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Foreword

Joan Stebbins




fig 2

Foreword

Ted Hiebert’s exploration of photography as a medium for his art practice reflects
his scholarly research into issues surrounding contemporary cultural theory. The
artist’s approach is experimental, employing playful trickery to produce haunting
imagery that probes the margins of existential reality. His unique process eschews
the lighting sources on which photographers traditionally rely. Instead, Hiebert
coats his own body in glow-in-the-dark paint and uses this self-generafing lumines-
cence to capture his figure on film. Shimmering like ghostly apparitions, the images
appear watery and mobile due to the artist’s movement during the lengthy film
exposure. Hiebert explains that his photographs reveal both body and image to the
film without a reliance on the usual principles of reflected light. These photographs
are residual in a literal sense, for the image persists in the dark, due only to the glow.

While his practice revolves around self-portraiture, Hiebert avoids any notion of
narcissism through his acts of transformation which, because of the element of time,
render the artist anonymous. Occasionally employing digital manipulation, his
amnbiguous portrayals may morph even further into unrecognizable territory. Hiebert's
series of photographs entitled [RIIEER. a word that refers to the Greek mytho-
logical creature made from various animal parts, features other-worldly hybrids
that couple the human body with fur, paws, and bushy tails. The [SHRER

g prompt
us to consider our evolutionary past and speculate about which characteristics we
share with our earthly co-inhabitants. As well, they predict the artist's latest series
of works (IEliER
a wolfskin: an act that results in remarkably atavistic imagery.

SRR, 2008), wherein, posing for the camera, Hiebert dons

Ted Hiebert experiments with multiple images of his own body, suggesting the passage
of time and the implication of many facets of his persona. His exhibition, Chronicles,
leads us to speculate on possible narratives that may be enacted by the figure
moving through the pictorial space of the photograph, one that the artist has
described as a space in which technology and identity overlap and collide.
Hiebert's active participation in the creation of his lapsed-time self-portraiture links
his production to performance art, although he would deny this, as he tends to look
at the work as more experimental than experiential.

Ted Hiebert is something of a modern-day Renaissance man, having recently com-
pleted his Ph.D. in the Humanities Doctoral Program at concordia University while
pursuing his evolving art practice. He frequently publishes in scholarly journals as well
as acting as curator for exhibitions and contributing essays to numerous exhibition
catalogues.
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Chronicles

Catalogue of Works Part 1
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Chimerical Calisthenics

Adrienne Lai




We (the undivided divinity operating within us) have dreamt
the world. We have dreamt it as firm, mysterious, visible,
ubiquitous in space and durable in time; but in its architecture
we have allowed tenuous and eternal crevices of unreason
which tells us it is false.

- Jorge Luis Borges, Avatars of the Tortoise'

[T]he dimension of time has been shattered, we cannot love or
think except in fragments of time each of which goes off along
its own trajectory and immediately disappears.

- Italo Calvino, If on a winter’s night a traveler*

1 Jorge Luis Borges, “Avatars of the Tortoise,” ftrans.
James E. Irby, in labyrinths: Selected Stories & Other
Writings, ed. Donald A. Yates and James E. Irby (New York:
New Direction Books, 1962), 208.

2 I1talo Calvino, If on a winter’s night a traveler, trans.
William Weaver (NY & San Diego: Harvest Books/Harcourt
Brace & Co, 1981), 8.



You are about to start writing an essay?
that will be included in the catalogue
for Ted Hiebert’s Chronicles exhibition
at the Southern Alberta Art Gallery.
Relax. Concentrate. Writing is a pro-
cess you enjoy but it always involves

a preliminary period of research,
procrastination and meditation
(absorption, delay, and reflection)
before you settle down at your desk
to transmit your thoughts.

It begins, as always, with a blank

page. But the page is not completely
blank, not like the clean white page

of the days before the age of personal
computers. That page was terrifying

in its pristine whiteness, so easily
ruined by a wayward ink blotch. The
blankness of the page that confronts
you is interrupted, periodically, by a
small vertical hash line that blinks itself
in and out of existence: the cursor.

