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Chapter 12. Perry Hoberman/Gary Hill/Adam Ross: Click/Focus/Dream
PERRY HOBERMAN/CLICK

There has to be that interval of neglect, there has to be discontinuity; it is religiously and artistically essential. That is what I mean when I refer to the necessity for ruins: ruins provide the incentive for restoration, and for a return to origins." J.B. Jackson, The Necessity For Ruins

A 35 millimeter projector starts up in the booth, and The Big Easy, a policier set in New Orleans, opens with daylight traveling shots through the Louisiana bayous. These accelerate and darken, culminating in a descent through the city’s night skies into Charles Moore's classically inspired postmodern pastiche, the Piazza d'Italia. This being a crime movie, there's a corpse face down in the fountain.
 

The first time I see this film, I know the Piazza d'Italia only through illustrations in architectural publications. But here, the Piazza -- with its brilliantly lit faux columns, flowing "wetopes" (witty, dribbling metopes), and topographic map of the boot of Italy -- has never looked more enticing. This is, after all, the movies, and people, places, and things are supposed to look better in the movies.

Some years pass, and I am walking through downtown New Orleans for the first time. I happen upon a ruin. Neon tubes are missing or shattered, the water has been turned off for years, and the walls are cracked and peeling -- a peculiar aspect of the "witty" construction which faced steel-framed construction with stone and now sees the two separating through the effects of time and vandalism. The Piazza d'Italia, no more than a decade and half after it was completed, doesn't need a body to resemble the scene of the crime. The discourse of contemporary architecture too often is over the day of the ribbon cutting. Perhaps it should revisit its showpieces as they adapt to their environments, inhabitants, and unexpected uses -- even to their unjust, sometimes ignominious fates.

Still more years pass, and I'm back in New Orleans, looking at a prototype of Perry Hoberman's "The Sub-division of the Electric Light." I've come from Los Angeles, Hoberman from San Francisco, yet that odd triangulation that the tradeshow, conference, and lecture circuits work on geography has brought us together in the shadow of the Piazza d'Italia. This may be Hoberman's first project specifically for a CD-ROM, but it is in keeping with the artist's long held and keenly realized attention to the intertwinings of technology, images, and nostalgia. So, with the Piazza as context, the screen instantiates the imagescape as postmodern ruin. 

Click. Antique projectors whir in an undifferentiated, phosphor-lit blankness. Click, and the projectors perform their destiny; they project. The images they throw across the virtual space of the monitor consist of home movies, found footage, family slides. The imagescape is a calculated nostalgia engine, calibrated to our memories of an earlier media era, one of bright bulbs, photo-chemical emulsions, reflective surfaces, and dust motes which swirl into life, into light. Hoberman sub-divides our cultural memory of light in the service of media. On a monitor, he conjures projection to remind us of the ever-accelerating speed with which we consume and then dispose of media technologies -- and  that with every move there is a loss as well as a gain. At a moment when the computer market's most fervent dream can be summed up as "full screen, full motion video," Hoberman is an iconoclast, shattering and subdividing the monitor, playing with its spurious two and one half dimensions of depth. 

Click, and a scenario begins: an antique 8 mm Bell and Howell projector whirs to life in one corner of the monitor, fulfilling the expectations for interaction. Click again, this time on the miniaturized moving image of a baby, cooing and gurgling on a screen situated at an oblique angle from the projector, and expectations are challenged. This click brings on the projectionist's nightmare: the image blurs, skips, freezes, and then burns from the inside to its edges. But we are afraid of system crashes now, not film jamming the gates and bursting into flames, which raises the question: Where do antique nightmares go when no one dreams them anymore?

Click, and one of the barely finished rooms is bathed in a projection. An immensely over-scaled ball rolls by the wall, catching and transforming the light, a reminder that the moving image should not always be measured in the diagonal increments of monitor models. Click, and the projection takes on the attributes of that onto which it is projected. Click, and be reminded of the great pleasures that were to be had in the interruption, manipulation, and scaling of projected light. 

