A TIME WITHOUT COMPLETION 

BY JONATHAN MILES
When faced by such paintings it is easy to imagine that you are being drawn into a hall of mirrors or even a labyrinthine staging of impossible encounter. The longer this encounter the greater the sense of vertigo that it might induce. This leads in turn to an understanding that art itself is a groundless affair, forever shifting its indices, stripping itself in turn of the indexical traces that would lead us back comfortably into this world. 

We might readily wish to grasp hold of a naming process at this point: is this a case of post-surrealism, neo-romanticism, allegorical painting, post avant-garde revisionism or a trace of all these things? Without wishing to claim that it is in some way a literary approach to painting, I think in part it is rooted as much in the literary as in painting or better still in a hidden, almost impossible tension between what pertains to vision and what pertains to thought. The space of this impossible encounter, a striation, an in-between, is where the impulse of this work hovers. Figures or formations collect on either side of this space, but within the incline of the work we are witness to something closer to the figuring of figures or a forming of form without the certainties of destination. So what is it that we are being drawn into, Hegel’s evocation of “the pit of images”, Blanchot’s “solitude”, or Borges “labyrinth”, or Benjamin’s account of “allegory”? Such encounters might leave a trace, but equally it is the elsewhere of such figures, lodged deeply in the work of dissemblance, a lightness of touch which disguises a dark reserve, a restlessness bound to dissolution, an energy that both sinks and hovers in accord with the image.

Like aphorisms in writing, these paintings are composed in a similar vein, seemingly fragmentary and yet sprung within themselves, tense and mobile, as if ready to break open, but without surrendering to the after effect of ruination. This is not that they might be unaware of ruination, but it is ruination of a more abstract kind, the ruin of representation. The process of appropriation does not serve the end of speaking of things immersed in what we already know and thus they do not supply a ready-made apprehension of being able to absorb meaning. Quite the contrary really, for we are already along the slope of being undone within such consolation, yet it is true that we do require such illusions to begin. So what is it that starts to lead us astray into the errant trails of the work? Surely it is the collision between the visible and logic, for what is offered on the surface is an art that promises the co-extensivity of the two orders, but instead delivers not only the tension of their workings, with the mutual uncertainty of both.

A Chinese Buddhist (Lankavatara) sutra states: “Things are not as they appear. Nor are they otherwise”.
These paintings are born out of the sum total of their parts but they do not always add up. The history of art is the struggle to align appearance with essence, form with content, figure and ground, an endless procession in fact of such dualisms. Such a struggle is aligned with the desire to know, according to Aristotle, the desire that marks all humans. Part of the subject of these paintings is the relationship, not only to the tradition of painting, but the construction of its history and the way this does not always add up in the way we might suppose. The fascination with a painting is connected in part to the network of signs that it casts around it’s own orbit. A painting is both a thing that is sufficient in itself, its own object but there is also that which is outside of itself, insufficient, restless and speculative. To have this relationship with a painting is to be drawn deeply into its interiority but also be thrown by its implication into the field of its temporal extension and I would claim that the works we are viewing find their starting point at this juncture or even the unthought remainder of such a juncture.

When Thomas Jones (1742-1803) painted ‘A Wall in Naples’, he created a painting that appears as not being about very much. The walls represented, contain a series of holes left over from the scaffolding and in this respect the wall reveals the structure of its own production. It is the case of a painting being true to what it is because there seems to be barely anything other than its pure appearing as what it is. Just as the wall reveals its own production we are left to stare at an empty, pock-marked wall that reveals itself as a process of depiction. Surely this is a condition about painting capable of touching a sense of late modern culture to be found in staring at something inert, unfathomable, silent leading back only on itself. 

To paint is not only to expose, it is exposure. This though is not the exposure of simply making things visible but rather the exposure of the networking of nerves through which the visible attaches to. Both pleasure and pain reside here. The rebus or picture puzzles presented are not grounded but rather open out a relationship of exposure to that which is beyond representation. Instead we are presented with a gap, or loss of object, so what is being painted is the desire for the pictured image, a desire that endlessly circulates around the pleasure and pain that attaches to the visible or a process of coming into presence. It is out of this that the event of painting emerges.