It’s an emblem of what the theorist
Katherine Hayles* calls the “flickering
signifier”—a paradigmatic shift in

how we understand the relationships
between meanings and how they are
represented in languages and symbols.
Whereas an inked or typewritten word

In addition to Calvino's If on a winter’s night a traveler, the form of this
essay was inspired by Yann Martel’s novel Self and Roland Barthes' work of
literary criticism §/7. Of course, at the time of writing I had also been
reading David Foster Wallace, so some of his stylistic flourishes may have
found their way into the text as well.

See N. Katherine Hayles, How We Became Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics,
Literature, and Informatics (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago
Press, 1999), 25-42.
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Ted Hiebert’s work is not what it appears
to be. Rather, it appears to be what it is
not. The large-scale photographs resem-
ble the products of experimentation with
the medium of black and white film. They
seemingly show the effects of a slow or
open shutter, perhaps some painting
with light in a blacked-out studio. The
glow and the blur produced by the long
exposure times are well suited to the
fantastical scenes Ted Hiebert seems to
depict: hybrid creatures (are they actors
in masks, or sculptures?) engaged in epic
battles; mythical beings with emergent,
transforming limbs; packs of humanoids
performing strange contortions.

But repeated viewings and closer in-
spection of the didactic materials begin
to dissolve these first impressions. The
scenes depicted in the photographs are

possesses a solidity, a permanence, a
presence, a word-processed word is
more unstable. It’s there, but is much
more vulnerable to mutations, era-
sures, accidental disappearance. The
beauty of this flickering signifier is the
malleability and mutability of what-
ever you do: you can fill the page with
P g B xhiogfpduerjnifareiaogetls!
then with a single keystroke, you can
render the page blank anew. So really,
there is no pressure. You can start
anywhere, safe in the knowledge that
you can always change it later.




not studio creations or made-in-camera
multiple exposures, but digitally com-
posited from several different negatives.
They are not traditional black and white
photographs, but inkjet prints. Some are
combined with glow-in-the-dark media so
that the figures glow green when the lights
are turned off. And finally, the images are
not fictional scenes performed by actors
in masks. They are portraits, and they all
depict a single person: Ted Hiebert.

The fact that Hiebert has chosen to frame
these works as self-portraits places them
within the context of photographic por-
traiture, a tradition with a rather humanist
history. The interpretation of photographic
portraiture tends to be based on a belief
in the faithful correspondence between
interior and exterior, that a subject’s
likeness will reveal insights into his or her
inner world. Whether these insights are
gleaned through the subject’s consciously
assumed signifiers (fashion, poses) or
unconscious signals (habitual gestures or
tics), the bady is the locus for the photog-
rapher’s (and, by extension, the viewer’s)
scrutiny.

Self-portraiture presents a slightly differ-
ent case. With self-portraits, there is a
collision/collusion between the interrog-
ative eye of the camera and the self-
interest of the subject. The viewer of self-
portraits becomes more vigilant, suspi-
cious of possible fabrications and fictions,
and wonders if the photographer’s vanity




or ego has intervened in the photograph’s
revelatory capacities. However, the object
of scrutiny—the place where the subject
will give itself away-remains the body;
particularly inthe face, especially through
the eyes, which (as the old cliché goes)
are the windows to the soul.

Chimerical Calisthenics

But wait—there’s something not

quite right about your musings on

the conventions of self-portraiture,
something that doesn’t reconcile with
your memory of the work. You open
up a new window on your computer
and pull up tiff files of the works, peer
into your screen to get a better look,
and zoom in. And aha! Here is your
mistake. There are no readable faces
in Hiebert’s work, no eyes to peer into,
only the inscrutable blank stares of
bats or ants or empty hollows where
eyes should be. There is nothing to
grasp onto, only affectless surface

or bottomless black depths. Hiebert
foils the traditional impulse in looking
at self-portraits, the divination of
personality traits, emotional states,
psychological scars, or latent criminal
tendencies... but the desire to look
remains, so you zoom in again and
again until the image dissolves

into a hail of pixels reminiscent of

the Shroud of Turin or some other
paranormal apparition.



