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Introduction


Experiencing Wonder: Technovisuality and Cultural Re-enchantment

Helen Grace


If we want to give meaning any depth, we have to permit our glance to travel over the surface, and thus to reconstruct abstracted dimensions.1



The chapters in this book arise from an interdisciplinary project entitled Technovisuality and Cultural Re-enchantment, initiated in Hong Kong in 2008 and bringing together established and young scholars from art history, literature, film studies, philosophy and technocultural studies, from the UK and Europe, Canada, the US, Australia, from Taiwan, Japan, Hong Kong and Mainland China. The project set out to find fresh insights beyond the exhaustion of certain debates about visuality and the image, within what appears to be a general crisis of nature – and of the economy. We wanted to tackle these issues from an intercultural perspective so that we could be open to the energy that arises in the unpredictable moments of exchange between different frameworks, all seeking answers to contemporary questions.

When we began the project, we were ourselves captured by the word we had coined to describe the phenomenon we wanted to explore. ‘Technovisuality’ seemed to invoke for us a broad sweep of possibilities in contemporary life: cinematography’s magical world and the camera’s eye; the enchantment of/in mediated visualization; the history and development of digital images and the way a nuanced relationship is established between the human and the nonhuman, technoscience and philosophy; imagescape as a new ecology; online gaming as a spectacular showcase of cultural enchantment; classical Eastern philosophy and contemporary theories of visualization within an interdisciplinary and intercultural framework; science fiction and film as artefacts of cultural re-enchantment; architecture and virtuality – or virtual life in general.

In coining the word ‘technovisuality’, we wanted to explore the paradoxical space between technoscience’s relatively unquestioned visualism and an ambivalence directed to the visual in contemporary cultural criticism and technocultural studies. This ambivalence sometimes amounts to a decidedly anti-visualist stance; for example, the former is explored in the work of a number of writers,2 and the latter is outlined and reflected in critiques such as those by Jay3 and Levin.4 We were also aware of a desire to move beyond a sense of disenchantment with the world that is a characteristic of political discourse, allowing only a negative – and defeated – relation to daily life and struggles.

This negativity is not new; Sean Cubitt reminds us that disenchantment was already a Romantic attitude by the beginning of the Industrial Revolution, and a recent exhibition in China, entitled ‘Disenchantment of Chinese Imagination’,5 and recent work in eco-criticism and Chinese cinema,6 remind us that disenchantment does not belong to the negative dialectics of European thought alone – and there is a great deal to be pessimistic about. However, our aim was to enable fresh ways of thinking the world beyond the exhaustion of some familiar approaches.

In his essay ‘The Future of the Image’, Jacques Rancière writes of the contemporary state of the image: we are told on the one hand, that there is no longer any reality but only images, and on the other, that there are no longer images but only ‘a reality representing itself to itself’. This impasse gives way in turn to a vicious circle or dead-end: ‘If there is now nothing but images, there is nothing other than the image. And if there is nothing but the image, the very notion of the image becomes devoid of content.’7 Philosophically this situation represents a state of exhaustion, and so, to think more productively of the image and of visuality as a space of potential, beyond exhaustion and disenchantment, we need to turn elsewhere.

One way forward might be to look more closely at the concept of the image; the distinction which Hans Belting8 makes between visuality and pictoriality is helpful here, because it hinges upon a relatively unacknowledged legacy of Renaissance visual thought – that of Arab optics. Alhazen’s optics focused on light’s linearity, but Renaissance perspective connects the movement of light to the eye, to the body, to the depiction of the world, producing icons and idols, the mimetic and the pictorial.

Abstraction – as opposed to depiction – in art is concerned with the possibility of communication beyond the limits of analogy and likeness, so it is helpful to distinguish visual and pictorial theory. We can say that visual theory is concerned with the characteristics of light; it is more conceptual, concerned with abstractions – lines, geometry, pattern, numbers, mathematics. Pictorial theory, on the other hand, is concerned with form, shape, outline – the results of light’s characteristics as it plays on surface and is perceived by the eye; it involves a body to body interaction – and the appropriation of scientific theory for artistic purpose. The concept of the image may thus act as a bridge between visual and pictorial theory, inviting us to extend the insights of art history, in order to address the ‘question of technology’.9

In thinking through these issues of abstraction and expression, it is tempting to agree with Friedrich Kittler’s (2006) claim that ‘we need to unfold the essential unity of writing, number, image and tone’.10 If different signifying or notational systems have produced their own worlds, separate from one another – writing, mathematics, visual art, music (as if they are different cultures) – it has become more urgent to find ways in which these worlds can speak to each other. To explore the directions such conversations might take, we want to mention here the work of Vilém Flusser, a cybernetic thinker as well as a poetic thinker, someone who takes on the question of the technological and applies imaginative thought to it, in such a way as to suggest possibilities of re-enchantment beyond the limits of Weber’s sense of the disenchantment of the world under the impact of scientific rationality.11 Flusser’s Towards a Philosophy of Photography is remarkably prescient in foreseeing the impact of what we are here calling ‘technovisuality’ – an extension of Flusser’s concept of the ‘technical image’.