Playing with light is not simply an aesthetic gesture, it is also a manipulation of time, a result of the laws of relativity and the 20th century mantra that E equals MC2. "The Sub-division of the Electric Light" is also about the parceling and reapportionment of time that dynamic media bring in their wake: Jean Luc Godard spoke of film as truth twenty-four times a second; video cassette recorders made time shifting a phenomenological commonplace; the grail of computer graphics is "real time" applications; and the aesthetic of the World Wide Web is based at least as much on the wait between images as it is the on-line imagescapes themselves. 

Hoberman plays off this interrelationship between the visual and the temporal. Click, and each mise-en-scène manifests its singularity (or gimmick, as it were), either with another click or with a movement of the mouse: the film runs in reverse, light sources shift, objects rotate or deform; and in one, the screen moves closer or farther away, creating a time slider in space.  Click, and time is spatialized. Click, and space is temporalized. In reference to this project, Hoberman has written, "I want to make something where time never stops completely - but not something where you are trapped in an automated clockwork of time - where the user can play with time, where time is something malleable - however not something where the user controls time (which would be impossible anyway)."
 

This quotation is likewise a description of memory, that slippery somewhere where "time is something malleable." And memory is central to "The Sub-division of the Electric Light." There are forgotten memories: Edison's electric lightbulb as the refutation of the commonly held 19th century belief that the small-scale, domestication of artificial illumination was impossible.
 There are dim memories: management information systems engineers dismissing desktop computing as a hobbyist's pursuit, one that posed no threat to the mainframe's mandarin caste system. There are personal memories of the distant past: relatives hauling out obscure machinery to show their home movies and the slide shows of their travels. There are professional memories: machines (the Apple II), platforms (the Amiga), hardware (the dot matrix printer), software (Wordstar), storage systems (the 5 1/4" floppy) -- once central to computing, now hand-me-downs to poor relatives, or entirely abandoned.

And so, back to architecture and the postmodern ruin of the Piazza d'Italia. We can see most electronic art sharing the fate, sooner rather than later, of Moore's monument -- the silver oxide that flakes off 1" videotape; the pioneering audio and visual work done on computer systems that no longer have manuals or spare parts; even the CD-ROM itself, a delivery system referred to as transitional since its very inception. Thus it is that Perry Hoberman, whose works have so often been performance-based, may indeed be an emblematic artist for the CD-ROM. It may be a mistake to regard "The Sub-division of the Electric Light" as an art object, for that implies a certain permanence and stability that the work and its medium do not offer. Better to think of it as performance, for performances, unlike monuments, don't leave ruins; they leave memories.

Gary Hill: Focus
A forty yard meander through Los Angeles’s Museum of Jurassic Technology (MJT) is a more interactive experience than a week spent navigating through all but the rarest new media projects. But, like a newcomer to <jodi.org>, prepare to be confused. Moving from the Misch/Webster Gallery’s display of real letters addressed to the Mt. Wilson Observatory to the explication of Geoffrey Sonnabend's highly implausible “Cone of Obliscence” (a mad theory of memory) in the Delani/Sonnabend Halls, and then to the impossible diorama of the Deprong Mori, a bat that can vibrate through lead walls, is to “interact” with truth value, a full range of sensory input, and the nagging sense of doubt that is the only residue we can ever take with us after engaging with a full sense of wonder. The MJT is more than a museum, as one regular notes. It is “a museum, a critique of museums, and a celebration of museums – all rolled up into one.”
 