Ted Hiebert's works borrow aspects
from two seemingly opposite practices
in the history of photography: scientific
photography and spirit photography. In the
Self-portrait Chimera ESEERTEREEREt
composition of the figures against a
spare backdrop recalls the cataloguing of
SleCUInEN ANt 1- 2 Gargoyle 71,2, 3EEll
are labelled for future taxonomic com-
parison. In contrast, the
[EEIEEIR seem to depict something more
mysterious. This series depicts a group of

phantom-like figures (or is it a single figure
repeated over time?) blurred in twisting
movements. The bodies here are more
elusive, dissolute; they seem to shake off
the camera’s exacting gaze.

However, as art historian Louis Kaplan
observes, photography’s scientific and

spiritual impulses are merely two sides
of the same coin: both present a “way of
articulating photography’s ability to see
the invisible and reveal truths beyond the
powers of the naked eye.”s Photography
provides a means to extend human vision,
to see the logical, biological structure of
bodies, and, at the same time, the ineffa-
ble force that drives them. Photography
promises the revelation of both the flesh

and the soul-the shell and the ghost.

Louis Kaplan, “Where the Paranoid Meets the Paranormal: Speculations on
Spirit Photography,” Art Journal, Vol 62, No 3 (Fall 2003): 19,

Jacques Derrida, Specters of Marx: The State of the Debt, the Work of
Mourning and the New International, trans. Peagy Kamuf (New York and London:
Routledge, 1994), 6.



But in Ted Hiebert’s photographs, the
camera fails. The scientific specimens
offer no solid evidence (the chimeras are
too blurry and indistinct to yield much
physiognomic information) and the spirit
apparitions have no humanity, individual
narrative, or physical context to anchor
them (whose lost souls are these, and
where are they exactly?).

The figures in Ted Hiebert’s work all
share a kind of liminal presence, a state
somewhere between corporeality and
evanescence. They bring to mind Jacques
Derrida’s description of the specter: “a
paradoxical incorporation, the becoming-
body, a certain phenomenal and carnal
form of the spirit. It becomes, rather, some
‘thing’ that remains difficult to name: nei-
ther soul nor body, and both one and the
other.”® Ambiguity and undecideability
permeate Hiebert’'s work. What are these
figures? Are they figments of Hiebert's
imagination? Personae? Avatars? Inner
demons? Fictional characters?

If the photographs’ titles are to be taken
at face value, then the figures are meant
to be read as portraits of Hiebert. He has
chosen to represent himself as multiple
selves, each of which is partially embod-
ied, hovering between the solidity of ex-
istence and the elusiveness of immate-
riality. Hiebert's conception of the self, of
his selves, is informed by Derrida’s notion
of the “hauntology.” A pun on “ontology,”
hauntology emphasizes the instability

Calisthenics



of what can and cannot be known. This
is the sense that, as Fredric Jameson
describes, "the living present is scarcely
as self-sufficient as it claims to be; that
we would do well not to count on its
density and solidity, which might under
exceptional circumstances betray us.™
In combining Derrida’s hauntological
framework with concepts of identity
and self-knowledge, Hiebert's work
calls into question the notion of the
singular, unified self. The traditional
format of the self-portrait is invoked and
then dismantled, as the independent,
self-contained
tructed into a multiplicity of hybrid
beings and spectres. In the place of

individual is decons-

the autonomous self, Hiebert’s photo-
graphs present the hauntomous selves.
The world of Ted Hiebert's photographs..