In Fernando Pessoa’s, ‘The Book of Disquiet’, there is a meditation on travel
  in which he discusses the relationship between the travels that the imagination affords, the experience of actually seeing and the circularity that exists within the relationship of the one to the other. This is followed by a story of an office boy who for Pessoa was the “only real traveller with a soul that I’ve known.” This boy knew or at least had memorised all the possible journeys across Europe and Pessoa imagines him as an old man who can “remember how it’s not only better but also truer to dream of Bordeaux than to actually go there.” I have the feeling that this book could supply me with endless moments to consider in writing this text, not because they give rise to a form of resemblance but because of the way they reveal both a way of being and a way of understanding vision. Sometimes the tone has a clouded bleakness lodged within. “All problems are insoluble. The essence of there being a problem is that there’s no solution. To go looking for a fact means the fact doesn’t exist. To think is to not know how to be.”
 I feel that it is something related to tone that I am attempting to touch upon, not the same type of tone but an insistence of pursuing such a tone despite the cost endured in doing so. It never erupts or reaches a point where it might not be possible to go but none the less there is no assurance in it either.

Sometimes there are journeys that appear to take us forward, embodying within them the desire for movement and passage, but there are also journeys that are born out of a backward glance or a temporal mode of regression. Art conceives of “futures yet to come” but also of pasts as they never were. This might imply that art exercises a stubborn disavowal of the time it actually exists in or is a perpetual desire for that which is other than the time we are in. In Watteau we are presented with the idea of people locked away in a time that is staged within a realm, which is neither quite the time of mythology, nor historical time, but instead a time in which they touch upon the substance of their being only to sense it passing away from them. In such a time there is nothing to be gathered, recuperated or even redeemed because time itself is emptied of its impulse to move. If historians designate his work to be melancholic it is not just because there is an absent object of mourning but also because time itself affords no possibility of completion.  

The Jena Romantics posited part of the enterprise of their work of a form of textual voyaging. Through the imaginary they entered ruins, collected together lost fragments of texts, assembled the quotations of lost civilisations, translated forgotten texts, discovered the echoes of remote languages and through this network of signs created an encyclopaedia of sense through which the relationship of necessity and freedom might be presented (Darstellung). There is something of this enterprise here but one that is also mediated by figures such as Benjamin and Blanchot who found ways of assimilating the more sober, or even severe, aspects of Romanticism within the later stages of Modernism. It is clear that this work belongs to the shadow realm of a declining modernity as opposed to its dawning impulses, and as such is touched by the feeling of drifting without cultural destination. The melancholic is that which is without an object, a condition perhaps of a doubled abandonment. If painting is often touched by melancholia it is because it not only readily loses the traction of its own impulse, but circles around itself in this state of loss. These works enact this condition of circulation, in fact they might even be, the circulation of lost, found, partial, and divided objects moving in and out of the field of vision. 

So we have paintings that fold themselves into objects, which themselves are pictograms of the represented object, a circulating shifting set of registers that record stages of the exile of the image from it’s index. First we have the original, and then we have the copy, then the model, then the relationship of all three, but within this the disappearance of the network of construction, back into the otherness as image of all three. Is this abysmal or merely faded didacticism? Well it is in part abysmal in that it is without ground but it risks the designation of didacticism in order to render its working empty. Perhaps the play between these two figures is entertained as the means of bringing to the fore another figure, that of fiction. It is fiction that enables the sense of the “as if” to surface and as a consequence preventing the works becoming laden with the signs assembled. From this point it might be stated that the working process is not born out of method but rather the immanence of invention or a kind of philosophical poetics. Method of course is the means of keeping us from going astray, of keeping to the proper and consistent pathway, finally resisting the swamp of non-knowledge. If there is consistency in this work it is not born of such method but rather it contains some of its gestures in order to enact a relationship to the dangers it wards against. Not that it risks madness of unreason, but rather plays with the logic that desires method over invention.

The identity the human subject constructs is established elsewhere as fragments of becoming; thus the subject comes to be in a place where it is not. For Kristeva the human subject is a form of intertextual practice, thus subjectivity is enacted by way of language as an intersubjective process. Kristeva develops an account of the abject as being at the point of cleavage between the Imaginary and the Symbolic. The abject is experienced as a form of garbage, unwelcome waste, filth and blood littering the stage of the Symbolic. It exceeds the subject, typifying the unconscious in this aspect and for Kristeva serving as a link with the semiotic, which shows itself in breaks, nonsense and puns. Although this practice is far from being an embodiment of abjection, it does touch upon ways in which art might lend itself to a completed form of sacrificial economy. The borderline of this work is unclear because it is as if both the orders of the Imaginary and the Symbolic are being corrupted, not so much by an excess of signs or images but through a disruption of the delimitation of representation and presentation. In this sense there is invariably a threat of chaos, for what appears as well mannered or ordered puns, slippages, or misrecognitions start to open out a threat to a symbolic system keeping things within secured destination. The seeming modesty of the work appears to militate against the idea that it could be in any way disruptive but in turn the restless switching of registers hint at such a possibility. This switching hints at the pursuit of a lack, a confrontation with impossibility, a preoccupation with gaps or cleavages, even an anxiety in relationship to the negative. It is these elements which bring the viewer into a relationship to borderlines that order such things as the Imaginary and Symbolic, language and the image, the literary and the visual, representation and presentation, method and aporia and so on. If we examine the work of Magritte, the works often answer something, logic prevails, and for instance “this is not a pipe” is of course true in terms of language rules. Again and again Magritte undoes representation or mimesis and does so by taking logic to its limit. There is a similar economy of painting in these works, almost an under-determination of the painted surface that heightens the expectancy in regard to the logic enmeshed within the signs displayed. Yet at the same time we are lead away form Magritte’s coding of the visual and its relationship to the plane of logic which enables us to read the working of the two orders of the Imaginary and Symbolic into the disturbance of both that suggests the interruption of the Real. In this regard the work is knowing of Surrealism but shares little by way of structural affinity.