The MJT is conceptual artist David Wilson’s deadpan take on the tradition of the Kunst- und Wunderkammern, those 16th through 19th century collections where the wonders of nature were displayed cheek to jowl with art works and a variety of ephemera, apocrypha and just plain nonsense that slots into neither category, or both. These Wunderkammern, or wonder chambers, were the foundation of both the “scientific museum” and what we now think of as its antithesis, the roadside freak show. The Wunderkammern’s galleries were chock a block with contemporary paintings, fragments from Noah’s Ark, late Renaissance forgeries of Imperial Roman copies of Classical Greek statuary (presented as authentic relics of Atlantis), cloth from Africa, mementos from the New World, and all manner of other objects of interest and fancy, collected by scholars and aristocrats, enthusiasts and obsessives of all stripes. These collections both predated and survived the Enlightenment concept of the museum as the repository of the real, serving as a place where “attractions” of all kind were gathered.
 

In the introduction I discuss the way that digital media still remain for the most part “media of attractions.” Too much of new media aesthetic practice apes the market, using the art object as the excuse to demo the system, software or network of the moment. Indeed, the new media art world too often resembles a huge Wunderkammern that thinks it is a museum, filled with novelties it mistakes for meaning. Gary Hill’s videotape Site Recite (a prologue) (1989) is one of the great correctives to the kind of aesthetic practice that insists on being accorded notice because it is an interactive, immersive, networked or some other such technologized Wunder. Site Recite is an exercise in focus, a four minute simulacrum of a continuous movement through a dataspace. 

Beginning in darkness, a resonant voice reads from the artist’s text: “Nothing seems to have ever been moved. There is something of every description which can only be a trap.”
 The first of a long series of dissimilar objects then comes into focus, only to fade out as the focal plane of the camera shifts, revealing yet another object, which blurs in turn. The effect somehow mimics the experience of sitting through an eye exam as the optometrist fiddles with the lenses and abruptly transforms the eye’s ability to focus. It is not just the focal distance that recalibrates, as the camera moves continuously and fluidly through this darkly indeterminate space. So deft is the camerawork, that the spectator experiences an almost bodily sense of movement through the dataspace.

In time, the viewer is confronted with animal skulls, jaw bones, broken egg shells, butterfly wings, fragments of sea shells, and little scraps of typewritten paper which fade into and out of view too quickly to decipher. On one level, Site Recite is Hill’s mediated vanitas, that staple of art history which, by concentrating on skulls, bones and other momenti mori confront us with our own mortality. But this video is many other things as well, including, as John Handhardt notes, a Wunderkammern “filled with lost and remembered objects.”
 In its conceptual clarity and technical mastery, Site Recite – like the Museum of Jurassic Technology – offers a damning critique of the paltriness of tree-structured interactivity. By this I mean interactive media’s mechanistic myth of choice: up/down, left/right, fight/flight. This is the brute interactivity of the database: options are arrayed, choices expected to be made. Yes, there is interaction, but to what point beyond demonstrating that interaction itself is possible? 

Hill made Site Recite to simulate a single pass through a never realized “interactive” videodisc which the artist had planned to title Which tree.
 The videotape, which serves as a record of a single reading/writing/navigating of the dataspace, is intended specifically to “mark this word interactive with its tendency to attract an optimism of infinite possibilities, contrary to the fact that it is not only delimited by if/then scenarios, but thoroughly collapses when the viewer finds him/her self forced to make decisions inscribed by “multiple choice.”
 David Wilson commented on the Entertainment Industrial complex: “Face it, in that kind of work you can count the themes you engage on the fingers of one hand, even if you don’t have any arms.”
 For all the discourse and marketing hype around new media, the themes – as well as the paradigms – for creating truly interactive multimedia experiences responsive to user input have been few and far between. 
Hill’s seamless long take, with its constant fluctuations between and among the depth of the objects, is reminiscent of Alfred Hitchcock’s narrative feature Rope (1948), which adapted a play of the same name into a seemingly continuous, real time 90 minute long take, with the camera serving as the equivalent of the eyes of a spectator at one of those live “interactive” and “immersive” murder mysteries like Tamara that became popular live performances over the last two decades.
 But no 35 mm camera of Hitchcock’s time had a magazine with 90 minutes worth of film in it, and no major studio would ever have released a single take film from anybody, even a director as meticulous as Hitchcock. Rope, however, is not a single take; it just looks like one, as Hitchcock spliced together a series of ten minute takes, cutting on tight shots of clothing, furniture, and architectural details (which could be completely immobilized and matched) to create the fiction of continuity.
 