Your prose, like a runaway horse, is
beginning to drag you along instead of
you controlling it. It’s pulling you down
some unfamiliar theoretical paths, and
you’re unsure about the terrain. Why are
you dabbling in Derrida? You haven’t
read enough of him, and what you

do read you mostly skim! You pick up
Specters of Marx and re-scan the pages,
and then you consult an anthology of
essays on the text. From what you can
tell, this hauntology business is mostly
deconstruction repackaged in a new
metaphor. However, it's also precisely
the kind of fashionable critical theory
that you prefer to avoid, and if you
continue on along these lines, someone
is sure to call you out as a fraud. And
now you’re resorting to neologisms?!
Time to put a stop to this...

Perhaps there is another area of
investigation you can pick out here,
something requiring less conceptual
heavy lifting. You return to the images
themselves, and the more you look at
the spectral figures, the more you are
reminded of other creatures from the
realm of the fantastic: gargoyles,
bats/vampires, monstrous insects.

Fredric Jameson, “Marx's Purloined Letter.” in Ghostly Demarcations: A Symposium
on Jacques Derrida’s Specters of Marx (London and New York: Verso, 1999),38-9.

There is one exception: [ find that the extreme magnification of some of the

figures in the Sl EREIRIRENIRICINg Produces eerie images that resemble

(for the lack of a better description) the faces of tormented souls.



In mashing up the genres of self-por-
traiture and fantasy, Ted Hiebert's photo-
graphs suggest an exploration of identity,
the play of imagining the self as other (as
in the [EEIFRNIE series), the self devoured
by the other (as in [SilE®4 and the
self occupying multiple others simulta-

QI piclIncidental Self-portraits)y
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Although these types of creatures
usually denote horror—the Gothic
imaginary of gloomy castles, darkness
and dread—the beasts populating
Hiebert’s images do not exactly
strike terror in your heart.® There’s a
sense that these creatures are part
of a separate world, a sense that is
reinforced by the decontextualised
black spaces that contain them. The
inclusion of kitsch elements—the
glow in the dark, the superhero-like
poses of [{l§’s winged figures, the
giant ants—further undermines the
monsters’ menace, recalling the
campy escapism of Saturday matinee
B-movies rather than the visceral
horror of slasher films. There’s

a subtle sense of play and humour

in the works, a lack of the dead
seriousness that can sometimes
permeate the Gothic and horror
genres. Hiebert’s photographs don’t
make you want to sleep with one eye
open or check the backseat before
you get in your car: they belong
more to the playful realm of fantasy,

a space of imagination and wonder
rather than projected fear.



His work builds on ideas put forth by
postmodern theorists such as Judith
Butler, which propose that identity is
not something inherent in the self to be
discovered and excavated, but rather
something inscribed, prescribed and
performed.? Contemporary artists such
as Cindy Sherman and Nikki S. Lee (not
to mention Madonna) have explored this
notion by using their own bodies to per-
form/inhabit different personae, from
movie heroines and femmes fatales to
historical figures to members of ethnic
groups and subcultures. In their works,
these artists traverse sexual, gender,
ethnic, age and cultural boundaries,
suggesting that identity is not bred in
the bone, but rather assumed or applied
to the surface: a set of mannerisms to
adopt, clothing to wear, postures to

mimic, lingo to learn.

Hiebert's works go one step further, fig 18
proposing that the invented self need
not even be restricted to a menu of

Ha]

See, for example, Butler's Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Iden-
tity (New York: Routledge, 1999).

10 This inhabitation of fictional and non-human personae frequently occurs in the
play activity of children, who often pretend they are animals, cartoon charac-
ters, trucks, superheroes, etc.

11 It should be noted that all of these phenomena depend heavily on virtual spaces
and digital technology for their functioning. I would argue that without the
Internet, these practices would not exist, or they would only occur in small,
isolated instances.

12 Fredric Jameson, “Postmodernism and Consumer Society,” in The Anti-Aesthetic:
Essays on Postmodern Culture, ed. Hal Foster (New York: New Press, 1998), 125,

2 Hayles, 3.



human characteristics, that there are
also possibilities to be explored in the
fantastical and the non-human. This
notion is actually not that radical. It is
often put into practice in contemporary
adult® life: through the use of non-
human avatars in online virtual universes
and role-playing games, via the creation
of Facebook profiles as Darth Vader or
Giant Squid, and in the costume-play
subcultures that frequent sci-i and
comic conventions."

