Artists and cri-

tics tend to assume that meanings and
intentions can be simply ‘read off' a
work or its description. But to
ascribe to David Tornas' recent work
Behind the Eye Lies the Hand of William
Henry Fox Talbot such a univocality of
intention would be to contradict the
work itself. Tomas' exhibition can be
understood as marking 2 moment of
uncertainty for such a collaborative
position, a position that would leave
unsolicited the relation of the work
and its ‘criticism’. | will therefore
consider in some detall the problems
and issues that his work raises in
order to try and draw out a few of
the unchallenged assumptions of the
dominant view on art and photo-
graphy. If | now proceed to do that
which | have prefatorially warned ag-
ainst—describe the work—it is be-
cause, like Tomas, | too wish to con-
taminate the very thing that {am deal-
ing with. For after all, to review a
work, like reading a dream, is always
to try and give it a sense and place—
a secondary revision that Tomas’
work would seem to want to ob-
viate, or at least to defer. But if l am
to move at all, | am, despite my suspi-
cions as regards the interest of such
an operation, cobliged to employ a
descriptivemodel.

Moving in and out of the galleryisa
(child's?} train on tracks: a bridge that
joins the inside of the gallery to its
fenestered extremities. There are
video and photographic cameras, TV
screens, a strobe that flashes inter-
mittently and mirrors that are placed
on opposite sides of the gallery. A
variety of texts are inscribed on the
walls and mirrors and there are
others on the window which can be
read from the street. Historical char-
acters and anonymous and imaginary
personalities mingle freely in this
dense intertextual space: onone text
Mayakovsky and Vertov exchange
views on the Kino Eye, addressing me
as third term, as cinematic spectator
perhaps. There are impossible
meetings, not to mention readings:
Fox Talbot 'sits' next to Vertov; !
read about ‘Talbot the man’ from a
text that is letraset onto one of the
mirrors. This text is taken from a
coffee-table book on Talbot by Gail
Buckland who took an early calotype
of Talbot's hand to a palmist in order
to gain some insight into Talbot's per-
sonality. Here and elsewhere in the
exhibition there seemstobeatroubl-
ing insistence that the faith we have in
our readings of images is problematic
and blinding, an insistence that runs
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absolutely contrary to Buckland’s
hermeneutical optimism {(a faith in
both the transparency of signifying
practices and in the presence of the
artist behind his or her images—
hence the notion of a genius quite
literally inscribedin the artist’shand.)

Tomas sits in the middle of this
multi-media installation with a calo-
type photograph—of another
palm—in his lap. The pencil that he
holds in his hand marks a line on the
image each time the train travels past
where he is sitting. By the time that |
had visited the exhibition a good deal
of the image had been obscured, giv-
ing Tomas’ operation the quality of an
erasure. Tomas’' eyes are concealed
behind mirrored glasses. Behind and
in front of him is the inscription: ‘IF
ONLY YOU COULD SEE (WHAT I
HAVE SEEN) WITH YOUREYES', aline
attributed to Roy Batty, an android
from the film Blade Runner. What
seems to be suggested here is that
though we see, we are in effect blind-
ed by the familiarity of ocur object.
Photography is normally experi-
enced as an environment—we see it
everywhere: in books, magazines, on
the streets—and as such is unlike
many other forms of imagery which
require a conscious choice if they are
to be seen. In this instance we do
make a choice to see an exhibition on
photography but Tomas fails to
deliver the object as such; rather he
presents it to us in its absence ‘in a
new semantic row,; a row of con-
cerns which (seemingly) belong to
another category’, to make, as
Shlovsky would say, the familiar seem
strange.

If§ wish to make coherent sense of
ali this non-sense | quickly realize that
this is an impossible desire: every
time | think of something, | am forced
by memory and asscciation to think
of something else, carried along ver-
tiginous and uncontrollable routes.
How else to think of Tomas’ work
except as a metaphor for the uncon-
scious of art production, specifically
photography! For Freud describes
the dream—the ‘royal road’ to the
unconscious—as a type of rebus
where images and words mingle free-
ty and where meaning is produced via
the mechanisms of condensation and
displacement,
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By entering the gallery | pass a
photo-electric cell and begin the
train's repetitive passage across the
gallery. The train’s movement mimics
my own as it passes another photo-
electric cell starting a process that
culminates in a line of erasure/cover-
ing of the calotype in Tomas' lap. The
train and the calotype were develop-
ed more or less contemporanecusly
at a time when there were massive
new productions of knowledge of
the human subject. It was also a
period, as Foucault has suggested,
that involved a commensurate pro-
duction in the forms of control and

surveillance. For Foucault, all
knowledge is at once a knowledge of
power and in this respect photo-
graphy isno exception. We have only
to consider its seminal rolein the pro-
ductions of the modern institution of
the prison, the police and the psychi-
atric hospital, in order to understand
how photography's claim to a truth-
ful representation of the world is
overdetermined by questions of sur-
veillance and control.

