then 1750 to 1850. Then ever shorter periods of time to where we are no, a point at which technology and knowledge double about every year or so. Buckminster Fuller calculated that this doubling would reach the infinite point in 2012, when change would occur instantaneously and utterly unpredictably.   Already we are now at a point where our evolution is being modified faster than natural, generational  time periods and our social structures are straining at the seams.  

It is unclear how much choice we have in the matter without individually becoming  Luddites and simply retreating (with great difficulty) from participation in the digital realm – increasingly, the predominant realm of our social interaction.  Another issue is the vast technological differences separating the first and third worlds.  Will these unstoppable technological advances be so significant as to change all life for all human beings, or just for some?  Will linear human history be able to sustain itself and if not, at what price?  

Much, of course, has been written on futuristic dystopian scenarios in which the computer lives on as its author is rendered obsolute.  It’s been nearly forty years since the Hal 9000 presented itself as a malevolent, controlling, indeed murderous disembodied intelligence  who was not subject to the vulnerablilities of the flesh, nor temporal (mortal) definition – until of course its fatal deprogramming  at the end.  Bit by bit, losing its information and connection, Hal returns to the simple sing-songs, sweet little sayings of its early ‘human programming’, then vowels, then nothing.  Had it not been deprogrammed at the last possible minute, the human  crew would have been killed off entirely  and Hal would have found dominion in eternity.

Bracketed somewhere between innocent, infantile babbling and amoral, instantaneous information-processing, lies the standard sweep of human intellegence.  This intelligence draws both from primitive, primordial, native ‘understanding’ - from bodily perception and its validation and resolution of individual lived experience, and from the more abstract, applicable learnings  of collective history.  It is our nature and birthright to need both, to develop out of an understanding of both, to find our place individually as we wed our own physical experience with assimilated knowledge and stuctures born of that knowledge.  

Our problem is not, as Mark Hansen writes in “The Philosophy of New Media” just “the horrors of the 20th century but the temporal spatial situation we confront in the face of technology… the overabundance of events”. (  )  What happens when we can no longer process events/knowledge/emotion due to its sheer, unedited volume?  What happens if and when there ceases to be time to draw personal and historical reference to events?  If the ‘overabundance of events’ continues its dramatic increase will we sacrifice  coherence, comprehension, memory, summation, abstraction, direction?  The development of community?  The development of self?

This is one problem.

Another problem is the assumptive dream of cognitive science,  to recreate human intelligence.  While often marked by noble efforts, this endeavor is essentially hubristic; we cannot purport to recreate our cognitive funtions digitally  not having understood them originally .  The scope, depth and inherent ambiguities of human perception, expression and function arise from the interrelation of two unfathomably complex spheres: the body (inclusive of mind) and nature.  We can explore these spheres, we can expand these spheres but we cannot model them.

The poet W.S. Merwin had comments on such endeavers in his piece “Unchopping a Tree” in which we are told how to recreate a tree.  At the end he writes:

Finally the moment arrives when the last sustaining piece is removed and the tree stands again on its own. It is as though its weight for a moment stood on your heart. You listen for a thud of settlement, a warning creak deep in the intricate joinery. You cannot believe it will hold. How like something dreamed it is, standing there all by itself. How long will it stand there now? The first breeze that touches its dead leaves all seems to flow into your mouth. You are afraid the motion of the clouds will be enough to push it to over. What more can you do? What more can you do?

This is a critical time.  We cannot stop the impulse to develop and make artificial intelligence  successful and yet, as we try to base machine cognition on our own, we would be wise to check our assumptions about how we do indeed learn and think and to ask ourselves if we even know.  Have we advanced so far beyond Aristotle who in 340 BC, in Metaphysics, said, “the energy of the mind is the essence of life.”  Do we know, really, what constitutes the energy and occupation of the mind?

Transhumanists, those who believe that artificial intelligence, in its exponential growth, will soon, very soon, be able to ‘house’ uploaded intelligence,  seem to believe that spectacular leaps in self-engendering   machine intelligence  will  bring infinite possibility: we will have no work, no necessary death, perhaps ultimately no nasty biology to contend with, nor the complicated social scenarios that bodily-being entails.  Perhaps they are right.  Perhaps all changes will be good.  Or perhaps not.  If we breathe life into automated intelligence that is self-reproducing, self-educating and leaps exponentially into further evolutions of itself (all the while modifying our own selves) we must admit from the start that we have no earthly (underscored) way of predicting what will arrive at our doorstep.  Perhaps this Hal 9000 will simply open the hatch on all of us.  We don’t and can’t know.

Still, a blanket condemnation of technological  growth is useless and invalid.  However, we should focus on what technology can do for us and what cannot.

Some people in the burgeoning cyberculture imagine that one day we, as a species, will escape the confines of mortal bodies by merging ourselves with silicon. In this context, Ephémère can be viewed as an attempt to reaffirm our limitations, our mortality, our dependency on ageing bodies and an earth which will, for those of us now living, absorb our bones, dreams of cyber immortality notwithstanding.

“I am not interested in technology per se, but in the kind of spatial perceptual experience it give access to… To remind myself and others how extraordinary it is to be here. (immersence.com)

What we're seeing is "essentially a hundred years of new media art crammed into ten years," said Beth Coleman, assistant professor in Comparative Media Studies and in the Program in Writing and Humanistic Studies, who moderated a panel on "New Media and Art" on Oct. 26.

The tool of time - Self-knowledge entails a visionary poetic investigation of human cognition as an expression of meditative synaesthesia that goes beyond the binary closures of rational vision. Individual awareness only takes place when the self is a part of Nature and sees itself in a constant state of transition. (notes        )
The essays collected here will discuss various methods by which artists and poets examine  the experience of living embodied  consciousness.  In sharing both the methodologies  and products of those inquiries, they advance human  awareness in ways that, in this author’s opinion, could not be simulated by artificial intelligence  as it is based in the body and in the natural and naturally mysterious workings of visual and poetic language  whose specific sources the authors themselves could not identify let alone codify.  Further, and not quite paradoxically, these essays will show how contemporary artists use mostly the digital capacities of current media  to investigate the phenomenologies of human experience  heretofore unavailable to us.  While  these tools allow us to examine  phenomena in increasingly specific parts, replicating and magnifying  the instances of living,  slowing down the “now’ such that we might look at it, often, insodoing, they seem to highlight  (at least the contemporary) limitations of technological replications of consciousness  along with all  that which falls outside of the specificity of language  or other tools of objective  reference.  Put more positively, while digitization cannot replicate consciousness it can offer us new ways to investigate and experience it. 

In the artworld, digitization has paved a grand new playground. The 20th century permissions of art for art’s sake thrives – and with fantastic results.  The universal availability of digital  connection and media-centered  possiblities allow for unprecedented exchange  of ideas and cultural critique and interaction.  Here, the break down of the restrictions of time and space and the consequent widening of audience and expressive possiblitiy is thrilling in its potential for establishing borderless cultures.  On the other hand, it is a pressing challenge  to the question ‘what is art?’ that anyone can make/post movies, photos, blogs, etc. for all the world to see (if they are looking).  No museum.  No walls.  No stubborn publishers.  No patrons, no canons or requirements for what is beautiful, what serves.  Does it matter if there even is an audience?   Or is ‘presence’ an achievement enough?  Now, at least in this historical moment – we still all share the fact of our living  presence.  We share essential bodily experience (and the challenges  thereto in this ultra-mechanical age).  We share our mortality, our essential definition as a species aware of itself as being born of, living in and dying within the structure of time.  Such is the condition of our being.  Time is inseparable from this presence.  And language, our inevitable tool of consciousness, cannot be made to function mathematically or predictably as it is the nature of language , and therefore consciousness, to cast first into the darkness of the unknown with the intuitive, feral, guessing, available, risking, unpredictable inquiry of imagination.

Certainly all the efforts put into trying to model human intelligence  artificially has not been wasted.  ‘We can view recent work in artificial intelligence as a crucial experiment disconfirming the traditional assumption that human reasons can be analyzed into rule-governed operations on situation-free discrete elements – the most important disconfirmation of this metaphysical demand that has ever been produced.” (WC, 304)

So says Professor Dreyfuss, Professor of Philosophy at UC Berkeley, author of “What Computers Can’t Do” and “What Computers Still Can’t Do.”   Professor Dreyfus has long been a lightening rod for his opposition to the ability of Artificial Intelligence  to succeed in creating consciousness as we know it.

His oppositions, grounded in continental philosophy, primarily the works of Martin Heidegger,  will provide the framework for the distribution of the following essays.

He opposes the biological assumption of cognitive science, that at some level  people operate in a digital manner.  To this I will ammend  my own discussion of the phenomenology of perception, as guided by Merleau-Ponty.

He opposes the psychological assumption, that all thought is calculation, to which I will address the field or ‘territory’ of language  formation  from which we derive our psychological experience of Being, here referencing  the writings of Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty and the scientist/poet, Bachelard.

Professor Dreyfuss opposes the epistemological assumption of cognitive science, that all knowledge can be formalized.  Here again, working with an exploration of the growing point of language, the inventive poetic metaphor, I offer a discussion of how knowledge, human knowledge, grows out of an intuitive, essentially poetic embrace of that which preceeds/exceeds knowledge.

Lastly, Dreyfuss opposes the ontological assumptions of those who would asssume to mimic consciousness mechanically.  This assumption is that our world in comprised of context-free facts that are discrete, interchaneable, codifiable.  Again, referencing  the philosophical contributions of the phenomenologists, I will present a discussion of the essential context of time, and its offspring – memory and hope, as the key condition of human experience. 

​​

​​

The Phenomenology of Perception 

As Explored in the Work of Gary Hill and Bill Viola
Infant, it is enough in life

To speak of what you see.  But wait

Until sight wakens the sleepy eye

And pierces the physical fix of things.

Wallace Stevens, from “The Red Fern”

Among the impulses to create images is that of attempting to recreate spatial, temporal and psychological conditions that speak more than they can say - that, like immediate experience itself, position the viewer not only in front of images but in the expanded field of possible perception in such a way that the very phenomenology of individual perception in inevitably both elicited and addressed.

According to Merleau-Ponty, phenomenology is “the study of essences” (Merleau-Ponty PP, vii). The term is further defined in the glossary of Phenomenology Online: “It asks the question ‘what is the nature and meaning of something?’  It demands that we re-learn to look at the world as we meet it in experience.”  To establish the essential nature of a thing, or of ourselves, is to put in abeyance abstraction and theory, criticism and even conscious labelling, naming or identifying.  In short, one wants to avoid anything that mitigates or summarizes pure experience.   When we find ourselves, as we ever can, at a particular moment in space and time – only then, by attending to the immediate particulars of that situation, can we identify and experience phenomena and consider their implications.  The condition for phenomenological discovery is always to be found in the present moment and always relates to the individual and his or her immediate point of view.

Far from the ‘window-on-the-world’ positioning of the viewer that has been generally dominant since the time that painting was taken out of architectural/muralistic space and contained within a frame, the spatio-temporal image implicates the viewer, puts one in the context of the present and unfolding iteration of the piece itself, activating one’s sense of Being, of responding, questioning, experiencing, assimilating, forgetting, moving through, attending to multi-dimensionality and passing time 

It will here be argued that, in the video works of Gary Hill and Bill Viola, basic phenomenological methodologies and questions are concisely put into play.  What are, for example, the basic components of human interaction with external physical phenomena?  What happens in the moment of encounter between consciousness and any object of its attention?  What are the limits of the field of perception?  Indeed, what are the limits or delineations of our own physical and spiritual dimensions?  The human being, existing in the world, is invariably, moment by moment, confronted with physical phenomena and must (consciously or not) adjust his or her consciousness to them – perceiving them, -associating from them, being affected (in often an utterly non-verbal way) by them.  In this realm - between things as they are in themselves and the manipulations of human consciousness which perceives those things - runs a course of inquiry which meanders between the objective, verifiable (yet ultimately inscrutable) real world and the liminal, inarticulate, utterly subjective and ultimately impermanent human self.  The questions are large, but these artists discuss them directly and without fuss.  They, perhaps equally, engage both philosophical inquiry and poetic sensibilities to recreate the very kernel of the moment in which the nature of consciousness and of its relation to the natural, physical world is laid bare.  