In a like maneuver, what seems in Site Recite to be one long, fluid and incredible take is in fact the stitching together of hundreds of smaller shots, each cut to the other at the moment of blur between focus. The comparison between this short video and Hitchcock’s narrative feature is doubly apt because Site Recite is itself a mystery, one complete with a dénouement. Like one of Agatha Christie’s Ten Little Indians who discovers why she is on a deserted island only at the end of the novel, we encounter the solution to the mystery in the video's closing frames.  Yet Hill is sly:  his ending, which shows--in crystal-clear focus--the table and those eccentric objects which have thus far eluded our vision, would be anyone else's point of departure.  Here, that is, what in cinema is referred to as the "establishing shot" is recast as a conclusion of sorts.  Another circle, then, is created – a non-narrative loop. 

But Site Recite is not just a mystery, it is also a thriller, with a last, unexpected shock. Hill’s voice resonates: “I must become a warrior of self-consciousness and move my body to move my mind to move the words to move my mouth to spin the spur of the moment. Imagining the brain closer than the eyes.”
 The last sentence is spoken by a mouth that we see made animate, from inside that mouth itself. This sequence was composed of still photographs of the inside of Hill’s mouth and the surface of his tongue captured using dental mirrors. These stills were then texture mapped onto a computer graphic animation to create the illusion of speech captured from the point of view of the speaking subject’s cortex, a witty, rather shocking comment on the search for a truly grounded subject position. 

Hill is one of the most important and theoretically sophisticated figures to emerge from the genre of video art and the great body of his work has been engaged with the issue of how to build and describe an “electronic linguistic.”
 While Site Recite is obviously an investigation of the cinematographic and videographic technique of the “focus pull,” it offers a template for other, more specific explorations of digital hyperaesthetics. Hill’s electronic linguistic engages with language as an embodied technology, with language as a virtual system, with language as a visual object. Interactivity may be a chimera right now, but if artists ever hope to make more of it than a Wunder, they would do well to emulate Site Recite.  

Adam Ross: Dream

Of all the doxa generated by the psychoanalytic faith, my favorite is the dream-day residue. This is the notion that each night’s dream is built at least in part from fragments gleaned during the dream-day.
 This direct linkage between the sunlit experience of our conscious waking and the unconscious dream-work of condensing, displacing, and revising that raw material is one of the strongest arguments for art, in all its forms. For if by consciously seeking out aesthetic experiences that are challenging and/or beautiful, perverse and/or sublime, stimulating and/or peaceful we can impact even our dreams, who can argue against the power of art? 

But it has been the impact of the digital on our lives – both conscious and unconscious – that has been the purview of this book. How then are we to assess the import of the computer-inflected as well as the computer generated for this particular cultural moment? Since both are so ubiquitous, why not appropriate the digital as a frame? Why not discuss an oil painting on wood as a digital artwork? There are indeed many digital paintings, and innumerable ways of relating painting to digital input. In Powerbook (1996), Miltos Manetas paints hardware, fuzzing the focus on a laptop computer until the canvas begins to resemble a Robert Ryman abstract swath of gray, with a small, warm blob in the lower center (the ubiquitous bitten Apple icon reduced to an image trace). Monique Prieto takes another tack, plotting out the deflated balloon shapes of non-representational paintings like Pedestrian (1998) on the computer's screen and then transferring these designs to canvas so that she can more fully concentrate on the treatment of color, having already “solved” the form-making digitally. But what of paintings that bear no trace of technology beyond the artist’s brush, can these too be computer-inflected? 