The Panopticon—a utopian
machine designed by |eremy Bent-
ham—is used by Foucault as a meta-
phor to describe the organization of
gazes in the modern institutions of
power. One of the interesting as-
pects of the Panopticon is that a sub-
ject need not actually be under sur-
veillance in order to behave as if sthe
is—the threat is enough. Tomas sits,
his eyes obscured by mirrored
glasses. Behind and in front of him is
the inscription: ‘IF ONLY YQU
COULD SEE (WHAT | HAVE SEEN)
WITH YOUR EYES'. Is Tomas wat-
ching me; am | watching him? The am-
biguity is terrifying. We both im-
agine, | assume, that we are being
watched and therefore behave ac-
cordingly.

There is a sense in which the work
asks to be read in terms of a history
of Museum works (Michael Asher,
Daniel Buren et al), works that would
make claim to a deconstruction of
the gallery space. Certainly Tomas’
exhibit performs some of the opera-
tions that have characterized this
type of work: his train ‘breaks
through’ a glass wall that separates
the gallery space frem the corridor
and some of the texts and a video
screen can be seen from the street,
But for me this is the work’s least in-
teresting reading. In fact, the preten-
sions the work has to such a decon-
struction tend to distract us from
what | believe to be its more radical
achievement.

If we continue to use the metaphor
of the unconscious, then the work
can be understood as an attempt to
locate another pleasure, a pleasure in
the sense of experiencing a loss in
centrality, coherence and univocal
meaning. Tomas's work hints at—al-
ways partially, never conclusively—
other histories of photography and
art that have necessarily been
repressed in order to maintain the
solid-arity of the subject of western
representation. These other
histories can be glimpsed in those
manifestations such as Vertov's
radical notion of montage, Dalton's
composite photographs, and in the
question of alterity posed in the fic-
tional Batty's imperative. However,
they are more than just histories of
‘other representations’ for there is
also a history that would include con-
siderations of the relationship bet-
ween photography and power, of the
former’s role in the emergence of
the mechanisms of control,
surveillance and discipline that char-
acterize the modern state,

Dalton’s composite photographs,
produced at the very birth of
photography, and Vertov's Man with
a Movie Camera, produced at asimilar
moment in the history of cinema,
suggest that if ‘dominant’ production
had developed along these lines of in-
vestigation and experiment, we
might today be enjoying entirely dif-
ferent productions of subjectivity.
The Lie Behind the Eye is above all else
the repression of these subjectivities,
these -other histories of the artistic
subject.

Thinking on art and photography
has been characterized by its fetishis-
tic quality: it lays stress on the obfect
at hand as self-sufficient and there-
fore denies that there is anything
facking or absent in the visual field;
andin so doing it guarantees the foun-
ding centrality of the artistic subject,
The fetish is that which stands in for
absence (of the Mother’s imagined
penis) in order to deny that absence,
that lack of coherence and whole-
ness. Both Greenbergian Modernism
and the recent affirmation in painting
of the heroic artist’s unique trace cel-
ebrate the fetish in order to deny the
very loss that would provide the rep-
ertoire for that other pleasure which
Tomas’ work attemptsto locate.
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To move against fetishism, as Bur-
gin reminds us, is to move ‘beyond its
fragments’, In other words, in order
to disrupt dominant subjectivity and
to produce others, it is necessary to
work to undermine the “awfully’ in-
scribed divisions of our culture: word
andimage, form and content, mascu-
line and feminine, inside and outside,
theory and practice, etc. | read
Tomas's work as an attempt to ne-
gate some of those fetishisms in
order to open up the art/photgraphic
space to other histories, to other
readings: readings of desire and the
unconscious and readings of the
social and the political, in short, read-
ings that are no longer separate, out-
side and divided. In an earlier work,
Notes Towards a Photographic Prac-
tice, Tomas repeats many times the
words: ‘TO BEGIN OVER AGAIN'.
This statement should not be read as
a myopic and humanist plea for a
clean sweep of the tabula rasahistory
of photography; rather it seems to
me to represent a desire to re-
inscribe these other histories in
order to pollute and contaminate our
extant subjectivity. Behind the Eye
Lies the Hand of William Henry Fox
Talbot continues and extends some of

_the more interesting recent work on

representation that a number of ar-
tists have been undertaking—Bar-
bara Kruger, Victor Burgin, Olivier
Richon, Sherrie Levine, etc. iIn this
respect the work can be seen at times
to repeat familiar strategies whilst
failing to confront the crucial prob-
lematic of sexuality, the spectre of
which is raised both by the choice of
objects in the exhibition—trains,
electronic gadgets and, of course,
the camera itself!—and also Tomas’
own physical presence in the work.
This would constitute another his-
tory, another reading of photo-
graphy and as such could have been
productively developed in the con-
text of Tomas’ project. For instance,
it could be crudely argued that the
camera as the quintessential voyeur-
istic tool is the perfected invention of
masculine desire,

This quiet and thoughtful work
poses the problem of the discursive
formation of art and the construc-
tion of subjectivity; and thisat atime
when so much of the work being ex-
hibited here in Toronto is busy re-
cycling everything and anything at a
hyperbolic rate in order to re-affirm
the authority of the salon and the in-
tegrity of the artistic subject. Tomas'
work resists the temptation to look
south to the marketplace of art in
order to remain very much at the
heart of local production and
therefore it allows us to reflect on
the uncritical climate that prevails
both in practice and in criticism; and
herein liesitsurgency.

Mark Lewis
is an artist who works in London,
England and Torento.