At stake is not just our understanding of the essence of the real, physical world, but the essence of our own selves as we might exist (indeed do exist) prior to our own personal, psychological self-definition.  Merleau-Ponty writes that “the aim [of phenomenology] is not to generate theory or even empirical results but instead to “offer account of experience, space, time, body and human relation as we live them.” (PP, ix)

Clearly, as we follow the leads of this most inexact human science, we would naturally wind up in deep consideration of how we ‘account for’ describe or define experience consciously to ourselves; we would be lead to a discussion of what conscious engagement itself implies and to an analysis of it, and of how or in what way language can be separated from consciousness.  However, this discussion will be reserved for a later chapter of this argument. For now, we will endeavor to discuss perception as it might be available to us in an immediate sense, before it is augmented or interpreted by and through language.  Moreover, we will consider how the artistic medium of video installations can powerfully serve, as Bill Viola writes,  as “allegories for human perception.” (AJ) 
Although video, by its own nature, -is not natural, but highly technical and therefore heir to multiple logistical problems and limitations, the camera lens is often regarded as a metaphor for sight.  According to Viola though, “the camera only grossly resembles the mechanics of the eye …In function it acts, “ he writes,  “like something more akin to what we term consciousness…Its true nature is as an instrument for the articulation of mental space.” (Ibid)
What is the vision afforded then by the camera?  And in what way is it akin to consciousness?

Scott McQuire, a writer who aims to lay some foundations for video theory,  has identified three properties that might help answer those questions.  These properties are its possible instantaneity, its plasticity, relating to its potential for multiple or overlayed images or projections, and its architectonics, relating to how it is displayed or installed, We will discuss these in order, beginning with instantaneity, and will show by example how these foundational principles of the medium of video relate to key concepts of phenomenology.

​​​
Instantaneity and the Primacy of the Present Moment and the Phenomenal Field
Although video is often, of course, shot elsewhere in a different location from where it is viewed and is potentially edited or manipulated to varying degrees in the studio the medium maintains the capacity for feedback, which Gary Hill describes as “video’s intrinsic principle” (Hill, 67).  The present-time descriptive capacities of the video camera allow the perception of the audience to be integral to the realization of the artwork.  The audience’s experience of such pieces is not one of watching the unfolding of a preconceived narrative or even of a reconstructed one.  Like the compression of a poem, the instantaneity of video allows for the subject of the work to be the moment itself unfolding before us, along with, and integrally connected to, our experience of that moment.

Merleau-Ponty writes, “Phenomenology is a philosophy in which the world is always already there before reflection begins – as an inalienable presence.”(PP, vii)  And, the moment the phenomenologist wants to focus on is the present one in which the “’inalienable’” presence of the world is met by the conscious human.  Merleau-Ponty goes on to say that, “The problem [of phenomenology] is to understand the strange relationships which are woven between parts of the landscape, or between it and me as

incarnate subject, and through which an object perceived can concentrate in itself a whole scene or become the imago of a whole segment of life.”  (PP, 61)

If this had been a direct assignment, Viola couldn’t have hit it more on the head.  His installation, He Weeps for You, 1976, (and one might remember for later the spiritual overtone of his title), the artist manages to capture the miracles of natural phenomena along with that of our own physical selves - all, literally, in a drop of water.

In this video installation, we enter into a big room and see against a wall at our left a giant projection of a drop of water.  The screen fills the wall.  The drop that is projected there begins small, but grows fuller and fuller.  Eventually it drops and one hears a loud bang.

If, driven by curiosity, we stand near the opposite end of the room where we will have noticed a video camera pointing at a drop of water forming on the end of a small pipe, we will look up to see ourselves, suddenly projected huge and inside the drop!  The water drop slowly expands again,  now with us inside.  It gets bigger, more ripe, more full and we and it begin to waver.  When the actual water drop falls, it falls onto a drum that is amplified and the single sound announces the end of that image and an end of that ‘version’ of us.

The instantaneity of this installation reveals much to us.  It makes us, in a sense live and die in that minute or two.  It makes us admit that we are in fact of the world in the same way that any object is.  It makes us admit we are part of the cyclical life of any of the world’s phenomena.  Ours is a rich, building, budding moment that ends.  With a bang.  We don’t seem to understand the life of the water drop any more than we do our own lives, but we know that it is beautiful, that there is much to see, if we bother to look.  We understand that everything, in fact, is phenomena which, though they include us naturally and without bias, are always more multitudinous and more intricate than we could ever even begin to imagine.

This is a key component to phenomenology - the concept of a phenomenal field, that the physical area around us is ever available to our perception, that, as Merleau-Ponty writes, “every object is a permanent possibility for perception. (PP, 102) Objects (collectively, the natural world) exist prior to our awareness or engagement with them and are dynamically available to us to the extent that we meet them as unique, fresh phenomena in each new moment.

Of course, though, we are given to summarization, to abstraction, to comparison, to generalization.  Without these concepts, we could not learn or survive.  While phenomenology strives to consider the moment of “the advent of consciousness”, (PP, 71) one must ever bear in mind the complexity, duration and referential nature of human learning, if only to be aware of what we are working against as we try to get back to an experience of pure presence.  For this reason, the ability of video to offer layered, interweaving, inter-dimensional imagery makes it again a powerful medium for those interested in considering the workings of human consciousness.

Plasticity and the Multiplicity of Human Perception
The plasticity of video allows it to evoke/reflect most accurately our actual experience of experiencing itself. This term refers to the video medium’s ability to treat images as “infinitely scalable, to manipulate individual parts and imbue picture elements into complex, densely layered images that evoke  an internal montage.  (Web 2) This layering of images draws on our sense of psychological layering of dreams, memories, the loose, imagistic possibilities of past, present and future as, somewhat perhaps, they coordinate themselves in our conscious assimilation.  

Gary Hill’s piece “I Believe It Is an Image in Light of the Other, 1991—92”, offers an illustration of plasticity and its possible effect.  In this installation, a fallen pile of mostly open books lie on the floor.  Some are large, some small, some lit, some dim in the distance.  Above some of the open books, single-monitored projections hang down.  The devices are largely invisible but the images they project are the opposite: largely visible, but still translucent.  The images are of faces or of hands.    They are projected onto the open books and the words are almost legible through them.  The faces are projected.  They are mute.   The hands are indistinct and roam over the texts or open towards us over other pages that are empty of text. 

The experience of this installation is not an experience of watching a video; this is an encounter with presence. The sense of presence emanates from the mere physical reality of the objects of the books and of the semi-embodied faces and hands float above them.  The ethereal drifting of these body parts is suggestive.  The faces (which naturally make us think of and empathize with others like us who are trying to make sense of the world) seem of a different order than the physical objects of the books.  What the books are is mysterious; the mere presence of them is mysterious as are the language and ideas that they contain.  And the faces are equally, but differently, mysterious.  What is a living thing? – we want to know as we look upon this overlay.  How very different it seems to be than the object on which it appears.   What does this person want?  What can he know?  Is he trapped?  Is he okay?  Also, and perhaps most mysterious are the hands that float over the text. Are they touching the text?  Are they learning? It seems as if they are groping, wanting to find a way for hands themselves to absorb knowledge.  It seems also like they could be ours, reaching out into the space of the installation.  We feel ourselves wanting to learn, or, at the very least, empathizing with wanting to learn.  At issue seems to be the connecting/or disconnecting links between sensory knowledge and the odd, particular, individual human psyche.  And then there is all that knowledge out there just waiting.

This plasticity, this overlaying of resonant images serves well as an ‘allegory for human perception.  Our mind (here: our head/faces) and our senses (here: our hands) try to relate to and learn from those objects about us, all of which are redolent with possible knowledge or sensation for us.  And still, the overall sense is one of mystery, of yearning that might never be satisfied.

Architectonics, The Limits of Human Awareness and the Transcendental Field

The limits of our ability to “take it all in” can be well-addressed though an inventive use of dynamic image and space.  The architectonics of video relate to how the video image is positioned in space, how it can be modified to blend with or augment other spatial structures and impose upon the viewer certain physical behaviors as they navigate the installation space. 

Part of the success of the above installation, indeed all of Gary Hill’s installations, is his inventiveness and triumph over what he spoke of as the most difficult aspect of using video, “...decentralizing the focus off the TV object itself” and avoiding habitual forms of fascination with the televised image.  (Web 1)  A video installation that breaks down the viewer/screen relationship, that exists and affects viewer perception in present time and that can provide or suggest multifarious, simultaneous, evocative imaging can come close to approximating the activity of the conscious, living self, which Merleau-Ponty regards as the “absolute source” of phenomenological  understanding.  (PP, xvii). In order to seek the “essence of consciousness” (ibid, 71) we need to return to the living body to “rediscover our actual presence to ourselves” (ibid).

In the piece Crux, 1983, Gary Hill does exactly that.

For the creation of the piece, Hill attached five cameras to his body – one pointing up at his head, one pointing down at each foot and one pointing out at each hand. In the shooting of the video(s), Hill essentially walked  through and around the ruins of a building located in some rough and scruffy woods in upstate New York.  He walked into the woods and eventually, with some difficulty, made his way to a creek and stepped into it.  Because the video he shot was simply of himself moving through the world we later see it and it feels like an exploration of the present.

Now the architectonics of the piece come into play – the installation, the space.  When we walk into the darkened room of Crux, we see on the wall video monitors positioned one at the top and two at the bottom and two positioned equally out to the sides, each, obviously, showing the video shot of Hill’s corresponding body part.  It is not at all inconsquential that these images form the shape of a cross (that indeed the human form forms the shape of the cross – or vice versa, that the cross was shaped, initially, to “accommodate” human form).  It is not inconsequential that we  enter the space as if it is perhaps a religious space.  What is at issue, is the nature of the human body and its relation to nature, to its spirit, to Spirit, to our spirit.

Here is a human being experiencing whatever piece of the world he is in, whatever time.  And only that.  The experience is limited, but the engagement is absolutely true.  As we watch the video, and the rough ground makes walking difficult for Hill and jars the image, our empathy is complete.  We too are taking in what we can through our senses.  We see only what our eyes can take in.  And we struggle to see more.  When we see in video monitors the image of a river in the distance, as ‘we struggle to get there’  we feel some hope.  And, when Hill steps his feet into the water at the end, we feel some relief.  And yet, like we imagine Hill did, we also sense that field of perception has just shifted and that this is just another place for possible experience.

Perhaps the dominant sensation of this piece is that of the ‘spirit made flesh’ – of the limitations of the singular, human, sensory perception and of the implication something much larger, less limited, less confined, more eternal.  This expansiveness seems always both outside of us and within us yet always seems to beyond the scope of our comprehension.

Expansiveness is a key concept in phenomenology.  Phenomenology derives its meaning from perspective, from the actual, individual visual perspective in which where one is standing in relation to an object determines what that moment’s truth is of that object and, indeed, what our truth is at that moment as well.   Merleau-Ponty writes that our perceptual field is always made up of “things and the spaces between things.” (PP, 18)  “The perceptual something is always in the middle of something else, it always forms part of a field.”  (Ibid, 71)   And such is the human condition as well.  Like Gary Hill walking through the woods, our presence is always as a thing in the middle of something else and we spend our lives moving through our ever-changing perceptual fields which change in relation to our perception of them.

The concept of individual perception related to the all the possibilities of perception provided by an expanded phenomenal field provides the essential stance of phenomenology: 

“If objects may never show me more than one of their faces, this is because I am myself in a certain place from which I see them and which I cannot see.  If nevertheless I believe in the existence of their hidden sides and equally in a world which embraces all and co-exists with them, I do so in so far as my body, always present for me, and yet involved with them in so many objective relationships, sustains their co-existence with it and communicates to them all the pulse of its duration.  (PP, 106) (italics mine)

In a chapter called “The Problem of the Body”, Merleau-Ponty writes about looking at a farmhouse.  Regardless of where one stands, regardless of what truth one observes, the farmhouse, for as long as it exists/existed, is/was available to be perceived from every angle. Or, from no angle.  He remarks that it (or anything you chose to discuss) looks different from every location from which it is observed or observable.  He mentions that its actual truth is the sum of all those perspectives at once, which include those possible perspectives from inside the house, from underneath it, from between the wooden rafters, from the backs of every dresser drawer, from inside the cups, from back in time. 