According to Vilém Flusser, surfaces have become more important to us than lines in daily life, so that pictures, in a sense (and we will explore the limits of this sense), have become more important than words. This claim seems too simple a statement – and as we read through these essays on technovisuality, we will begin to see its depth. The city is certainly a place in which surfaces proliferate: from the vast planes of new architecture and advertising, to the huge images projected on animated screens, demanding our attention. We are surrounded by teletext messages (words, numbers): moving inexorably from right to left on LED displays everywhere, signalling news, market prices, weather; moving images on television screens, even on buses and trains; the tiny images of the mobile phone screen or games consoles. And the bodies of citizens and non-citizens are also screens, attracting our attention, sometimes projecting counter-images – animated versions and variants of the fashion or celebrity images that capture our gaze in our movement through the space of the city.

If we are teachers, we complain all the time that our students do not read the wonderful texts we so carefully select for them, though they have an extraordinary capacity to process images and information flows, absorbing complex concepts with a lightness that the weight of our thought may sometimes envy.

For Flusser, this development from line to surface does not at all represent a simple shift from the predominance of the word to the predominance of the image, but involves a spiral movement – from image (or imaginal thought) to concept (conceptual thought) to image (a new form of both imaginal and conceptual thought), suggesting ‘a being-in-the-world so radically new that its manifold impacts are difficult to grasp’.12 He associates this new mode of being with the invention of the ‘technical image’ (the image produced by an apparatus – camera, computer, and so on). The ‘technical image’ forms a ‘third-degree abstraction’, beyond the first-degree abstraction of a traditional image (let’s say, a cave painting), that is itself abstracted from the concrete world; the technical image is the indirect result of second-level abstraction (such as applied scientific texts) – a product of technology.

Of course, writing is also technology, but in Flusser’s account, linear writing represents the moment when the circular time of magic is transcoded into the linear time of history. So it is the ‘technical image’ that is the basis of a generalized form of seeing we are calling ‘technovisuality’, a form that is machinic as well as organic.

Flusser does not claim privilege for the technical image, but sees a limitation of the imagistic world:


Man forgets that he produces images in order to find his way in the world; he now tries to find his way in images. He no longer deciphers his own images, but lives in their function. Imagination has become hallucination.13



There is a shadow here of Plato’s denigration of the image in the simile of the cave, in this sense of the deception of the image, that may be quite familiar to us. In another more fearful commentary on the image, Julia Kristeva identified a new ‘malady of the soul’ associated with the proliferation of images. Mistrustful of the sheer mass of visual overstimulation (she sees the image as ‘the new opium of the people’), she is fearful of the way that image proliferation obliterates psychic space, resulting, for her, in all the problems of the world – ‘ulcers, cancers, eczemas, and so on. Acts of violence such as terrorism, vandalism, torching cars in the suburbs … drugs.’ She worries that ‘conflict is drowned out in the experience of an oceanic pleasure that disconnects individuals both from themselves and from others’.14

In proposing the idea of technovisuality, we are less inclined to have a catastrophic opinion of visuality, and we would suggest that perhaps too much power is attributed to the image in such accounts. A key feature of image proliferation is that the vast number of images and surfaces that surround us do not represent the increasing power of the image, but its opposite. Each image screams for attention, but no image, however powerful, can hold our gaze for long – this is a shift in the supposed ‘power’ of the image. We are engaged in a constant process of self-imaging alongside – and partly countering – constant processes of external surveillance; databanks can track us, and ostensibly keep us in their sights, but data-loss and ‘bit-rot’ also occur. Though we do not wish to deny the realities of contemporary ‘control societies’,15 we seek gaps and ruptures in the tightly-controlled borders of totalizing power, trying to pass under the radar. Although, as good subjects and citizens, we may be ready to take up the task of self-surveillance under a panoptic gaze, the history of panopticism as imperial vision is equally a history of resistance and evasion – recall a key principle of a Foucauldian model of power.

In fact, the image has never been more unstable, so we seem to be in an era of the hyper-inflation of the image. Eras of hyper-inflation involve massive devaluations of currency and people,16 and in a world in which the image has become currency, it too has suffered the fate of devaluation, the result of having been too heavily geared. In any case, the ever-presence of the image in contemporary visual space is not the result of an aesthetic move, but of a technological one; the graphical user interface, as an engineered development, began to replace command-line interfaces from the middle of the 1960s, leading to the ubiquity of visual interfaces and ‘user-friendliness’.17 But these are now being displaced by increasingly affective interfaces, based on touch – for example, as the iPhone and touchscreens further displace the power of sight – or they are becoming entirely instrumentalized and machinized in possibilities, such as ‘Eye Scroll’ and ‘Eye Pause’.18

We might remember Groupe Dziga Vertov’s slogan on a blackboard in Le Vent d’Est (1970): ‘Ce n’est pas un image juste, c’est juste an image’. There is
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