The repercussions of Hiebert's free play
of identity is that the self is totally
unfounded, contingent, and performed.
The selfis open or subject to re-invention
at any and all moments. Time is thereby
experienced as “a series of perpetual
presents”? instead of as a coherent
continuum. Thus fragmented, the human
subject in this state transforms into
the post-human subject described by
Katherine Hayles as “an amalgam, a
collection of heterogenous components,
a material-informational entity whose
boundaries undergo continuous con-

struction and reconstruction.”® g 17
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As you sit at your desk, happily
performing your writing-self, the
phone rings and you must assume
the voice of your pleasantest, poli-
test self to talk to your grandmother.
Then your mewling cat stomps in and
demands food and attention from
your nurturing pet-owner-self. On
the way to the kitchen your partner
engages your domestic-self (or is it
your social-self?) with a reminder about
a dinner party you have planned. To
be frank, you find this fragmentation
of experience a little bit annoying.
Constant reconstruction involves
constant interruption. How are you
expected to get anywhere like this?



You recall reading about the case™

of a man who damaged the part of his
brain that stores long-term memory.
As a result, he had to constantly re-
fiction his relationship to everything,
to “continually creat[e] a world and
self to replace what was continually
being forgotten and lost.”™ This inabil-
ity to build up a continuity of experi-
ence, which, for most of us, forms the
basis of our memories and identities,
reduced this man’s life to “a surface,
brilliant, shimmering, iridescent, ever-
changing, but for all that a surface, a
mass of illusions, a delirium, without
depth.”™ There’s something about
this state that seems somewhat sad
and empty to you: the total absence
of any kind of substantive memory or
anchoring sense of self. But now you're
starting to contradict what you’ve
previously written about Hiebert’s
work and the pleasure of fantasy, per-
formance, and play. Some writer you
are! You'd better stick with the script,

or else you’ll never he finished...

This case, a man afflicted with Korsakov's syndrome (a neurolegical disorder),
is described in 0liver Sacks' essay “A Matter of Identity” in The Man MWho
Mistook His Wife for a Hat (New York: Touchstone Books, 1998), 108-115.

Sacks, 110.
Sacks, 112.

There are many examples of theoretical, Tliterary and artistic works by
marginalized peoples that articulate the traumatic effects of fragmented,
hyphenated, and misrecognized identities. Two of my favourite examples are
Maxine Hong Kingston's 1975 “autobiography”™ The Woman Warrior: Memoirs of a
Girthood Among Ghosts and Frantz Fanon’s layering of race and Lacanian psy-
choanalysis, Black Skin, White Masks

Jeanne Randolph, “The Amenable Object,” in Psycheanalysis and Synchronized
Swimming and Other Writings on Art (Toronto: YYZ Books, 1991), 30.



The model of identity proposed in Ted
Hiebert's Chronicles stands in stark
contrast to traditional psychoanalytic
formulations of the self, which suggest
that the fragmentation of identity is a
rather traumatic event. Much of Lacanian
theory, for example, pivots on the
encounter between the imperfect dis-
integrated self and the perfect whole
self viewed in the mirror. The subject,
misrecognizing his/her idealized mirror
image as the self, undergoes subsequent
psychic struggle to match up to this
fictional reflection. In Hiebert's image-
world, the disconnection between the self
and its image is not only accepted, it is
celebrated and magnified. Hiebert's self-
imaginings suggest: Since the reflected
image is a fiction anyway, why not make
that fiction more interesting?