This is then the transcendental field: the mysterious, enormous sum of all possible phenomenal fields.

Merleau-Ponty writes, “Phenomenology, alone of all philosophies, talks about the transcendental field.   ‘This word indicates that reflection never holds, arrayed and objectified before its gaze, the whole world and the plurality of nomads, and that its view is never other than partial and of limited power. “ (PP, 71)  In Crux, we do feel trapped.  However, it is by virtue of our feeling trapped that we sense our capacity for a largeness beyond the limitations of our body and its perspective.

What we move through partially, we suspect in totality.  This is the truth and the mystery of the physical world.  And we will never understand it all as long as we are embodied and bring with our bodies, perspective – (and this limitation occurs even before we bring to consciousness the shorthand of language and conceptualizations of experience).

Indeed, we live in a field whose edges we cannot find.  We look for them though through eyes whose own boundaries we also can’t quite identify.  But a sun shines on us from a distance we barely fathom and the field shimmers with phenomena right before us.  It reflects us in every drop.  Or could, if we had time to walk through and stand in front of all things, to gather knowledge through our hands and our minds in all times and all places and see ourselves reflected there, everywhere and nowhere at once.  To consider the phenomenological implications of time and space, of presence and change, of effort and perishability, we are fortunate we can work with fluid, expressive mediums that employ time and space and sensory involvement to create new visions, new moments to stir us to the brilliance of our own living.
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The Phenomenology of Unspoken Language:

Descriptions Without Place in the works of Hiroshi Sugimoto, 

Bill Viola, Gary Hill and Shimon Attie

At the earliest  ending of winter,

In March, a scrawny  cry from outside

Seemed  like a sound  in his mind.

He knew that he heard  it,

A bird’s cry, at daylight  or before,

In the early March  wind.

The sun was rising at six,

No longer a battered  panache  above snow…

It would have been outside.

It was not from the vast ventriloquism

Of sleep’s faded  papier-maché…

The sun was coming from the outside.

That scrawny  cry– It was

A chorister  whose c preceded the choir.

It was part of the colossal sun,

Surrounded  by its chora l rings,

Still far away.  It was like

A new knowledge  of reality.

Wallace Stevens - Not Ideas About the Thing but the Thing Itself

Mapping is a current obsession of sorts in contemporary new media art-making.  Considerations of the 
Panoptican, how we are seen, identified, reduced, recognized and located by myriad locating and surveillance devices seem to occupy a sizable part of the contemporary artistic response to how the world around us seems to be, largely, a world in more keen observance of us than we are of it.  Though artistic illuminations and reenactments of how we are ‘processed’ reveal some of the source and cost of this processing, we don’t squarely look back into the eye of the Panoptican because we cannot see it.  This observing eye belongs to no earthly or observable form.  It is not of this world. At yet at its center is not expansion, mystery, or resonance – this is not the eye of God.   At its center is the unsubtle focus of power and profit.  For us to be exploitable and even expendable, we must be allow ourselves to seen as identifiable bits of a formula that is neither human nor nuanced, nor interested in human nuance.   There is much at stake if we cease to recognize – not as some vague, mystical possibility, but as experiential truth – that we are all more individual and indivisible, more sensitive and complicated that we can ever fully realize or express.

In this age of techonology, our individual, actual experience is easily subsumed by ‘the facts,’ by quantifiable information.  We are well aware, as citizens of a global, digitalized economy that the key identifiers of ourselves, functionally, are those things that categorize us largely according to what we represent as participants in a global capitalist market.  Where are we in the matrix? – we might ask. What kind of information describes me? What and how much don’t I know about myself? How can I change my numbers, all of them?  And do these figures really determine my identity?  We anxiously seek to locate ourselves because we sense that inasmuch as we are located already, digitally, automatically, perpetually by databases that paint our portraits in 0’s and 1’s, that we, in a way don’t exist.   At the very least, we don’t much identify with the information that represents us.  To use art to reveal the pernicious nature of information gathering is not unuseful; these are our times and we must recognize that there are forces afoot for which our individual humanity and concerns are utterly irrelevant when they fall outside the quantifiable, when they cease to be data.

And yet, this paper will argue that we do in fact, perhaps desperately, yearn also to “trace the fugitive gods”, (Heidegger, Poetry 92)
, to reclaim our identities as citizens of the “life world” (Merleau-Ponty, World, xliv), to reinhabit our bodies 
and to find them in direct sensual, unmitigated relation with the physical.  Insodoing we might find ourselves where and as we should be, fleshly and impermanent, sensitive and associative, in the center and truth of our lives.  Though perhaps we have forgotten how to do it, we yearn (or should) to observe more than to be observed and to find our location (as consciousness in connection with the world) in that direct observation of what actually, materially lies before us, in the non-abstract personal space that we see, touch, breathe, remember.  

Ironically here, the digital arts are now offering us ways to look closer and closer at the most minute increments of our perception.  In new, nearly-infinitesimal re-creations of perceptual states,  those sensory experiences which remain very subtle and, as yet, even pre-linguistic are here ‘listened’ to. With attention to all that is in whatever way perceptable, if not easily expressable, we can reclaim the home that is our birthright, that territory within our selves that is unmapple, borderless, infinitely expansive and yet is where we live and where we might fully experience our greatest individuality and commonality both.  This unknowable place is the fundamental ground language, and therefore, likewise, of our own perception and most true experience.  

This paper follows an earlier essay on the phenomenology of perception and how new media technologies, particularly those of installation video works, can offer an experiential address or recreation of fundamental phenomenological experience which relate back to us issues of ontological concern.  The essay proceeded out of an appreciation of Merleau-Ponty’s insistance that the body is the instrument of consciousness and that one’s actual physical perspective is the key deliminator of any field of phenomenological possibility, the singular vehicle for the pure experience of ‘what is’.  
It is not a challenge to that premise that I now wish to advance into a discussion of how we observe, reference, consider or share essential individual experience with others.  We can do so  inasmuch as we share both a commonality of bodily experience as well as the human body’s common vast, mysterious source of living language in consciousness. We share perspective.  We compare perspective. We empathize with another’s sensory (and therefore emotional, imaginative and intellectual) contact with the physical realm and our method of attaching concept to bodily experience.  Writes Merleau-Ponty, whose lifelong dedication to exhalting the primacy of individual perception led him to focus on language-creation in his final years, “Rather than imprisoning.., language is like a magic machine for transplanting the “I” into the other person’s perspective…I project myself into the other person.  I introduce him into my own self” (World 19).  Because I know what it feels like to pull on a sweater on the first cooler day of fall, I know – largely - what is is for any human being of un-extreme difference to pull on a sweater on the first cooler day of fall.  We live in the same world and we know this because we have words for ‘sweater’ for ‘skin’ for ‘cool’.  That there are thousands of languages and thousands of sounds that express ‘sweater,’ ‘skin,’ ‘cool,’ ‘fall,’ only reiterates the truth that there is a phenomenology of language, a phenomenology of imagination, an area of specificity that precedes any actual expression or utterance.  

“The lived body's experience and the experience of its intentionality towards the world is unitary thanks to the body schema, which is not a sort of map or static representation of the body's parts, but the dynamic integration of them in the organism's projects” (Web 1). 
That dynamic integration is one in which the body both experiences phenomena and identifies that experience to itself through the vehicle of language, which is not limited simply to words and what they can aptly identify, but to also those experiences, concepts and phenomena which strive to be articulated.  The experience of being leads directly to the impulse to speak of it, but also to identify or accept the enormous field of the possibility of comprehension that, as yet, refuses description and denies the specificity of the word.

Though he doesn’t make the comparison directly, Alfred Hofstadter, translator of Heidegger’s “Poetry, Language and Thought,” offers the following paraphrasing of Heidegger which reveals a commonality with Merleau-Ponty’s orientation - a recognition of the imperative of maintaining an attentiveness to experience and the subsequent/consequent listening to ‘the language that speaks of Being’. (x)

“To think being means to respond to the appeal of its presence, in a response that stems from and releases itself toward the appeal.  But this means to exist as a human being in an authentic relationship as mortal to other mortals, to the earth and sky, to the divinities present or absent, to things and plants and animals; it means, to let each of these be – to let it presence in openness, in the full appropriateness of its nature – and to hold oneself open to its being, recognizing it and responding to it appropriately in one’s own being, the way in which one oneself goes on, lives; and then perhaps, in this ongoing life one may hear the call of the language that speaks of the being of all these beings and respond to it in a mortal language that speaks of what it hears” (Ibid). 

And so in later years after much investigation into metaphysics and the nature of Being, in “Letter on Humanism,” Heidgegger asserted, “Language is the house of Being” (1).  As much as we might seek pure phenomenological experience, we must acknowledge that language is the condition of human experience.  It is that in which we live.  We are inseparable from it.  In a room of this ‘house of Being’, however, in my opinion, the potential for concept abides as something that is indeed formless and yet has more ‘form’ than nothingness.  Perhaps we can call this the nursery of language.  It is my intention to argue that in is this room without walls the possibility of  the phenomenelogical apprehension of mystery and of our expanded selves exists.  There is an experience to be had here that is subtle, but is also true, shareable and important.  When we share our experience in all its psychological resonance, we share the conditions of bodily experience along with its pre-linguistic engagement with phenomena that is the condition of language-making, that is the birthing place of both our individual and collective consciousness.

What follows is a discussion of contemporary art expressions which are all linguistic and pre-linguistic examinations of consciousness that are so specific to the essential mystery of the real that they thereby describe true phenomena that exceeds (or preceeds) that particular location along with our experiential apprehension of it.  The four works I will address are by Sugimoto, Shimon Attie, Gary Hill and Bill Viola.  Each considers, in a very different way, the perceptual, emotional experience of location in space and time. “In a sense, this is the conceptual art of the new millennium---art that affects our perception and challenges our standard modes of processing information.  Its core is firmly rooted in making us aware of the hazy juncture of a physical world and a space that is more psychological or imagined” (Forde 92).

These works represent a slowing down, a return to incisive, attentive perceptual experience that re-establish the poetric integration of bodily experience with language and conceptualization.  At the same time, these pieces reassert the potency of image-meaning which is currently in something of a state of crisis. 

“The fast passing of images in our civilization nullifies their meaning, that is to say, the motor intentionality from which they arise. The conversion of a signal into bits, the digital image has broken with any physically discernible relation between object, percept and the imaginary. The body schema, the natural cultural root of images has fallen into oblivion” (Web 1).

Before looking at examples of these artworks which, though digital, rejoin body schema and perception to idea, we join in Heidegger’s question of the essential nature of art so we might identify some of the meaning that might have gone missing in our harried, disembodied, digitized world.  In Poetry, Language and Thought, Heidegger begins by establishing that the essence of an artwork lies in the artist, that the essence of the artist lies in the artwork.   He goes on to suggest that the origin and essence of both work and artist is the over-arching ‘Being’ of Art “which preceeds both” (2). In the work, he largely identifies that this originating essence is essentially poetic in nature.  He describes “all art as the letting happen of the advent of the truth of beings, (which) is as such, in essence, poetry” (72).  

In “A Poetics of Fire” Bachelard alternately describes the relation of language to a pre-existing ‘permanence.” “Language,” he writes, “at its essence always hints at an existence prior to its existence” (13).  He goes on to say that poetry “puts language in a state of emergence, in which life becomes manifest through its vivacity” (Ibid).  As both philosphers assert that the ‘emergent’ nature of poetry envelopes and thereby equally describes art, we too will proceed with the premise that “the nature of art is poetry,” and that “the nature of poetry, in turn is the founding of truth” (Heidegger, Language 72).  I further propose that the being of both art and artist form in our ‘nursery’ in the house of being – that room in the self that is infinitely larger than the self, that room where language forms.  It is this ‘room’ streches the whole of the phenomenal field, as discussed in my earlier chapter.  It is “the region of all places, of all time-space horizons […]  It is the earliest and most ancient at once” (Language 127). 

Heidegger tells us that “all reflective thinking is poetic and all poetry is a kind of thinking” (Language 136).  But, he cautions us as we go: “The realm in which the dialogue between poetry and thinking goes can only be discovered, reached and explored in thought only slowly.” (Ibid 96)  And so we will begin, slowly and quietly with the simple, silent considerations of nature and perception in Sugimoto’s Sky and Sea series of silver prints.