The fragment is linked to the notion of art as presentation because presentation is the drama of becoming, and as such, is necessarily incomplete. When thinking about the idea of the fragment, several elements congregate together, namely the idea of aporia (that which is without passage), caesura (or interruption), violence, and separation. It is difficult to think about the fragment without thinking about the figures that give rise to it. If Modernity has resisted the idea of mimesis (the mirroring of reality) then it has as a consequence placed itself in relationship to the fragment in the form of the cut, restlessness, passage, incompleteness, voids, negativity, multiplicity and so on. Maurice Blanchot, in writing about written fragments said that for “fragments, destined partly to the blank that separates them, finds this gap not what ends them, but what prolongs them, or what makes them await their prolongation – what has already prolonged them, causing them to persist on account of their incompletion.”
  For Blanchot fragmentary writing is not just a risk but “risk itself” for even in interruption it continues, suspended, for “fragmentation is the spacing” that indicates “the absence of time.”
 Simply put, fragmentary writing for Blanchot does not belong either to the One, or to identity, rather it presents a separation from the manifest as a “language of awaiting”.

In a short story by Italo Calvino, ‘The odd slipper’ (in ‘Mr Palomar’
), we are given an image of Mr Palomar buying an odd pair of slippers from a pile in the bazaar. He wonders when this fact will come to light for buried in the pile are at least two odd slippers. He concludes that there might be too many indeterminate elements for this discovery but nonetheless the reality is embedded within the pile but at the same time he thinks that there might now be another person wearing the half fits of the shoes he is wearing, so he continues to wear them out of a strange solidarity with the imaginary other. This is a story about how something occurred, a perfectly understandable mistake coupled with the surprise of dealing with the “what if” as consequence. The “that it is” and the “what if” are thus placed into a relationship of play in ways that alter behaviour and imagination. Reality is not simply transformed by something being out of place or joint, but because contingency never allows this condition to settle. I feel that this work follows similar principles, somehow the gap of the “that it is” and the “what if” never really closes. On the surface this might seem like a site of humour but then there is invariably a dark aftertaste that lingers long after the humour has been passed over.

Some of the qualities I am alluding to, point toward the allegorical, or a structure in which meanings are deferred or made endlessly conditional. It is a sign of thinking doubling back over itself, a passing back and forth in order to mark the exhibited traits with this inscriptive movement of such processes. This is not points of departure or arrival, but instead a veritable scattering of such points without temporal ordering, based upon the orbiting of signification that exhaust its own function. This is why the allegorical is inevitably indirect, a presentation of something that is coming, the coming of something, that which is other to meaning, left over, gaping and without enclosure. It is for this reason that I do not wish to describe works because to do so would be to fix them within an enclosure. Certainly they can be understood as objects of mediation though; they are touched by the tranquillity of still life painting. Indeed their painterly treatment borrows heavily from the still life tradition. At times we might believe that in some respects the objects and surfaces represented are taken out of some imaginary museum and simply depicted as such; curious, inert, and without expectancy.

Paintings which become postcards, which become paintings again; looks folded into gazes transformed back into glimpses and then captured within glances; paintings becoming objects which are in turn represented within the space of painting or alternatively paintings becoming objects displayed as such; the unreal circulating in the real and switching back again; these are the events of such works and in this light how would it be possible not to think of the event like nature of such works. They are always singular, plural (to evoke Jean-Luc Nancy
).

Marcel Broodthaers stated: “Fiction enables us to grasp reality and at the same time that which is veiled by reality.” 

