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BELIEF

TEXT BY

KIRSTEN LEENAARS

This publication appears in the context
of the UIC’s MFA thesis exhibition and explores the notion of ‘belief’ in our society.
Belief is a complex phenomenon. It is often charged with desire, fear, inner conviction
and collective ideals. What does it mean when someone says “I believe” or when a
population says “we believe”? Working with notions such as dreams, fantasies, hope,
myth, faith and legend, the suggestion is put forward that ‘believing’ is a pervasive
force at the heart of our lived reality. It is in these times that I think it critical that we
evaluate the foundations of both our personal and collective beliefs.

The general optimism
of the 1990s, linked to the end of Communism in Europe, the proliferation of tech-
nologies such as the internet, and the globalization of economic markets, seemws to
have been replaced with a fleeting sense of hope and the mild stain of despair. The col
la,psing promise of global mobility and economic well being, as well as the growing in-
fluence of right-wing thinking around the world have all contributed to such senti
ments. The consequences of capitalist neo-liberal supremacy and fundamentalist
thinking, reinforced in particular by the events of 9/11, have caused enormous changes
in the global political climate. Ideologies seem to be constantly opposed and strategi-
cally played out in the media, and sadly, only in the stark shades of black and white.

In a soci-
ety, our society, where liberal multicultural tolerance and fundamentalism are equally
feared, where the Iight of Christian Right is shining on us while new age spirituality is
pushing us to find our inner truths, and consumerism is our path to salvation, what is
it we believe in?

In this publication the contributors will explore what we, both as a soci-
ety and as individuals, believe in. Consequences will be offered and the relevant role
that belief plays will be questioned. They will look at how belief functions as a con-
struct within our lives, as well as how the notion of belief is used and constructed in
art, implicitly, or explicitly. I would like to thank both the artists and the various critis
cal thinkers that were paired with each student for constructing a space within this

publication that allows for believing things differently.
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THE WORLD IS NOT ENOUGH
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Everything is cryptic, crystal-

queer James Merrill
The poem tells the story of a trip to the post office-an attempted ex-
change between our speaker and his distant sweetheart: a postcard to be sent, a letter
to be retrieved. But this is not how it goes. The letter is trapped beyond the dim pane
of a broken post office box, the service window is un-manned and the stamp machine
unyielding. Finally, and without explanation, both un-read letter and un-sent post-
card are washed into unreadability by the wet snow of a winter morning: words melt-
ing unspoken into white surfaces.
The poem is called “Getting Through”!, a phrase
that, in light of the story’s failures, smacks of bitter irony. But I suspect a lurking sin-
cerity of meaning here. What, after all, is getting through? Perhaps some pictures will

I‘CSOIVC the uneasy focus Of thCSC WOI’ClS.

Photographs have many inherent failings, and one thing that they can never seem to
do is get us through. They can bring us, expertly, to any number of thresholds, in front
of a scene, an object or a figure, but their dimensional collapse—of time and space—will
never allow us across. They are intractable in this refusal. The problem, though, is that
they do not make this intention clear. Vilem Flusser, writing in 1983, asserts that the

danger of what he calls “the camera program” is its illusionary suggestion of access:

“technical images," as he calls them, are screens that we mistake for maps. We scan a

surface and conclude that we have gleaned the understanding that will let us through.

This, he insists, is never the case. We are eternally captured in the misreading of sur-
faces that suggest entry but suspend agency. The transparent illusion of the medium
keeps us hostage from experience. But Flusser holds out a hope for the possibilities of
the camera image. A “Photographer,” as he heroically defines it, is “a person who tries
"

Michael
Robinson’s image series, The World is Not Enough, offers many photographs of ex-

to make photographs with information not contained in the camera program.

plicit thresholds: screens, windows, windshields, televisions. Already there is a partic-
ular doubling of the flat threshold that the photograph asserts. But this is not the half
of it. The pictures stand beyond a layer of opaque white marks, themselves reproduced
beyond the frame of the final image: an image of a world beyond a physical threshold,
suspended behind three laminations of framing and distance. This is particular flat-
ness indeed.

In front of these photographs, one’s eyes snap immediately to the white over-
painting in the image. The marks feel narratively discursive within the modernist lan-
guage of traces, time and thought: an atomized mapping of temporal subjectivity. But
they are not alone. True to the function of the artist’s medium - Wite-out corrective
fluid - these marks expose a gesture of addition that is also always an act of obfusca-
tion. They cover up, and they do so with no attention to the depicted frames and spac-
es beyond them. The drawing speaks to the surface, but is unconscious of the image.
We learn from these marks that the surface has no regard for the scene. Here, then, is
where the accumulated depth of flatnesses collapses. These marks insist-along with
Flusset’s critique of photography, and Merrill’s un-read missive -that we are not get-

ting through.
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Yet, as with the poem, these pictures do not feel like refusals. Robinson’s compound
photographs foreclose representation but open onto the image’s surface as the site of
transaction between the viewer, their desire and the image. The marks map the recipis
ent’s history of longing - for meaning, intimacy, history, understanding - projected and
laid over the picture. And this, of course, is where Flusser would want us to read the
invisible text of the illusionary experience of picture-viewing.

With photographs it is
always, in some sense, only on the surface of this technical mirage that we can locate
experience. As with letters between lovers, the sheet of paper is always explicitly not
the object. It is, though, the instantiation and documentation of desire. This, then, is
why Robinson’s photographs-like the dissolution that animates the poet’s melting
postcard text - insist that the still image is always agitated. The images live in our dy-
namic acts of projection, not the false pedagogy of penetration.

Why, we might still ask,
is the world not enough? And how, exactly, are we getting through? I will hazard that
these two questions are more or less the same, and further, that their unwinding lies at
the feet of the romantic and phenomenological discourses of the poetic image. Bache-
lard’s Poetics of Space -a text much-loved and mostly misread by photographers-talks
of the image’s dramatic emergence from language into the reader’s imagination as the
perpetual and powerful dynamic of presence in the reception of poetry. It is a process
almost explicitly anathema to the presentational realism of the photograph. Bachelard
calls it a “sudden salience on the surface of the psyche,” and here we are brought back
to Robinson’s pictures. They are not images of the world because the world, excerpted
and fossilized in the picture plane, is never enough. Rather, they are maps of the view~
er’s deeply cathected processes of projection. We make it ours by desiring of it, and
that alchemy - ever enacted and deferred -is photographed here.

But are we still not getting through? Merrill concludes his narrative of failed transmis-
sion with the following lines:

The stationary store's brow drips. ablaze

Where the pink sun has struck it with the hand

0f one remembering after days and days-

Remembering what? lam a fool. a fooll

[ hear with joy, helpless to understand

Cries of snow-crimson children leaving school.

The poet reclaims not
knowing and not having- the inconclusiveness that characterizes unfolding experi-
ence-as the suspended and radiant point of self-consciousness. We are salient to our-
selves through the liberation of desire from its supposed object. We are getting through,

but only-and intimately-to ourselves.
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Nicholas Muellner, artist, writer, curator, currently living inIthaca (NY)
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