Sugimoto – The Language of Perception

Hiroshi Sugimoto has a series of photographs of the utterly elemental.  Numerous silver plate images taken in various locations around the world from the Sea of Japan to the Black Sea to the Amalfi Coast take for their subject the same, singular thing – the meeting of sky and sea.  The images contain only sky and sea.  They are all bisected in the exact same place on the picture plane.  They are all without boat or rock or any interuptive
 body or event.  There is a day series and there is a night series.  That is all the variation that there is.  But, of course, this is untrue.  As one’s eye adjusts to a day image of grey sky above grey water, one begins to see.  In the grey of water are the most minute waverings.  The ripples make a slightly darker grey and seem to gather here or there for a slight curving pattern of a slightly darker grey yet.  Similarly, when one scans the room, with all the day or all the night photos exhibited, one sees little; one sees essentially the same repeated image.  But on approach to each, with actual attentive observance, the increments of tonal variety identify themselves and continue to do so for as long as one can acutely look.  At a point, one no longer sees location.  In some cases one no longer sees the differentiation between sky and sea at all.  What one is looking at, what one has observed, is a captured expression of the infinite.  “Hiroshi Sugimoto’s images,” writes Rahul Bafna, Artnet moderator, “freeze time and space, revealing the workings of our own vision, slowing down the act of perception long enough that it becomes a palpable component of his work” (Web 2).   To repeat: “the act of perception is a component of the work’. Our engagement and how we engage, and how we are able to engage with the physical and temporal manifestations before us are reveled through these studies of the simple meeting point of two things, shown in their, sometimes infinitesimal, differences and similarities.


Bachelard,  the scientist turned philosopher, says “Duality must exist for the imagination to be engaged…for the material element to involve the entire soul”  (Water viii).  Bachelard who spent many years in profound contemplation of phenomenology teaches us to “read images centrifugally” to get to what Owen Barfield called “a felt change of consciousness (Ibid).  He admired images that “sing reality” not merely describe it.  With no words at all, these images, in fact sing.  The silence functions much as Merleau-Ponty describes the essential functioning of language which leads us “to the things themselves to the precise extent that there is signification before having signification” (World 14).  In other words, with these photographs, with the ‘language’ of these images of elemental duality, of sky and sea, there is already something revealed even before the viewer has had a more attentive perception or a ‘felt change of consciousness’.  There is signification already there, before language, which awaits our apprehension of it.  These images affect us with the pre-linguistic, emotional precison of music.  They call us to ‘emerge’ to the extent that we perceive, in the poetic syntax of tonalities, something eternal.  Merleau-Ponty tells us that “ all knowledge takes its place within the horizons opened up by perception (Perception 132). “Truth allows itself to be percieved only through a sort of distance.  The thing itself is not the thing perceived” (Ibid).  In the distance of these most simple seascapes an enormous distance opens up and rather than feeling lost in the vastness, we find comfort.

And why is that?  Why is there comfort is this perspective?

One possible answer to is that, even before we make a leap to the Universal, we make a connection with our bodies, with our perception.  We begin with an appreciation that our experience, in a most basic encounter with phenomena, allows us to engage with beauty that is simply there and ours to see.  Iian Biggs writes in an essay “Rethinking Landscape, Rethinking Nature” that “it is not an exaggeration to suggest our survival in an already troubled 21st century may finally depend on our collective ability to affirm our common interedependence with that shared and increasingly fragile ‘natural world’” (Web 7).  This author believes that artists engaged with issues of place can help to ground us in our immediate body location, in direct relation to Nature.   Heidegger extols us to “think of Nature in the broad and essential sense in which Leibniz uses the word Natura capitalized.  It means Being of beings” (Language 96).  It is the essence and origin from which we derive and Sugimoto has taken photos of it.



Bill Viola – The Language of Gesture

As language progresses from the pre-linguistic towards speech and specification, it passes through an intermediary area of great resonance – the gesture.  Gesture, according to  Kristine Santilli, author of  “Myth, Wallace Stevens and the Motion of Poetic Gesture”  “ is a sudden context, that ‘orbit’ which engages us differently, which makes a demand and which establishes a certain style of relation between one person and another.   Might it be” she asks, “that poetic language (and also art) demands a different listening or hearing due to this very sort of gesture that poetic language has made from the first inklings of awareness” (ix)?  

In “On the Way to Language” Heidegger  writes, “(Language) wells up from the formerly spoken and the so far still uspoken Saying which pervades the design of language.  Language speaks in that it, as showing, reaching into all regions of presences, summons from them whatever is present to appear and to fade.  We, accordingly, listen to language in this way, that we let it say its Saying to us.  No matter in what we we may listen besides, whenever we are listening to something, we are letting something be said to us, and all perception and conception is already contained in that act.”  And so the act of gesture speaks volumes before words (124).

Bill Viola has a video for us to consider.  In his video, “Observance” five individuals are shown standing near or by one another.  It is obvious by their reactions that they are observing, or have just observed, something utterly horrific or tragic, but we do not know what it is and there is no sound to tell us what is  happening.  Furthermore, the individuals do not speak, but clearly death and tragedy are implied.  The people there are shown in excruciating slow-motion, reacting, edging forward, wanting to see what they don’t want to see and recoiling in pain.  Sometimes they comfort one another.  Occasionally someone looks directly out at us as if to ask for help.  Individually and collectively, they reveal (or create) innumerable increments of gesture.  These vast possibilities of expression of pain offer a similar experience, in some way, as Sugimoto’s infinite minutae of natural phenomena.  The unspoken is vast.  Here it is in our bodies, moving the muscles of our faces, suggesting interactions and possiblities of pure feeling.

Bill Viola says, “I became fascinated by the passage of an emotional wave through a person, watching what the Greeks called the numa, the breath of the life force as it courses through us and all things.”  “Our bodies”, he says, “ are poised at a unique point between the physical and the metaphysical, between the spiritual and the material.  That peak point before something explodes is what I’m most interested in” (Web 6). 

Merleau-Ponty shares the fascination.  “Language,” he writes, “is expressive as much through what is between  the words as through the words themselves and through what it does not say as much as what it says” (World 44). “If we want to group speech in its most authentic operation we must evoke all those words that could have come in its place and have been omitted; to feel the different way they would have impinged on and rattled the chain of language, to know at what point this particular speech was the only one possible if this signification was to come into the world” (Ibid).  Viola evokes these myriad omissions, the near-infinite conditions of emotion that preceed speech.  This grief is consuming. It is being survived second by second.  These affected people are in too much pain for speech.  They move and twist and wince and, through their expressions, speak to us directly as they themselves are in true communication with the source of their suffering.  There is extensive communication but words are not yet possible. The grief can’t yet express itself other than by its own ‘seeming’.  And yet we understand every drawn out increment of it.

“The gesture,” Santilli writes, “contains by implication that to which it refers.  The implication or containment is what Gadamer calls ‘an increase of being’.   This locating of the self in the wide field of perception is, again, an expansion, a sense of how we echo into the vast areas of pre-verbal comprehension or apprehension.  Viola’s work offers us more empathy than perhaps we even knew we had.  These people are looking into the abyss.  We know that we are just like them.  Their expressions slowed down to the extreme,  we see, maybe for the first time, ‘the wave’ that we likewise  feel when we grieve,  when we are pure experience.  We return then to Merleau-Ponty’s realization that the body is ‘a general instrument of comprehension’ and ‘the setting of a person’s experience: a constant flux of images, sounds, environmental conditions, body gestures, aromas, ideas, and flashbacks” (Perception 13).

David Abram, an anthropologist of indigenous aboriginal peoples agrees and says that “Language is first of all bodily and it remains always secretly rooted in bodily gesture, rhythm, tone and melody.  If we begin to awaken ourselves to that bodily, poetic, gestural depth in all of our speaking, we would be waking up to a layer in language that we share with all the other animals and with the wind” (Abram 110). The emotionality here is primal, essential.   It passes through us like a wave, like the wind.  But even when such motion stops, there is an utterance that continues within.

Heidegger says it is our essential condition that “we hear language speaking “ and asks how this is the case, how language can perform such a feat when it is not equipped with organs for speech” (Language 124).  Gary Hill gives us a piece literally made of organs and language and still we don’t quite find our answer.

Gary Hill –The Language of Being

Gary Hill is an artist who is perenially concerned with how we 
exist already within language, even before we move in the realm of gesture. He is perhaps less concerned with our perception of outward phenomena than with the perception of the phenomena that we ourselves are. 

The following is a description from MoMA Highlights of Gary Hill’s piece “Inasmuch As It is Already Taking Place:”

The components of the body displayed on sixteen monitors in this video installation are without any apparent distinction. They belong, however, to the artist. The arrangement of images on the monitors, which are of various sizes and stripped of their casings, does not follow the organization of the human body. Representations of Hill's ear and foot lie side by side; tucked modestly behind them is an image of his groin. . . Long, nervelike black wires attached to each monitor are bundled together like spinal cords. They snake along a shelf and disappear from view at the back of a recess. This electrical network emphasizes the presentation of body parts as extremities without a unifying torso. The hidden core to which the components of the body are attached serves as a metaphor for a human being's invisible, existential center: the soul.

…Each raster invites meditation. For example, on one screen a thumb plays with the corner of a book page. By concentrating the viewer's attention on such a rudimentary activity, Hill causes the movement to take on the significance of a much larger event  (Web 3).

The ‘larger event’ is what ‘is already taking place’.  Unassembled, disjointed, or merely a collection of sensory possibility, the instinct of approaching knowledge is there within us, as much a part of us as any odd other part of us.  In this piece, there is an audible soundtrack, some shuffling, some mumbling some page turning.  The sound reinforces the sense that, as Merleau-Ponty says, “Perception proceeds ahead of the criteria of thought” (Perception 7).  The guy here, in pieces before us, might be in a bit of a mess.  This clumsy disection of a self seems to suggest that, no matter how disjointed and parted out we might feel, now matter  how incredible and distinct our sensing parts, intrinsic in every bit of a human being, is Being itself.

We are called to attend. Our radical incompleteness grounds our Being as question, as open essentially to the question of the meaning of Being. This call is discursive and calls us to take up our place in the discourse that is always going on. Yet the discourse cannot go on without our participation. We submit to the demands of the discourse. We are the servants of the discourse. This is what defines our Being as human beings. (Web 4)

“Man acts” writes Heidegger, “as though he were the shaper and master of language, while in fact language remains the master of man” (Poetry 70).  The ‘man’ in Hill’s piece, incapable of assembling himself into a gesture,  is nonetheless in observance (one piece is a staring eye) and involved,  perpetually, with a book, with whatever knowledge he might glean from it.  Perhaps if we back up far enough into the impulse for utterance we will find greater knowledge of ourselves, that which holds all the pieces together.  Perhaps this also gets us back to Heidegger’s original question in Poetry, Language and Thought – why do we even inquire into the nature of art?

In the essay “What are Poets For?” Heidegger offers an answer.  “There would be and there is the sole necessity, by thinking ourselves soberly into what  poetry says, to come to learn what is unspoken.  That is the course and history of Being.  If we reach and enter that course, it will lead thinking into a dialogue with poetry,  a dialogue that is the history of Being” (Language 93).

Shimon Attie – The Language of History

Although Heidegger’s concepts of History and Being are not easily absorbed into a paper of this length and certainly should not be traversed lightly, it is not an impossible stretch to consider Shimon Attie’s projection piece, “Between Dreams and History” as an example of art that “sings” of the relationship between  the phenomena of individual lives and the growing point of history.  This is a work which was born, quite literally of dialogue,  not with poetry but with people, whom, - if we follow the logic that language is by nature poetic and that people are by nature born into language – we must recognize as being equally poetic. “Between Dreams and History” provokes the past into the present, the invisible into the visible,  testimony of the Being of individuals into historical continuity.  Attie discussed the work: “I wanted to give visual form to the personal and collective memories and imaginings of the residents of the Lower East Side.  I interviewed  neighbors from diverse ethnic backgrounds and age groups who were generous and trusting enough to share their memories.  They wrote down their favorite childhood songs, poems, rhymes, as well as their dreams, hopes, wishes, supersitions, prayers and intuitions.  From their dreams and histories has emerged a communal poetry” (Web 5).