Genius for Novalis was to be found in treating imagined objects as if they were real, after all the ordinary is never really ordinary but is the starting point of the extraordinary or even the uncanny. This apprehension about the ordinary is one of the starting points of Surrealism but has lost its potency within late modernity due to the proliferation of the use of the found object or appropriated image. Closing the gap between art and life could now be read as a secret manifesto of nihilism and it is against this that these works struggle to find another trajectory. They do not gesture against the condition of nihilism in any direct manner, such as in the attempt to resurrect lost meanings lodged within tradition, but they do attempt to unpick the ruins of various traditions in order to militate against the snatches of vision that constitute the spectacle of art. Part of this is disclosed within the (rhetoric) of modesty. This in turn is informed by a mode of consciousness deemed to be that of a librarian, an archivist and even perhaps the translator. In all these respects there is an element of a secret undertaking, of a working process carried out within half-light, sustained and patient labour and even withdrawal; all qualities that do not open out toward the light of display. 

In the work inspired by the ‘House of Cards’ by Chardin, a 100 postcards of famous paintings were assembled as a starting point of a work which would examine a state of consciousness saturated with these images and informed by a latent desire of transformation into something other than the image, namely in the form of the original painting itself. In this conjoined space of the room and of the imagination, the paintings themselves also started to stand in as fetish objects and in the midst of these images it was possible to feel like a child lost within the idle pursuit of futility. In turn, this sense of original promise had been replaced by the cold realisation that the originals are still objects or commodities. So the romance of painting, and being within a tradition, was placed within the chill of playing with lost authorship or questions of value. Perhaps this was ultimately the pursuit of ghosts. Anyway a gallery of transcription had been inaugurated as an exercise of a personal order of futility in order to pursue the image of another painter and curator, Velazquez. Such a strange exercise really, but one in which it is possible to imagine that in some special way it was exercising the internal gallery of saturation, replacing that which is moist and dense with what is dry and thin. In this way there might be a sidestepping style, obliterating all traces of authorship in the process, thus leaving only an appropriation of form at its lowest, most servile level. Yet this process is still a form of necessary demand, a stilling within, that related to a consciousness of the history of painting that had come adrift and lost its sense as a consequence. You could say that it is either the delirium born out of so many accumulated images or the abandonment of sense in face of impossible dreams. These aphorisms, attuned to impossibility, assemble themselves in their own abandoned reality, working yet again below the threshold of another design, in which history has departed from its serene or turbulent space of measure. 

In Hegel’s ‘Phenomenology of Spirit’
 there is an account of historical time at the moment of its self-return, in which ‘Spirit’ recollects into itself a panorama or historical review of the images inscribed into its own development, presented as “a gallery of images.” Each image contains not only a relationship to other images but information of historical time but this is a staging which occurs at the end of Spirit’s “highway of despair,” thus coding the antinomies of this process (redemptive but equally violence).

When Walter Benjamin thought about collecting, rather than having an image of historical continuity into which objects took their place, he instead wished to wrestle objects from history in order to re-collect them within the perception of the moment.

If for a moment we imagine entering into a strange fictive space of a museum within this work, firstly it would be necessary to entertain the pathos of its space for they would be stripped of accumulations of understanding, sound methods of display, systems of labelling and the authority of curation. Let us say that everything that might stand in as being grand is stripped away. Instead the fiction would introduce us to what is fugitive, displaced, and humiliated.

Jacques Derrida
 recounted a dream experience that Walter Benjamin had given an account of to Greta Adorno shortly before his death. It involved a dream in which a scarf was woven out of a poem. As an image, it is of course an impossibility, and yet it is compelling, it lingers, even sticks to us, reminding us in general terms that the image is a paradox cast between the registers of knowing and seeing. Georges Didi-Huberman
 claims that this is because the image is itself rend because it splits the dual play of logic and the visible, acting in turn as a negative force that eats away visible and destroying the legible. If images are conceived as persuasive, then they are equally a force or violence against persuasion, this is why they are duplicitous. 

I find myself in this studio space surrounded by these paintings. They all make sense in this space because they are in the world of their making. One follows the next. Everything makes sense, well at least in the way that Benjamin’s dream makes sense, or the way the Tantric wall paintings might make sense in the film ‘Black Narcissus,’ for they are sustained within the unreality of the space of dreams or as apparitions from another culture. It is always tempting to ask of things they might not be able to do. After all aren’t we in some way desperate that things, such as paintings, would signify for us, in ways that dreams or apparitions cannot. Can I be certain either of what they offer or even what is then withdrawn, whether they are empty or full? All I know is that I start to linger in this curious in between space, a passive even bland space, without concerns for decisions and let these works come and go. For a few moments I will swear that I shut my eyes and murmur to myself, that it is better simply eyes remain so. 
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