It can be argued that there is an impor-
tant difference between the fantasy world
Hiebert depicts and the real world of
everyday life. Because Hiebert’s explora-
tions do take place within the context of
art and fantasy—safe spaces that toler-
ate experimentation and otherness—it's
tempting to write them off as idle play
that does not have to contend with the
real and often traumatic repercussions of
a split, destabilized identity.” After all, if
the cultural, ethnic, gender and religious
wars of the past thirty years have taught
us anything, it's that identity formation is
serious business. However, this is not to
say that there is no place for the lessons

Chimerical Calisthenics

You pull out a book from your shelf
and turn to the dog-eared page
marking the beginning of Jeanne
Randolph’s essay “The Amenable
Object.” You find the relevant pas-
sage easily: “It is not that the adult
artist reverts to a baby-like state
when he or she is artistically inven-
tive; it is as though play were one of
the first adult modes that a child
acquires.” You re-read this essay
often, if only to remind your-self of



offered by Hiebert's Chronicles. Perhaps
some of those aforementioned trau-
matic repercussions would be alleviated
if the world more resembled the spaces of
art and play, if society were less norma-
tive, if conceptions of identity were not
made to conform to a Procrustean bed.

The work of Ted Hiebert presents an
alternative to the tyranny of the auto-
nomous, unified self-which, it should
be noted, is as mythical an animal as
Hiebert's chimera. It proposes a recon-
sideration of the restrictive standards
and rules with which conceptions of
self-identity are evaluated. Ted Hiebert’s
multiple, hybrid, transforming selves
bloom in the absence of a singular iden-
tity, demonstrating the promise to be
found in the spaces of the imagination.
In doing so, they refigure Lacan’s lack
of plenitude as potential: the empty
glass seen not as a lack of liquid but as
a possibility, a space that can be filled
with whatever substance one desires.

what you love about art: that,
despite its co-option by capitalism,
its elitism, its self-indulgence, art is
a safe space where one has the op-
portunity to engage in creative play
and unproductive experimentation.

You look at your watch and you can’t
believe the time. Your back aches,
your stomach growls, and your eye-
balls burn, and yet still other possible
avenues crowd your head. You've
mentioned nothing about metamor-
phosis, or golems, or shamanism, or
Deleuze, or the carnivalesque, but your
body insists you stop. You re-read your
work and note that you’ve got many
fragments that you can edit, build on,
massage into a coherent whole, or...
delete. But you will defer these deci-
sions until the morning. Tomorrow
brings another day, after all, and with
it the exhilarating and nauseating
option of starting over.

Adrienne Lai
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Adrienne Lai is (or was, at one time) an artist,

writer, critic, freelance curator, educator,
librarian, archivist, daughter, wife, crazy cat lad
student, Capricorn, craftsperson, Mac person,

omnivore and dilettante.




Thoughts on Photography

Ted Hiebert




Three Heads of Cerberus

Photography today is a many-headed beast-a medium that morphs and
shifts and transforms into myriad forms. There is photography as a documen-
tary practice, with all the ironies of a digital image that no longer commands
the same respect as its historical cousin. There is photography as a tech-
nologically augmented reality, representing the scientific, the idealized, the
aesthetic and the politicized—forms that only the mind, and no longer the eye,
can see. There is also the photographic gaze—as surveillant, or counter-sur-
veillant, the gaze of proof, and the gaze of memories given over to machinic
archive as though the human body might no longer quite be trusted with
its own history. And in all this there is also the transition of the human into
something quite distinct, if not properly new—a hybrid creature both indebted
to and liberated by the world of images.

In Greek mythology there is a figure to which one might refer amidst this
game of multiplicity—Cerberus, a three-headed hound with a mane of snakes
and the tail of a dragon. Both guardian of the entrance to the underworld
and conveyor of the dead to the depths of Hades, Cerberus was both the
keeper of souls and of the darkness of underground living. And with the
story of Cerberus as a guide, one might begin to tell a somewhat different
tale of photography—not simply a medium that illuminates appearances, but
one that also emerges from and returns to the darkness of uncertainty. And
so, to rise to the challenge of a plural practice and a plural medium, three
chronicles—stories of what might be called the heads of Cerberus-three
versions of photographic practice in the stories of illumination and darkness,
technology and subjectivity, and politics and the imagination.