For two weeks in late October, early November of 1998, Attie projected, as if they were being penned in the moment, the words, the silent voices, of the past.  The handwriting would appear on one building, then start again on another, sometimes over the lit apartment of a current resident, brushing her teeth as the words were written  across her walls:

Beautiful as the moon, bright as the stars, you were sent to me as a gift from heaven. 

or

I remember dreaming once that I was riding in a school bus on a long narrow road, then suddenly the road became the roof of a building and the bus fell off of it. 

or

Once there is a fire in your house, your life will never be the same.  

or

Angel de mi guardia, dulce compañía, no me desampare ni de noche ni de día. No me deje sola que me perdería.  

or

I wish to live forever and to give eternal life to others. 

Attie’s project was very much concerned with  location, with neighborhood, immigration, history.  It is utterly specific to the  actual lived and remembered experience of the inhabitants.  And yet ultimately it is also a ‘description without place’.  It is the voicing of lives lived, lives past and passing.  In the preface to Prose of the World (xliv)  Merleau-Ponty’s translator,  John O’Neill, asserts that “every one of life’s actions, insofar as it invokes its truth,  lives in the expectation of an historical inscription, a judgment not only of its intention and consequence,  but also of its fecundity – the relevance of its ‘story to the presence’.  Merleau-Ponty himself writes: “History is the judge – not History as Power of a moment  or of a century, but history as a space of inscription and accumulation beyond the limits of countries and epochs of what we have said and done that is most true and valuable,  taking into account the circumstances in which we had to speak” (Ibid).

Attie’s work is about the ultimate dominion of space and time over temporary human life and yet the tender expression, the very act of expressing itself, stirs up a bit of love and compassion for all those ghostly others who have walked this way before, and, naturally enough, acknowledgement of our own mortality.  There is, in this work,  an ‘unconcealedness’ of the nature of pain and death and love.  This, says Heidegger, is in fact, what art is for, what expression is for – to acknowledge the ‘abyss’ of the Truth.

All of the works discussed, and myriad others of our times, focus on considerations of what it is to be and often fearlessly peer into the abyss of our temporality.   These works offer a different kind of mapping as well, - a mapping of the boarderless territory of human consciousness, of the regions that seek but resist the surety of naming.  
These works further investigate what it is to be but an increment 
of something much more vast than ourselves and what it is to simultaneously, ourselves, house, as Whiteman wrote, “multitudes.”  The minute investigative and dissecting capabilities provided by digital technologies can make possible new phenomenological experiments which examine, through tireless division, the increments of our perception which, as yet, are unavailable to language.   The divisions of the perceptable continue and continue.  Slowed down, simplified, chopped up, or exhaustively listed, we find at the end all these divisions ultimate indivisibility – a whole that is always much greater than its parts, that seems to exist in its entirety even within each part perhaps as all the potential of language exists within each word. 

Conclusion

Are the fundamental increments of ourselves then binary?  Am I a 0 or a 1?  Am I simple, defineable, programmable, reducible, expendable,?  I know that I am not, in part because Sugimoto has shown that there are more shades of grey than the eye can possibly perceive.  Viola has revealed that my individual emotional experience in relation to the expansive, over-arching possibility of human experience is analogous to a wave breaking on the edge of a vast sea, a wave that also passess perceptively through the temporary container of my body.  Hill has separated the body itself into increments only to find intrinsic incessant activity therein of, as Bachelard notes, “shimmering being” (Water xi). And finally, Attie has shown that our lives themselves are worthy, if incremental, aspects of the larger truth of history, of space and time.  All these divisions, paradoxically, reveal that no matter how small the sections we look at of ourselves, the whole “ancient word” (Language 127) seems live and resonate its all its meaning and implication within each infinitessimal part.

These works should make us feel insignificant.  The offer negations of the ego to a one.  And yet each piece offers us a place in time and space.  Each identifies us, individually, as a filament, a bit of possibility, a trace which we might follow, through our bodies, through our lives, through our collective history, gently and poetically in search of the fugitive gods even in the possible ‘midnight of the world’ (Heidegger, Language 124)  while, all the while, we find ourselves present, ultimately indivisible, listening, -however briefly - ‘to a mortal language  that speaks of what it hears’ (Ibid x).
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The Metaphor: Thinking Beyond the Limitations of Logic

in the company of Soren Kierkegaard, Jorges Luis Borges and Denis Johnson

"He realized that the effort to model the inchoate and vertiginous stuff of which dreams are made is the most arduous task a man can undertake, though he get to the bottom of all the enigmas of a superior or inferior order: much more arduous than to weave a rope of sand or mint coins of the faceless wind."

(Borges, "The Circular Ruins" Personal Anthology 84)

In Philosophical Fragments, Kierkegaard writes, "it is the highest pitch of every passion to seek its undoing, and so it is the supreme passion of Reason to seek a collision, though this collision must in one way or another prove its undoing...The paradoxical passion of Reason thus comes repeatedly into collision with the Unknown, which does indeed exist, but is unknown, and in so far, does not exist...The Reason cannot advance beyond this point and yet it cannot refrain in its paradoxicalness from arriving at this limit and occupying itself therewith." (40)

In the chapter from which this quote was taken, entitled "The Absolute Paradox", the Christian philosopher is making a defense for the existence of God and outlines our essential need to make a leap of faith towards that which is beyond the grasp of Reason. Kierkegaard's proposal is efficacious in a discussion of metaphor because the acknowledgement of the limitations of Reason he describes as the precondition and justification for belief in God is also the point of departure for metaphoric thought, which, when Reason falters, goes on itself in pursuit of the Unknown.

Kierkegaard goes on to write that Reason, "in attempting to determine the Unknown, at last goes astray and confounds the unlike with the like." (Ibid) Conversely and concurrently, we "propose to do away with absolute unlikeness in absolute likeness." Howard Nemerov discusses this operation in terms of the metaphor in his essay "On Metaphor" (Reflexions on Poetry and Poetics 33) He writes, it is as if "if you really want to see something, look at something else. If you want to say what something is, inspect something that it isn't. It might go further, and worse, than that: if you want to see the invisible world, look at the visible one." So not only do we discover "what East really is by looking North, or resolve a question concerning the sea by looking at the mountains" (Ibid) but we delineate ourselves and the nature of the reality we perceive by trying to understand what is unlike us, beyond us, unknown to us, hoping that having a clear sense of what we are not will give us a clearer conception of what we are. Or, of course reciprocally, we describe ourselves to better conceive of the Unknown.

It is unimportant at this point to delineate the consequences of choosing either emphasis as finally, isolating correspondence through differentiation or differentiating unlike things by illumnating their correspondence is the same operation, a Yin/Yang combination of opposites that is most likely, and like most things, simultaneously an outward and an inward search for understanding. So we will see further on that whether, in interpreting the world metaphorically, one tries to identify the abstract within a specific thing or give specific things abstract identities, the subject is almost always a dialogue of questions and equivocal answers between the conscious individual and a nature that is by-and-large unknown, if not (perhaps like ourselves) unknowable.

Reason cannot resolve itself to the concept of unknowability. Reason drives us to know ourselves, our world, to question what may exist outside ourselves and our perception. Reason makes us determined to match and wed the known with the Unknown, despite all logical protestations that the Unknown is by definition unknowable. Reason tries to negate itself, to imagine a world without itself. Kierkegaard would say as we try endlessly to compare and contrast ourselves with the Unknown without knowing the Unknown, as Reason drives us to try to synthesize thesis and antithesis without really understanding either side, we are forced again and again to realize the futility of our task. He would say there is an Unknown so completely unlike us we can never begin to approach its understanding. And he would name it God.

Jorges Luis Borges writes, in a poem entitled "Mirrors" (Dreamtigers 61)

            "God (I keep thinking) has taken pains

            To design that ungraspable architecture

            Reared by every dawn from the gleam

            Of a mirror, by darkness from a dream.

            God has created nighttime, which he arms

            With dreams, and mirrors, to make clear

            To man that is a reflection and mere

            Vanity. Therefore these alarms."

Kierkegaard might say that if God took great pains 'to make clear to man he is a reflection and mere vanity' He did so in presenting the figure of Christ, the Absolute Paradox, the most incomprehensible combination of the known and the Unknown. Kierkegaard believed that Christ was embodied and put on this earth to frustrate Reason, to affront man's vanity, to make the limitations of our ability to perceive Absolute Reality painfully clear. He also argued that when we are most humbled by and most aware of the insufficient abilities of Reason to apprehend the Unknown we are as close as we will ever be to its apprehension; we are ready to recognize our need for God and to make a leap of faith.

Unfortunately, his argument is inconclusive for (though Kierkegaard would certainly roll over in his grave at the suggestion) we can release his argument from the notions of God's ultimate Benevolence, man's essential "Error" and see that man presents to himself essentially the same humbling paradoxical proposition, being spirit and body, holding within his mortal frame, his time and space bound consciousness, qualities of the eternal, the infinite, the unknowable. And if we "confound" the like with the unlike it is precisely because we are the combination of contradictions, of the like and the unlike, the known and the Unknown and, as such, remain the object of our endless fascination and frustration.

Another way of saying then that Reason is fascinated with paradox, that passions seek their own point of frustration, is to say that perhaps we are not as interested in what it is we cannot think of as how and a what point our thinking fails us. In other words, perhaps we are more interested in the workings of our own minds than with the "realities" of the Unknown. The notion of a mind turned in on itself, a working machine observing its own functions and response, becomes enough of a paradox to keep Reason at a peak of curiosity and confusion.

Kierkegaard has left his argument in an awkward place for at that pivotal point of frustration where we must confess our inadequacies, we must choose to make a leap of faith, or, choose not to.

However, the point of this paper is not to argue for or against the existence of God, but to discuss the problems presented when (being unable to know the Unknown either as it exists wholly outside ourselves, or as it presents itself in the aspects of ourselves which we cannot logically understand) we become aware both of the limited nature of our awareness and/or of our limited ability to articulate just what it is that we are aware of.

The first dilemma is that the world exists outside of the mind and one articulates knowledge of it in the mind, through language. Language, being symbolic shorthand for reality, is always once removed from reality. It does not and cannot represent reality in full. Indeed, sometimes, one wonders if it is not pure artifice, bearing no relation to the world it describes. Borges writes of the final revelation of a character looking at a rose, ("The Yellow Rose" Personal Anthology 83) "Marino saw the rose as Adam might have seen it in Paradise. And he sensed it existed in its eternity and not in his words, and that we may make mention or allusion of a thing but never express it at all." So, when we speak of something we are speaking of the concept of the thing; we are not speaking in the "language" of the thing itself. Borges often labors over this distinction and discusses it in the following poem entitled "The Other Tiger" (Personal Anthology 81) (the underlining has been added for emphasis of the idea presented).

                I think of a tiger. The half-light enhances

                the vast and painstaking library

                and seems to set the bookshelves at a distance;

                strong, innocent, new-made, bloodstained

                it will move through its jungle and its morning

                and will leave its track across the muddy

                edge of a river, unknown, nameless

                (in its world, there are no name, nor past, nor future

                only the sureness of the passing moment)

                and it will cross the wilderness of distance

                and sniff out in the woven labyrinth

                of smells the smell peculiar to morning

                and the scent of the deer, delectable.

                Among the slivers of bamboo, I notice

                its stripes, and I have an inkling of its skeleton

                under the magnificence of skin, which quivers.

                In vain, the convex oceans and deserts

                spread themselves across this earth between us;

                from this one house in a remote lost seaport

                in South America, I dream you, follow you,

                oh tiger on the fringes of the Ganges.

                Afternoon creeps into my spirit and I keep thinking

                that that tiger I am conjuring in my poem

                is a tiger made of symbols and shadows

                scraps remembered from encyclopedias,

                and not the deadly tiger, the luckless jewel

                which in the sun or the deceptive moonlight

                follows its paths, in Bengel or Sumatra,

                of love, of indolence, of dying.

