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Because of their size and the crispness of the digital
image, every crease, hair follicle and pore becomes
more visible than it is ordinarily to the human

eye (fig. 32). Turning up the visual volume like this
may be thought to have the effect of enhancing

the interaction between the work and the viewer,
even of being an attempt to bestow on the work a
formal grandiosity which could sway the viewer in
its favour. But in fact, | believe, the cumulative effect
is an alienating one: the level of detail presented and
the size of the work, when combined with reinforcing
thematic elements which | discuss below, serve to
defamiliarise the work's, It is difficult for the viewer
to distinguish crucial interpretative clues from mere
detail. The relative significance of sectors of the
work is not discernible. Everything is simultaneously
significant and therefore insignificant. Larger than life
barely becomes life at all.

Dark backgrounds comprise the greater part of the
images. At a basic visual level, the dominance of black
compels the attention of the viewer to the areas

of the work which are illuminated; it intensifies the
focus on these areas so that the tiniest detail assumes
a heightened, but uncertain, significance. This aspect
of the work evokes, amongst other things, the space
of the stage: lighting, gestures, props and movements
may strive to mimic reality but are always already,

by their very attempt at mimesis, far removed from
it. The experience lies somewhere between what

is ‘real’ and what is ‘fantastical’ and, as with the

size of the works, the aim is to preclude any easy
assimilation of the meaning of the work.

Unlike most theatrical stages, however, this
environment provides very few contextual clues

in the way of props to assist the viewer in the
extraction of meaning. The figure is without milieu,
which is to say that it plays at standing outside
history and discourse.The glossy surface of the print
furthermore lends an oil-slick appearance to the
black areas, suggesting a slipperiness and elusiveness.
The viewer finds himself reflected in these areas,
incapable of penetrating the surface, looking into the
work but being bounced back out of it.

Captured in the ahistorical darkness of its enclosure,
stripped of all supporting elements, the work might
appear to evoke some dark hole of existentialism,

if not for the relentless, almost obsessive interest

in the systems and conventions of signification. A
combination and interplay of gestures and signs
evoke a meaning which seems imminent but never
transpires. It is as though, despite or because of the
alienating formal elements, there remains an incessant
need to communicate, or to reproduce the outward
embodiment of communicative intent, but to do so in
a self-mocking, half-hearted, uitimately even resentful
manner.

Visual signifiers are embedded in a parasitic
relationship where the conventional meaning of
each is eroded by the presence of the other. The
face appears devoid of emotional content, even of
a humanising animation, which would potentially
establish a personal connection with the viewer.

5 This is comparable to the experience of the super-realistic blown-up figures of sculptor Ron Mueck.





















namely that “the new media object can be described
formally”, that is to say mathematically and, resuiting
from this, that “[a] new media object is subject

to algorithmic manipulation” (Manovich 2001:27).
Production on a computer, in other words, entails
the manipulation of completely specified discrete
information; clearly, in the world of new media,
what cannot be specified quantitatively cannot be
manipulated and, conversely, the further the reach
of quantitative specification possibilities extend, the
greater the potential of digital manipulation.

A first, somewhat contrary, insight stemming from
this is that digital works are likely to be perceived

as less rather than more real in the mimetic

sense, precisely due to the perfection of their
representation. This is akin to the recording of music:
the transformation of sound to digital information
eliminates all noise, that is to say that which cannot
be specified quantitatively, and in so doing reproduces
sound which is certainly cleaner but not mimetically
a more accurate reproduction of the way performed
music sounds to the listener. In my own work, having
converted my bedy to digital information through
scanning, | enhance rather than diminish this effect by
editing out on the computer (Manovich’s algorithmic
manipulation) any blemishes which remain. The effect
of this precision is to distance the viewer from the
worlk’s impersonal ‘perfection’ which seems to stand
inviolable and aloof from the reality of living. The

fact that the work has not been made in the material
sense, and bears no mark of the passage of the artist’s

"7 Consequently there is also no evidence of mastery (or lack thereof) in this process.

body on or through it', along with its glossy surface,
strengthen this impersonality. The viewer is implicitly
at risk of becoming a superfluous appendage to a
narcissistic circuit of self-perfecting.

| attempt to generate a museum-like silence within
the work (as though the animating aspect of the
body had fled), which is distancing and estranging and,
as with the viewing of corpses, calls into question

the viewer’s involvement in the event. The work
represents an ambivalence between a desire to control
the self and the meanings it elicits, and the desire to
yield to the allure of signification, the desire to reveal
all and (potentially) receive absolution for it. The
theme of control stems from a horror of the messy
body which spills over its boundaries and leads to the
consequent dispersion of the self. The possibility of
control is maintained by the small visual universe the
work draws from, a universe whose permutations are

finite and can therefore be predicted and controlled.































Language can thus be described as impersonal, it
exceeds us as individuals” (Sturrock 1979:12).

The scepticism which traverses much of postmodern
thinking has both an empowering and disempowering
aspect. lts empowering characteristic takes the form
of a ‘playful’ sense of the postmodern, which sees in
the breakdown of meta-narratives which structure
the self, social meaning and history'® the opening

of a significatory and interpretative space which
welcomes the transitional and provisional. Here,
indeterminacy makes perpetual re-invention possible,
and a new celebration of the persona and the mask
becomes permitted, a celebration which neither
misses nor asks after the fascination of previous

eras with the depths that surfaces hide. This sense
of the postmodern has also been most receptive to
new syntheses and appropriations and has largely
jettisoned the purist aesthetics of high modernism.

It has been perceived as enabling, precisely because
of the unique space it has opened up, unique in its
pluralism and the permeability of its barriers. Tarnas
writes in this regard of an “almost unprecedented
intellectual flexibility and cross-fertilization, reflected
in the widespread call for, and practice of, open
“conversation” between different understandings,
different vocabularies, different cultural paradigms”
(Tarnas 1991:402). The breakdown of the narratives
of the Enlightenment provide, in this reading, an
opportunity to reconfigure, at a more localised and
provisional level, the meaning of our selves, our
bodies, our relations with each other.

The disempowering aspect of the postmodern
positions the de-centred self within the workings of
an insidious power which questions the potential of
emancipatory narratives (be they socio-economic, as
in Marxism, or gendered, as in Feminism) to lift us out
of our socialisation and our perspectivistic limitations.
This more pessimistic reading stems to a significant
extent from the works of Michel Foucault.

Foucault begins Discipline and Punish with the
harrowing description of the protracted torture
and execution of regicide Damien. For Foucault,
such a direct, mechanical exercise of power on the
body is an originating, primitive means of instilling

discipline in the populace for the purposes of

control. His text traces the transformation of
power towards more subtle, internalised techniques
of control such as the panopticon, whose principle
permeates the construction of modern subjects
through socialisation processes in the family, school,
workplace and, most fundamentally, language. Here,
in other words, the de-centring of the self does not
provide the possibility of more local reconfiguration,
but a recognition of the extent to which structure
controls and disciplines. The history of power
exercised on, and through, the body moves from
power exercised directly on the body to power
dispersed throughout the systems of relations within
which the self attempts to constitute itself and within
which it is always already constituted.

®The seminal expression of this meaning of the postmodern arguably remains Lyotard’s The Postmodern Condition,
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