ILlumination and Darkness

EIT

The most famous story of photography is probably Plato’s “Allegory of the
Cave,”" in which prisoners of the darkness are brought into the light, revealing
a world of appearances, and beginning the philosopher’s project of enlight-
ened living. From this beginning, the fusion of image and knowledge has
persisted—built from the foundation of documented observation.

1 Plato, “The Allegory of the Cave,” in The Republic of Plato, trans. Francis
MacDonald Cornford (London: Oxford University Press, 1964), 227-35.



There is a reason, however, why the cave of Hades has a guardian whereas
that of Plato’s allegory does not—namely that there is a different kind of
wisdom necessary to function in the darkness. Consider that while photog-
raphy is often referred to as a medium of appearances-what the philosopher
Jean Baudrillard called “writing with light”?—there is an inverse side to pho-
tographic practice, that side that is exactly not about appearances or sight
or the eye. Instead, this inverse side is exactly about what happens when
a photographer enters the darkroom-a place where light does not reveal
but contaminates the fragile surfaces of film and paper. In a twist of irony,
photography must be protected against the light-a perspective perhaps
best put by the artist Evergon, who called the camera a “coffin of darkness,”
sacrificing the night-time of possibilities every time a photograph is made.®
And in the dark, the photographer must rely, not on vision but on touch-a
tactile debt to the medium that is rarely mentioned.

Yet this goes further, for as anyone who has stared into the sun knows full
well, both underexposure and overexposure of the eye results in darkness—do
not stare into the light, lest one be blinded, even if only temporarily. And so,
whether touched by the light or forced into a tactile mode by exactly lights
deprived, photography has been forced to develop a relationship to the
immediacy of a visionless environment. It is a version of what photographers
call incident light-the light of encounter rather than appearances, light that
is interrupted before it is reflected back into the world of appearances.
Incident light is also that light that blinds, light from the sun or the light bulb
or the firefly-light that radiates, light projected outwards leaving those who
stare too closely gasping in illuminated darkness.

Technology and Subjectivity

In part, this relationship to the incident is compromised when photography
goes digital. Strangely, the digital is much less reliant on darkness—cutting out
the tactility of photographic practice in favour of full-spectrum illumination.

Jean Baudrillard, “Photography, or The Writing Of Light,” trans. Frangois
Debrix, CTheory, article 083 (Spring 2000).

3 Evergon and Ted Hiebert, personal communication, May 2007.



Digital photography is enlightened photography, finally rid of its debt to
darkness—but not quite. For even within the digital there remains an
historical ghost. If photography can indeed steal souls, it is the digital that
has stolen that of the analog-not rendering it obsolete, but multiplying
it-the irreconcilability of bodies with multiple souls-the three heads of
each of us now desperately attempting to understand the ways they inter-
relate... or the ways that they don’t.

But maybe even this isn’t so unfamiliar a story. Psychoanalysis has been
telling us for decades that we have split minds, alienated within ourselves
and negotiating multiple perspectives on the world. Only now, technology
theorists are telling us the same thing—in Marshall McLuhan’s words,
technology turns us “inside out,”* for Paul Virilio our eyes have been re-
placed by the “vision machine,”s and for Arthur Kroker each and every one
of us have become “possessed individuals,” people literally inhabited by the
languages of technology and image.® And it is here that the technological
imperative comes back to also inhabit our minds—subjectivities bound to
the machine, yet also strangely liberated in the process as virtual identities
proliferate—from blogs and avatars to Facebooks and MySpaces. Really, we
could imagine ourselves almost any way we wanted—and more importantly,
we could still provide the images to prove it.

We have given the image the task of remembering for us-of proving our
identities are real-1 am photographed therefore 1 am. And yet, with this
new debt to the technological image, the act of self-representation is
fused with that of the imagination—even potentially with the self-falsifying.
This occurs because under the ever-intensifying signs of technologically
mediated existence, identity begins to multiply. And the resultant confusion
is much more real than any given image, for the image inevitably fails to
represent the myriad possibilities of who we know we can be.