                Against this symbolic tiger, I have planted t

                the real one, it whose blood runs hotly,

                and today, 1959, the third of August,

                a slow shadow spreads across the prairie

                but the act of naming it, of guessing

                what its nature and circumstance

                creates a fiction, not a living creature

                not one of those who wander the earth.

                Let us look for the third tiger. This one

                will be a form in my dreams like all the others,

                a system and an arrangement of human language,

                and not the tiger of the vertebrae

                which, out of reach of all mythology,

                paces the earth. I know all this, but something

                drives me to this ancient and vague adventure,

                unreasonable, and still I keep looking

                throughout the afternoon for the other tiger,

                the other tiger which is not in this poem."

Because, in the world that exists outside of our thoughts "there are no names, nor past, nor future", to describe it through specific, sequential, linear language is to discuss not it but the reality that is our thought of it. Both in the language we wield consciously and in the symbolic language that appears to us spontaneously (the tiger who chases us in our dreams), that is, - whether or not we control the presentation of the idea of "tiger" - the word is ever different from what it describes. In this sense, everything belongs in the camp of the Unknown. We can never have and hold the actual, independent reality of the tiger within our minds, and if it is removed from our direct and full perception of it, it is not full known. So, even, physical things whose reality we can more or less prove, even those things which should be very knowable, exist independently of our descriptions, our knowledge of them.

The problem is exacerbated when we try to understand, to be one with, "realities" that are abstract. Non-linear "mental" experience, such as dreams, memories, emotions, those thought processes that seem to intrigue us the most, cannot be known in any direct, verifiable manner of perception. So, to understand them, not only does one have to acknowledge the distinction between the reality of the thing itself and the word that describes it, but one must also try to make the distinction between oneself and one's thoughts, to separate the dream from the dreamer in an attempt at understanding what kind of reality and definition the dream might have independently. It is a self-conscious operation that tries to assume a difference between thought and sensation, between thought and the thinking process itself. The point of divergence between the two cannot be pinpointed. One cannot distinguish the known from the unknown within the self.

There is, most humans seem to concur, a mysterious territory in the mind or the heart or the imagination that is something of a no man's land between the known and the unknown, between what we sense and what we can articulate. There is a grey country beyond the black and white land of logic in which the distinctions of what we can and cannot apprehend become unclear. This is the "place" or the "moment in time" in which perception, experience, intuition (all forms of direct yet unarticulated knowledge) are being translated into thought.

We are caught in a bind because we must translate our illogical experiences and perceptions to ourselves in language, which is accustomed to being wielded by Reason and so tends to move along the lines of logic. In the same manner that we may indicate a tiger by saying "tiger" and yet never truly express the complete reality of the animal, so we may talk about a dream or an idea or a sudden flash of emotion and never capture it at all. The difference, however, between the tiger in the forest and the desire in our hearts is that the latter does fully belong within the arena of our experience; it is ours, we do know it. We just can't prove it.

It is a universal cry of frustration: "If only I could say what I mean!" The implication is that there is a point where one knows something, or has the sensation of knowing something, yet cannot think it through, let alone recreate it. And, because of this sense of incomplete thought, because the grass is always greener on the other side, we often suspect that what has gone unsaid, what refused to be cornered by names, is the important part, the vital essence lost. We yearn for it as we do after knowledge of our true selves. And we feel inadequate to what would logically seem the simple task of understanding ourselves. The vanity of Reason is ever affronted as Reason is simply unable to translate from a language it does not speak, the language of the illogical, the spontaneous, the non-temporal, the purely emotive.

Our emotive, intuitive nature demands a kind of language that contains within itself an essence of the illogical so that its utterance will not contradict the subject of its translation, and will also set in motion loose connections of resemblances and distinctions as did the initial sensation.

Enter: the metaphor.

Metaphor mimics that crossover point where one tries to join the know with the unknown. In the fusion of differing ideas (i.e., in saying "this is that") the meanings and subtle suggestions of the realities "this" and "that" are fused and their warring differences are for a moment resolved. One overides the contradictions that affront logic and travels further into that mysterious territory of intuitive logic by speaking in a language that requires intuitive interpretation.

For example, when Denis Johnson writes, in a poem called "Ten Months After Turning Thirty" (The Incognito Lounge 45) "the terrible thing inside me / the thick green vein of desire or whatever it was/ is broken and I can rest" we allow ourselves to drop all protestations, "Desire is abstract. Not thick. Not green. Not breakable" We imagine the "whatever it was" as something less abstract and elusive, more allusive and physical. We are given permission by the metaphor's example to go wild with our associations, to experience desire in a different way in our imaginations, and to perhaps broaden our ideas on the possible meaning of desire.

And so metaphoric thought in poetry, more than just taking for its subject the moment of the metamorphosis of perception in to cognitive awareness, takes the reader on a journey of thought and leads her to just that point where she feels something but what exactly it is remains mysterious.

So, in the title poem of his book The Veil (23), Denis Johnson writes:

                "As drink gave way to drink

                the slow unfathomable voices of luncheon made

                a window of ultraviolet light in the mind

                through which one at last saw a skeleton

                of everything, stripped of any sense or consequence,

                freed of geography and absolutely devoid of charm.

                And in this originating brightness

                you might see someone putting a napkin against his lips

                or placing a blazing credit card on a plastic

                tray and you'd know. You'd know goddamn it.

                But never be able to say."

We know. We know not what, but how it is to get entranced by something we don't understand (the 'unfathomable voices' or any entre stimulation into a situation that should be meaningless yet feels terribly portentous) and without having understood the point of access, go on to a heightened sense of illumination, a sense of encountering a kind of knowledge so pure it refuses to be named.

One feels not so much that we are not intelligent enough to grasp the full meaning of our intuitions (there is that moment of pure faith in our response) but that the world itself has an intelligence of its own just foreign enough to keep us from ever resting comfortably with our interpretations of the true identity of reality. As Jorges Luis Borges writes in a short piece called "The End" in Personal Anthology (164)

"There is an hour of the afternoon when the plain is on the verge of saying something. It never says it, or

perhaps it says it and we do not understand it, or, we understand it and it is as untranslatable as music."

We cannot help but feel the world itself has something to say, that, as Johnson writes in "Red Darkness" (The Veil 23) there is "legibility trying to break out of all the things around us." Further, one gets the sensation that not only does this 'legibility' exist if one had the sensibility to apprehend it, but that whatever significance the physical world possesses it is trying to break through to our consciousness, threatening to make itself comprehensible, wanting our response. Perhaps this is because thought cannot help but project itself onto all it perceives. Perhaps it is because we want so badly to feel ourselves and our manners, reciprocated or mimicked by the natural world as a sort of validation of our existence, as in:

                "I nearly expect one of these

                droplets loose tonight

                on the avenues of wind

                to identify itself as my life."

(Johnson "Grey Day in Miami" The Veil 24)

It is possible the notion of learning to read visible, sensible reality as if it were a signature of the invisible and insensible is a singularly poetic pursuit. But it is unlikely. Even if, as Howard Nemerov suggests in his essay "On Metaphor" "one man's metaphor is another man's madness," (34) metaphorical/associative thinking is probably the way we most commonly think as we move through the world, responding to and identifying ourselves with the things of the world, feeling that, to a certain extent, we are defined in our relation to the natural world while simultaneously the world seems to be modeled in the presence of our thoughts.

In any case, based upon the premises presented thus far about the futility of using logic to approximate the unknown, metaphor seems to come close to at least recreating environments that appeal to this kind of confused receptivity, this state of near-comprehension in which we question the interchange between the natural world and ourselves.

Metaphor does this by defining physical objects as abstract thoughts or emotions, and by giving these embodied abstractions unclear motivations for appealing to our attention, as in:

                "They're perfectly visible this evening

                about as unobtrusive as a storm of meteors

                these questions of happiness

                plaguing the world."

                (Johnson, title poem, Incognito Lounge 3)

or,

                "Here one weeps

                to see the goodness of the world laid bare

                the alphabet congealing in the air

                around our heads."

                (Idem "White White Collars" Incognito Lounge 9)

or,

                "What am I so sad about when I go to make love to you...

                You're so pretty and the slender twigs nearly

                make numbers on your skin with their shadows.

                I'm mystified and frightened."

                (Idem "Red Darkness" The Veil 50)

Still, no matter how many metaphorical variables we manipulate to recreate and so re-experience that moment of near attainment of greater understanding, the unknown remains as such. The alphabet congealing in the air around our heads never quite gels into a readable sentence, nor do the shadows of twigs, falling across one's lover's shoulders ever actually become numbers and fall into a formula, a perfect mathematical correspondent to such sad desire.

And yet, as Borges realized, we are undaunted and keep on in our "ancient and vague adventure" (Personal Anthology 81). We continue to hope that nature and other 'realities' accessible to intuition are code for some essential knowledge and we cannot resist trying to decipher the message.

Because perception is so intimate, we can easily imagine a deep connection between the intelligence the world seems to possess and withold and the intelligence we want to get from it. It is as if we used to know what we need to know now, but have forgotten. In "Androgue" (Dreamtigers 87) Borges writes,

                "But all this is happening in that destiny

                Of a fourth dimension, which is memory...

                How could I lose that precise

                Order of humble and beloved things?"

And Johnson writes of just that forgetfulness in "The Story" (The Incognito Lounge 27)

                    "wordless

                    white interrogations wanting

                    the whole story, again

                    from the beginning;

                    ...like the vast, anemic

                    dawns that find you awake

                    by the window, trying

                    to remember how it goes,

                    failing."

At this grey mixing point of the known and the unknown, the pursuit of understanding becomes a search for memory. In the same way we say, "I wish I could just say what I mean!" we say, "What does this sight remind me of?" We can't make the connection; we can't get the recollection. Kierkegaard might say this schism in man's consciousness, this falling out of synchronicity with the world, is an effect of sin. Borges might say we are drifting towards the other end of the maze of metaphysics where one holds up a mirror to the dilemma of trying to anticipate what "the plain is on the verge of saying" (Personal Anthology 167) and instead of accepting it uncomfortably as something "as unstranslatable as music", goes ahead and translates it, makes it familiar.

So, if Borges himself can't keep the order of the world straight in his memory, he creates a character who can. In his short piece entitled "Funes the Memorious" (Personal Anthology 40 - 41) he tells us of a man who fell from a horse, who "previous to that rainy afternoon when the blue-tinted horse threw him, had been - like any Christian - blind, deaf, mute, somnambulistic, memoryless." Now his memory and perception are infallable.

        "We, in a glance, perceive three wine glasses on the table; Funes saw all the shoots, clusters, and grapes of the vine. He remembered the shapes of clouds in the south at dawn on the 30th of April of 1882, and he could compare them in his recollection with the marbled grain in the design of a leather-bound book which he had seen only once, and with the lines in the spray which an oar raised in the Rio Nefro on the eve of the battle of Quebracho. These recollections were not simple; each visual image was linked to muscular sensations, thermal sensations...A circumference on a blackboard, a rectangle, a triangle, a rhomb, are forms which we can fully intuit: the same held true with Ireneo for the tempestuous mane of a stallion, the ever-changing flame, the innumerable ash, or the many faces of a dead man during the course of a protracted wake."

The character remembers so much that language quickly becomes insufficient.

        "It was not only difficult for him to understand that the generic term "dog" embraced so many unlike specimens of differing sizes and differing forms; he was also disturbed by the fact that a dog at three-fourteen (seen in profile) should have the same name as a dog at threee-fourteen (seen from the front)."

There are simply not enough words to allow for specific rearticulation of infinitely complex reality. A word has to mean too much, stand for too many things to ever let us feel comfortable that we have recreated exactly our experience or recollection. The word represents an infinite number of possible meanings, suggests multiform realities which we as living, moving, intricate, changing creatures know as "reality". We note the absence of true specificity in our language and suffer the dichotomy that that absence creates in our minds between our perception and its expression. We are like the dog spoken of above; our perception changes every moment, as does the way we would be described by an objective observer. We need a word for every moment that passes, as everything is distinctive, independent, not exactly like other things of the same name.