Adam Ross’s Untitled (AT 7) (1998) is a painting of a technological imaginary, a realm of both conscious calculation and unconscious reverie. The rectangular wood surface, six feet long and three feet high, is divided into four major elements. The first is the gray ground that stretches off into the horizon, its topography taking up the bottom quarter of the painting, surmounted by a slightly jagged horizon line, suggesting either hills close by or vast mountains unimaginably far from the viewer’s vantage point. Taking up three quarters of the painting above the horizon line is a green sky, but one whose particular density of color refamiliarizes it; this green sky somehow captures the same depth and weight as our blue sky, creating an atmosphere disturbing and yet somehow reassuring. On the one hand this painting can be read as representational, the landscape as an architectural rendering: out of the gray plane a cityscape emerges, one composed of smaller structures gridded out rationally, as we expect of every Radiant City since Le Corbusier. Complimenting this reading are vast vertical forms rising above the grid, scraping the green sky, surpassing the wildest dreams of South East Asian autarks (for they seem to be the only ones left in thrall to the 20th century’s obsession with tower as phallus). 

But the techno-sublime reading of this painting as a representational rendering of a fantastic urban plan is skewed by the overlay of a grid of ghostly perpendicular yellow and blue lines coming up from the gray plane and floating in the green ether. These are neither precisely abstract, nor, truth be told, completely non-representational. I cannot help but read these forms as floating windows, interfaces somehow blown up beyond the scope even of architecture. Like the single beam shooting into space from the apex of the pyramid hotel that announces the Luxor Casino even to tourists flying over Las Vegas, perhaps these are simply advertisements, for Windows 2295® or some other such soon to be outmoded product. But they may be more. Perhaps they are structures in their own rights, or even a delicate, as yet unimaginable art form. 

The painting has a crispness and playfulness that appeals to anyone who has ever thought about what it would be like to build in an environment in which the rules of gravity and the behaviors of building materials either do not hold or can be willfully ignored. The “AT” in the title stands for the overall title of the series from which it comes, “Architecture and Time,” and Untitled (AT 7) encourages the viewer to suspend disbelief, to posit a different kind of space-time, and in so doing, a different kind of life. But this is not a wholehearted embrace of the future, either. For all of the brightness of tone, the world depicted is cool. The structures do not read as particularly habitable (or even designed for humans), and a spectre of loneliness hangs heavy in the green air. Is this painting related to the tradition of architectural photography, which prizes above all else the shot of the building just before just before people step into it? Or is it instead an archeological rendering, with the city's inhabitants long dead, the structures just excavated? In other words, is the city sleeping or is it dead?


This painting may be ambiguous, but it is not ironic. In standing against irony, the painting participates in an ongoing critique of postmodernism that defines the post ’89 generation, perhaps even questioning the appropriateness of the very notion of the "post" modern. Ross explicitly positions his Untitled (AT 7) in a continuum that embraces the pre-modern, the high modern (it is a painting, after all) as well as the postmodern and even post-postmodern phases. In this expansiveness, Ross battles the nihilistic truism inherited from postmodernism, that neither life nor art are as interesting as they once were, and that all that remains is to rework the past in an endless series of appropriations, metacritical commentaries, and nostalgic references. This is not to say that Ross’s painting is naïve, far from it, in fact. The references in this body of work extend far beyond the science-fictional imaginary to include what can be called an illusionistic Surrealism of the kind practiced by painters Matta and Yves Tanguy in the '50s, the speculative pavilions of Britain's Archigram’s group in the '60s, comic artist Moebius's vertiginous cityscapes of the '70s, the paper architecture of Lebbeus Wood's floating cities in the '80s, and Frank Gehry’s curved and folded design of the Guggenheim Bilbao at the close of the century.
 

What Ross shares with all of these artists is a sense that good or bad, the present is now, the past is gone and we have some say about the way the future will look and feel. We need work like Untitled (AT 7) to contribute to our dream-day residue, for how else are we to escape a sense of permanent present?
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