4 Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man (New York:
McGraw-Hill, 1964), 19.

Paul Virilio, The Vision Machine, trans. Julie Rose (Indianapolis: Indiana
University Press, 1994), 59,

Arthur Kroker, The Possessed Individual: Technology and the French Postmodern
(New York: St. Martin's Press, 1992), 5.



It is here that the self-portrait becomes an unfamiliar phenomenon-not
a subjective assertion of presence, but a statement of unreasonable
singularity—the uncertainty of self is much more familiar to me than my own
self-image.

Politics and the Imaginary

In this, it would seem imperative to decide to which fictions we orient our-
selves—for the possibilities of digital self-reinvention seem directly counter
to the authenticities of analog certainty. And, if we allow ourselves only one
head, this might be true, and yet we no longer dictate which heads rise and
speak at any given time. “Objects demand to be photographed,” insisted Jean
Baudrillard,” and if this is true then not only does history document itself,
but we too are caught in the game of willful volition—a story of personalities
caught on film, each demanding their own authenticity of presence.

It was Walter Benjamin who famously articulated the importance of the repro-
ducible image, arguing that reproducibility carried with it great political
potential for the diffusion of centralized power structures.® How ironic, then,
that under the sign of reproducible identities what gets diffused is precisely
the centralized self. And yet, with this, comes the possibility to return some
form of intentionality to the image. If photography can steal souls, perhaps it
can also give them back—imaginary souls revivified in order to keep the story
alive. These are selves that are not selves, but purposefully other, imagined
back as “pataphysical” solutions to the disappearance of darkness.?

And in the disappearance of darkness, what we find is a resurrection of the
imaginary—not because the imaginary had disappeared, but because the
unassailable reign of illuminated truth has come to an end. When the digital
begins to challenge the domination of the real, when singularities dissolve

Jean Baudrillard. “Objects, Images and the Possibilities of Aesthetic
IMusion,” in Art and Artifact, ed. Nicholas Zurbrugg (London: Sage, 1997), 14.

8 Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in an Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” in
I'l'Tuminations, ed. Hannah Arendt, trans, Harry Zohn (New York: Schocken
Books, 1969).



into multiple possibilities, what we find is that the imagination re-enters the
scene with renewed spirit, dancing in the shadow play of uncertainty. In the
words of Richard Kearney, when the reign of analog truth is challenged we
have no other options than to “imagine it differently.”™ And so, to imagine
is no longer merely a trope of artistic production, relegated to the safe status
of suspended living. Instead, the imaginary has been activated as a necessary
possibility for the contemplation of lived uncertainty, a necessary guardian of
the ghost of darkness.

Multiplicities

There are not simply three heads to the beast of photography, but many
more—each of these mentioned belonging less to the three-headed hound
and more to his multi-headed mane of snakes, slithering and flickering
with tongue-speak. The lesson of Cerberus is that what seems to be one is
three, and what seems to be three is many more—sign of digital times at the
intersection of analog histories and technological possibilities. Guardian of
the cave, Cerberus is also the guardian of darkness—long-standing symbol of
both fear and possibility—the monsters of myth are also those under our beds
at night, imagined into existence no less than we ourselves. The difference
now is that images begin to walk among us—digital selves and avatar self-
concepts and illuminated imaginations of how we could all be different. As
a child | used to pretend | was a panther—when the timing was right, | actu-
ally believed it. Now, photography allows for these delusions to live on
equal footing with our more mundane versions of the world. These are self-
portrait chronicles—meditations on the impossibility of singular being.

Ted Hiebert

Alfred Jarry defined pataphysics as “the science of imaginary solutions.”
Alfred Jarry, Gestes et opinions du docteur Faustroll, pataphysicien (Paris:
Galimard, 1980), 32.

Richard Kearney, The Wake of the Imagination (London: Routledge, 1998), 364,
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