Often in Borges' fictional world this split between perception and cognition is done away with, simple as that. He endows his characters with a sort of transcendent awareness wherein they can perceive Absolute Reality, can remember everything, can read the natural world and speak its language. They become inseparable from their perceptions and lose nothing in the translation of their experience as they do not need to interpret themselves. But nothing is free. When one becomes, as the character Ireneo Funes, receptive of all truths, all realities and possible realities, all memories and perceptions at once, one loses the ability to make abstractions, generalizations. To understand all, one would have to surrender thought. We cannot do that. We need our questions. Our identity as man, as the thinker, lies in our questions.

Fictional characters of the type of Ireneo Funes function as metaphors. They seem to come to us as answers but we don't really learn anything from someone who knows all if we cannot know all. What we do get from keeping their company is more questions, more questions, until the nature of our confusion becomes more clear to us. Like metaphors, such characters purport logically implausible situations, claim unreasonable abilities and invite us to note again and again, not just the failure of Reason, but, moreover, the infinite possibility, enormity and grandeur of the universe itself. If, as Kierkegaard might say, we love God as we are humbled by Him, so perhaps we might say the metaphor is potent and personal because it reminds us how numerous and powerful are the things that elude us. Poetic metaphor is a means of contemplating the Unknown, of entering into a dialogue with what is beyond us. In the following quote, Paul Valery writes of addressing the Unknown through metaphor as prayer;

        "Divided, how may I pray? How pray when another self is overhearing the prayer? - Therefore one must pray only in an unknown tongue. Render riddle for riddle, riddle to riddle. Lift up the mystery in you toward the mystery in itself. There is in you something equal to what is beyond you.' ("ABC" Anthology 178)

Again, we must find a language as sympathetic as possible to the illogical Unknown. To put it in the layman's language, if we will ever have a rendezvous with the ever-ellusive Unknown, it must be on our turf. And if it will not come to us in words, we ask it to reveal itself in images. Images gain power as words, definitions, weaken. And the imagination begins where logic ends. Imagination demands transcendence over the literal. To think beyond the ordinary pale one must play God and invest things with qualities and meanings they might not objectively have. In this way we make the world communicate with us.

So Denis Johnson writes of time literally giving him images as he gets his picture taken in a photo booth in a poem entitled "Minutes" (Incognito Lounge 59-60):

        "In there is quiet like the kernel of a word:

        In there everything we were going to say

        is taken from us and we are given

        four images of ourselves. . .

        This is what it means to be human,

        to witness the heart of a moment like a photograph

        like the present standing up through itself relentlessly

        like a fountain

        the clock showering the intersection with minutes

        even as it gathers them to its face. . .

        to watch one of those minutes open like a locket

        and brandish a picture

        of everyone we ever loved who has drowned."

What it "means to be human" is perhaps to try to "see the heart of the moment like a photograph." We need to see essence in an image, something clear, still, not organic, relentless, indifferent, something not just like life, yet familiar and concise. Since nature won't stop and 'brandish pictures' we must use metaphor to do exactly that. If nature won't address us directly (if Denis Johnson's raindrop won't clearly identify itself as his life) at least we imagine it could. And with imagination we can make the natural world speak in terms of our awareness. In the example, "the present standing up through itself relentlessly as a fountain" - time isn't directly addressing us. Yet in saying "the present stand(s) up through itself", Johnson gives the present a "self" which isn't exactly physical but still appeals to the mind like a physical sensation. From there we connect the present with ourselves, remembering the hard-to-express feeling of the present defining and describing us anew at every moment.

"Like a fountain" is of course a simile. The difference between metaphors and similes is the comparison presented by a simile is an explicit expression of the comparison metaphors imply. In other words, similes isolate the likeness between two things, make it apparent, but metaphors leave it up to the reader to flesh out the connection with his own associations so the emphasis is not even so much on the actual comparison, but on the thought process triggered by the reader's response to the metaphor.

In the same way we cannot help but fill in the natural world with our own interpretations of its meaning, we fill in the possible meanings of metaphors. We hope the world needs us; we hope to find our place in it, perhaps as interpreters of reality. Metaphoric thinking at least satisfies that desire. A metaphor has no reality without us. It requires us for its fulfillment. This being the case, metaphoric/associative thinking seems to give some credence to our habit of forever projecting ourselves outward and/or trying to read "reality" as a map of our own consciousness.

At the point at which reality stops being easily analogous to the working of our minds and our emotions, whereat Reason can no longer project itself onto the world and find itself echoed in the nature of things, metaphor prepares for us new realities from which to 'read' about ourselves. Metaphor makes this identification process more direct. Not only does it mirror the bridge between reality and perception, perception and thought, - it functions as that bridge. Metaphor, as inseparable from image as it is from thought, is the mediating term between perception and cognition. Metaphor serves as a crossway between the known and the Unknown. It offers us a moment after Reason fails us to go on with an exploration of our abilities to interpret the world. It saves us, temporarily, from having to make a leap of faith. Yet, to guide us in that land of uncertainty towards surety, it requires faith, faith in our ambiguous perceptions, our underdeveloped thoughts, in the equivocal nature of Nature; faith in our memories, our loose associations, our 'vertiginous' dreams. We must believe in all the myriad subjects of our intuition and we do because intuition, recollection, etc., are experience. We have faith in the metaphor just as we do in the elusive sentiment it was created to explore.

At a certain point, the process becomes circular. As Howard Nemerov says in "The Difficulty of Difficult Poetry" (Reflexions on Poetry and Poetics 30), "Poems issue out of the world and then it is possible critically to refine them further and think of meanings as issuing out of poems, but poems also flow back into the world and become part of the continuum they sought to interpret."

If this circularity is what makes poetry difficult, it also what makes it work. This circularity is true, matches, 'knows', the circular process of perception-thought-translation-interpretation-thought-perception,

Metaphor is thought and is just like thought. Just as, in the process of trying to think things we can't logically conceive of, thought produces metaphor to embody and example that point of frustration, so metaphor in turn, produces images to embody the illogical ideas of the metaphor. In this way, metaphor functions as thought. Metaphor, constructed of words, likewise shares the function of words. Just as the metaphorical image is an abbreviation, a compact, allusive symbol for the conjunction of two ideas, so the word is a symbol for a thing or a thought. And what we can say of metaphor or thought, we can first say of the word. As Paul Valery writes in "Poetry and Abstract Thought" (Paul Valery, An Anthology 139-140),

        "Each and every word that enables us to leap so rapidly across the chasm of thought, and to follow the prompting of an idea that constructs its own expression, appears to me like one of those light planks which one throws across a ditch or a mountain crevasse and which will bear a man crossing it rapidly. But he must pass without weighing on it, without stopping, - above all he must not take it into his head to dance on the slender plank and test its resistance!... Otherwise the fragile bridge tips or breaks immediately and all is hurtled into the depths."

All the mystery of metaphor or thought can be boiled away with scrutiny and one is left with the mystery of the word. The closer we study our thought process, the more we find the word, the fundamental unit of knowledge, as unreliable and shadowy as any concept we might use it to pursue. The word itself is a magic box, containing within itself all the symbology and significance and history and possibility of the thing it stands for. It is impossible to break open the word. It is the guardian of the Unknown and we must simply take its truth on faith.

We must have faith in this, that language, if essentially cryptic, is never meaningless. As the word itself is built around "a kernel of quiet" (Incognito Lounge 59), it contains those silent ideas we seek and almost apprehend. And as thoughts are spun around words, our thoughts are not strangers to the subject of our intuition. Whether or not what we seek is an eternal secret, whether or not all we can describe "exists in its eternity and not in (our) words" (Personal Anthology 83) , we will continue to seek the mysterious Unknown and to describe it as we describe ourselves. Johnson writes for all of us in this end,

        "In that space between spaces

        where nothing speaks

        I am what it says."

        ("Now" Incognito Lounge 41)

Phenomenological Considerations of Time in the Contemporary Art Works of  Bill Viola, Atta Kim,  and Char Davis

Turning and turning in the widening gyre

The falcon cannot hear the falconer;

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere

The ceremony of innocence is drowned;

The best lack all conviction, while the worst

Are full of passionate intensity.

Surely some revelation is at hand;

Surely the Second Coming is at hand.

The Second Coming! Hardly are those words out

When a vast image out of Spritus Mundi

Troubles my sight: somewhere in the sands of the desert.

A shape with lion body and the head of a man,

A gaze blank and pitiless as the sun,

Is moving its slow thighs, while all about it

Reel shadows of the indignant desert birds.

The darkness drops again; but now I know

That twenty centuries of stony sleep

were vexed to nightmare by a rocking cradle,

And what rough beast, its hour come round at last,

Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born?




SlouchingTowards Bethlehem, W.B Yeats

Introduction: Postmodern Times

Perhaps opening a discussion on artistic explorations of the phenomenology of time with Yeats’ classic poem is an odd start.  And yet the second millenium  paradigm shift that we find ourselves in the midst of, in this writer’s opinion, has much to do with rather radical ruptures in our natural experience of time. Though certainly Yeats’ premonitory vision can be treated in many other ways, (alas, a veritable smorgasborg of radical ruptures could be considered, all contributing to the looming  arrival of We Know Not What), I will argue that of the things that have fallen apart our fragmented experience(s) of time  contribute mightily to contemporary personal, social, and polital dis-ease .  Moreover, our blind obsession with technological development continues (often) to spawn further disjunctures of the self from the experiential now, from the particular peace, insight and queries that can only arise therefrom.  

Naturally, technological advancements are not all bad.  Indeed this paper will highlight ways in which digital tools can be used creatively to enlarge the threshold of our perceptual experience.  And yet we are wise to take a moment to consider the overarching climate of the wholesale relinquishing of our cultures to the digitally brokered communications environment. 

_______writes in “Dimensions in Time” “  For the most part we have forgotten the meaning of authentic existential time.”  He writes “to introduce the concept of authentic time is to introduce another dimension of time -  that of subjectivity.  This concept,’ he writes, “ was explored by Martin Heidegger in “Being and Time.” It was his perception that humans are temporal creatures who in effect exist as time.  For Heidegger,  time in the ‘authentic mode’ is experiential  time; that is a process of living within a pure present.” (Ibid _)

But what could a pure present be these days?  Not only are most modern experiences mediated by machines even those processes of emailing, talking on the phone, watching television, are constantly interupted with ringing bells, pop-up advertisements, menu-trees and instant messages.  Moments of attention are constantly abruptly disconnected from one another, leaving us, ultimately as Andreas Huyssen writes, “in a  culture of amnesia". (http://experimenta.org/mesh/mesh11/11con.html)   We can scarcely work through a thought let alone drawn meaningful associations from the past.  “Huyssen's realisation”, writes ____________“is that the struggle for memory is also a struggle for history and against high-tech amnesia….The more we live with new technologies of communication and information cyberspace, the more our sense of temporality will be affected." This idea is not a new one.  Benjamin,  Adorno and Heidegger have long-since laid the foundational critique of the potenial of mass media to create historical amnesia.  But the criticism seems increasingly valid today.

Things are moving so fast we can scarcely even develop a critical stance on cyberculture or even on our communication tools and how they are used.  ​​​​New media art and communication capacities are ‘not so much evolving as galloping in every direction.  ________ writes, “anyone using critical theory who  desires to examine our emerging online world of cyberculture and its related techno-utopian rhetorics is engaged, as Frederic Jameson recently observed, in a risk-taking speculative act of "telling the future, with an imperfect deck." 
Even if one can have no way of knowing “what will endure into the next century in terms of the visual arts, interactive media and everyday culture” _____ does agree with Abel Jeanniere that the accelaration of history, the decline of the importance or relevance of the past and the marginalization of the lived moment,  create what he calls “pathogenic structures of time.”

In an essay of the same name,  Jeanniere writes, 

Our situation is that of a player who must invent the rules of a game in which the figures are always new and are never repeated from one game to another…. Harmonies and discords of lively but slow maturing rhythmic combinations, ramified possibilites, spontaneous apparitions, fleeting initiatives and rodigious orchestrations belonging to no over-all system sum up the maze of relations established and broken at many different levels.  ….Without examining the political consequences of the prospective approach, we know that a radical change involving nothing less than a complete transformation of values is required.  The structures of time cannot change unless man himself changes.  … The means of fighting the pathogenic structures of time are to be found not in things, but in men.

The disintigration of meaning, as handed down like a heritage from the past, does not only throw us back to uncertain times, but also commits us to a political effort and the application of prospective research that will make curative, logical and concerted action possible.  The future will be, in large measure what we make of it.

The future, which looms before us at this particular historical moment as one with great potential for dissolution and disaster as well as for discovery and possible burgeoning humanitarianism,  require us to know ourselves, to honor our best capacities, to be able to speak without cynicism of the worlds of beauty and complexity we are heir to as living, sensing, beings of higher intelligence.  We must understand that our technological creations are non-neutral.  For them to work in the service of our greatest capacities and highest ideals we must not make the mistake that machines can be humans but rather that they can enlarge our potential to live.  We should be cautioned not to lose what Dogen writes is ‘the original nature of man.’  “The original nature of man is the now.” 

With the rather grim background painted above, the paper will now proceed to its discussion of how some of the tools of our age can be creatively used to access/express/expand  the field of phenomenological experience – here focused on time events,  ideally helping us with what ______calls “the unfinished project of expanded human consciousness.” Ever-evolving  themselves, digital media has already established an area of inquiry that can acces the pre-expressive, prelinguistic stratum of subjective  experience that Husserl investigated in creating the foundational concepts of phenomenomological study and that Merleau-Ponty went on to describe in the following way:

What is irreplaceable in the work of art - ... is the fact that it contains, better than ideas, matrices of ideas (emphasis mine)- the fact that it provides us with symbols whose meaning we never stop developing. Precisely because it dwells and makes us dwell in a world we do not have the key to, the work of art teaches us to see and ultimately gives us something to think about as no analytical work can…." (2002: 118).

And so we will dip into the  ‘uneasy dialectic between video art, digital new media and postmodernity’ (            Web______), looking at images of time slowed,  time expanded and time made spatial.  We will do so by first agreeing with Merleau-Pointy that:

"it is through my body that I understand the other,  it is through my body that I sense things", and also, "the revelation of an immanent or rising sense in the living body opens up to a sensitive world..." (1994: 253, 268).

“What is at stake”, writes Derrida in Speech and Phenomena,  in a discussion Merleau-Ponty and temporality (  )“is the priviledge of the actual present, the now.”  This is a privilege I believe we are largely forsaking now, to our great individual and collective impoverishment.

Bill Viola: Time Slowed.  What is the Now?

In any discussion of time two questions are inevitable: what is the now?  And what is the context of the now – the larger flow of time?  And a third question quickly arises therefrom: what is our place in relation to both present time and the expanded field of time?  New media artists seeking to explore these questions are in a good position to do so as the fields of time, and to some extent space, have become adjustable.
From the advent of the photograph (which, as the cliché  goes, natives worried would ‘capture their soul’) art as mediated by machines, which invariably manipulate the natural laws of time and space -capturing light, freezing time, holding a moment of one’s youth in a detail which escapes memory’s capacity-, we have been aware of new media technologies’ relation to the ‘secrets’ of being, the instance, and face  or surface of ‘presence’.

Perhaps the foundational concept of phenomenology is that of presence.  Husserl’s initial investigations into the notion of presence led directly to the concept of affectivity – the primacy of individual subjective experience.  While philosophers such as Martin Heidegger  and Merleau-Ponty went on to expand Husserl’s ideas on presence to develop new existential ontologies,  the questioning of what can be apprehended subjectively and then expressed (or not expressed) preceed them all.  Even St. Augustine, when querying the nature of time said; “I know what it is, but if you ask me, I know not”

(check quote).  It is the perennially mystery of philosophy and yet we are sure that as we live in our bodies, we live in time.

But what is it?  What is past?  How long is the present?  Science tells us the ‘now’ exists for .03 seconds.  That’s not long.  Bill Viola wants to see what happens to the human subject in that time.  He looks for the increment and though we feel sure he has shown it to us – it still eludes.

In his piece, _______ the viewer approaches ____ faces shown on individual screens on a wall.   We go to the first face and consider it.  It is still.  We look to the second and notice the features, but this face too is still.  If, after looking at the other images or around the room, we will look back to see the first face has changed, and quite dramatically.  These faces each eventually reveal a major human emotion and fully contorted expressions to indicate them.  And yet we see nothing transpire.  Viola is showing affectivity, showing what transpires in a present that is so fleeting as to nearly not exist.  And yet, it is what our lives are made of.  It is always the now and change is observable in relation to it – until that too is consumed in the flux of time.   Viola offers us a micro-experiential look at this phenomenon through the radical slowing of the digital image, we but we still cannot find the moment that have been shown.

As Pavel Sedlak writes in a review of Mark Hansen’s, ‘New Philosophy for New Media’ The image in a digital era…rather consists of processural realization of information in time where bodily intervention plas the contstitutive, productive role of rendering of data.   Though he might be talking about various new media forms in which the body is key in interpreting or rather re-experiencing what is presented to it, in this case, more directly, Viola is showing how are are the very instrument of time.  Our very meaning, according to Heidegger,  is defined by temporality.  Consequently, the philosopher compelled us to try to understand time as a horizon for understanding the nature of our being.

And so we continue, looking now at the larger context of extended time.

One wonders about perspective when  contemplating time.  The single individual is left tot experience, - or try to experience, the now, try to place it in relation to past and future – or (as those supporting tenseless time theories suggest) acknowledge.

Two common theories time abide: that of tensed time: the present, the past and the future being distinct elements, and tenseless time.   Tenseless time, or B-theory time, an ontology supported by Heidegger, endorsed by Einstein, seeks to describe time as inclusive equally and continually of the past, the present and (even if as yet unknowable) the future.

These elements of time are not so much elemts as the totality of time which preceed human apprehension of it.

As ever, in large philosophical inquiries of this scale (and perhaps corresponding scientific ones as well) we are asked to examine assumptions about how much we alter the conclusions of our hypotheses by our mere presence.

The photographer Atta Kim takes the opposite approach from Viola to equally question/expose (literally) the nature of time.  Here our mere presence is made most mere.  Atta Kim is now well-known for his astonishing extended-exposure photographs.  In one one-hour photo; a couple make love.  A camera is on them.  Common enough perhaps.  But what is being captured is not the sexual act, though vague forms of limbs linger radiating like multiple transparent arms of starfish, but the time in which it has occurred.   Of this most present of all experiences for us, Atta’s camera captures not any distinct moment we might recall but captures the context of all.  We are obliterated even within the time period of that intimate engagement.  Physicality scarcely leaves a trace.  Again, this is the opposite of Viola’s demonstration in which time is what barely leaves a trace.  And yet both are true,

There is a now in which we are here and yet, in any extended sweep of time (even apparently a minimal one) we are revealed to be largely immaterial,  largely phantom presences in a reality that dominates.  At least, through Kim’s lense we are – spectral or not –fantastically beautiful.  One series of pictures taken on the ever bustling 5th Avenue in Manhattan, exposed over many hours, shows just a wisp that is all of us, millions of us.  The monumental  buildings and stark street survive us utterly.  We are a blue wisp bending around a corner, that even barely.

The third question that arises then – where do we abide in time?

Char Davis, a Canadian artist, working in virtual reality created a piece called Ephemere

………One of the dominant themes of the piece is the fleeting, fragile lifespan of mortal beings and the field and flow of time.  According to Heidegger the Greeks called this flow physis: “In truth, physis means, outside of all specific connotations of mountains, sea or animals the pure blooming in the power of which all those appear.”

Char Davis writes, “This river of life and time, the inexorable force that pours through all things, is what concerns me. “  And she quotes Dylan Thomas: The force that through the green fuse drives the flower, Drives my green age; that blasts the roots of tress Is my destroyer. And I am dumb to tell the crooked rose My youth is bent with the same wintry fever.”  We don’t know.  That is the truth.   According to the artist “the very immateriality, temporality and apparent three-dimensionality of immersive virtual space is well suited for manifesting such a concept. In Ephémère, besides the various comings-into-being, lingerings and passings-away and the transformations of illumination and spatial contexts, there are "flows" of rivers, root flows and body fluids streaming through the work.

In her environment, Davis has recreated the immerseive phenomenological of the perspective and involvement of an individual.  Here sapce can extend before us.  Time envelopes us and expresses not only our own temporality but that of natural forces as well.

There are other nations.

…

This is the second them of this virtual realit piec.

The Immersive Nature of Time – What is the Context?

Atta Kim: Extended Exposure: 

What is the relationship of the self to the context?

Char Davis: Place as Event – 

Place in continuous process too.

Ephémère is an interactive, immersive audio/visual virtual environment which furthers the work begun in Osmose (1995).

In Ephémère there are two intertwined themes. One is the ephemerality of being, in terms of our fragile fleeting life spans as mortal beings embedded in a living, flowing world, among an unfathomable myriad of comings-into-being, lingerings and passings-away. The work's second theme is the symbolic correspondence between body and earth: earth as regenerative source, organic destiny, mythological ground. Within the work are recurring "archetypal" elements suggesting a co-equivalency between the chthonic presences of the interior organic body and the subterranean earth, whose meanings and behaviours are dependent on the behaviour of the participant and spatial/temporal context.

Life Flow

As I began this paper, the nearby stream roared and flooded with the spring melt of a mountain's snow. Weeks later, rocks warmed in the sun and apple trees were in expectant bud. Soon after this paper goes to press, the stream will have slowed to a trickle, the forests will have leafed and faded and the apples will be ripening. Even on the most tranquil of days, a powerful force pours through here, through every element and creature.

This river of life and time, the inexorable force that pours through all things, is what concerns me. As Dylan Thomas wrote:

The force that through the green fuse drives the flower, Drives my green age; that blasts the roots of trees Is my destroyer. And I am dumb to tell the crooked rose
My youth is bent with by the same wintry fever.[3]
According to Heidegger, the Greeks called this flow "physis":

In truth, physis means, outside of all specific connotations of mountains, sea or animals, the pure blooming in the power of which all that appears and thus "is".[4]
Ephémère is structured as a temporal progression, in terms of emergence and withdrawal of form; flow and ebb of visibility and audibility; and diurnal/nocturnal and seasonal transformation, as well as germination and decay. While the ephemeral is most usually associated with momentary manifestations such as mayflies, from a mountain's point of view, our own lives are as fleeting.

This land is the muse behind Ephémère—at this moment, a velvet envelope of mountain evening, silent rocks, flowing water, insistently budding flora and shadowy fauna stealthily engaged in the business of their own lives. Here I am immersed in an unfathomably complex, inexorable flow which pours through a myriad of channels, whose embodied forms are, as Henri Beston wrote in 1928:

Brethren…not underlings; they are other nations caught with ourselves in the net of life and time, fellow prisoners of the splendour and travail of the Earth.[8]
Ephémère is an attempt to express all this.

These days however, due to a litany of consequences of human attitudes and actions, the rich biodiversity of Nature is diminishing. On this particular piece of land, fewer songbirds return in spring to nest, frogs and salamanders have less young, and the maple trees are dying. In some ways, Ephémère is a lament, not only for the ephemerality of our own lives, but for the passing of Nature as we have known it.

Conclusion

The construction of virtual landscapes in an age of environmental crisis is fraught with implications. All digital constructions of "virtual reality" and cyberspace are ideologically-laden and most serve to reinforce the cultural value system which Henri Lefebvre has labelled the "reign of King Logos"[9]. Such constructions may also serve to distract from earthly responsibilities and the very wonder of being embodied among all this, here now. However, alternative approaches to the technology are possible. As Marshall McLuhan wrote, such usage is the responsibility of artists:

The function of the artist in correcting the unconscious bias of a given culture can be betrayed if he merely repeats the bias of a culture without readjusting it. In this sense the role of art is to create the means of perception by creating counter-environments that open the door of perception to people otherwise numbed in a non-perceivable situation…. In an age of accelerated change, the need to perceive the environment becomes urgent. New environments reset our sensory thresholds. These in turn later affect our outlook and expectations.[10]
While our habitual perceptions may lead to the forgetting of being, the paradoxical qualities of immersion in a virtual environment—if constructed so as not to reinforce conventional assumptions and behaviour—can be used to open doors of perception. In this context, Ephémère is an attempt to reaffirm our poetic and mythic need for Nature, returning attention to our fragile and fleeting existences as mortal beings embedded in a vast, multi- channelled flow of life through time.

Today the apple trees are blossoming: tomorrow the blossoms will fall back to earth.
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