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Multi-channel video inftallation; color, silent; varying durations

KNOTS5+5URFACES: A GNOSIS

by Lynne Cooke

“Art is a moment of grace that is not fangible but is felt
and thought simudtancously. [...] Juf? becanse it is speech-
fess does mot mean of i mindless ax well”

“An art form distind from the more fraditional genres of
painting and sculpture, initallation is about seulpting tine
and space, |...] That inftallation diveflly addresses can-
scigusness—ithat it raises queffions about swbjeftivify—is
what moll intereffs me.”

"We move, record, prajeld, and see, changing the nature
and configuration of what we see through our movement
and our being and, wltimately, find ourselves not looking
at the work of art but with it.”

[Diana Thater]

THE threshold poses the problem,
cinétly. Poised ar the gallery entrance,
confronted with a dazzling vision: a pl
ant hexngmml projections zooming ac
voraciously imprinting everything in
walls, columns, ceiling. Nor is the resi
A softer, lambent light suffuses the
magenta glow, while gels on the
ing beyond. The specifics of locs
never denied: the architefture is
From the vantage point of the do
scene seems about to congeal in
cosmos. But the elusive impressio
Lured by the delirious chrom
forms overlaid and intersefted b
viewer is drawn in. Immersing
natory spatialities she leaves b
old from which a detached
lessly deferred—mighe §till be:
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Suspended at varying heights from the ceiling or
propped direétly onto the floor are five video projec-
tors whose fteady hum permeates the entire room,
On a squat block of sixteen Stacked monitors, angled
away from the entrance, a tangerine flower is silhou-
erted againft a cyan ground. As the viewer wanders
farther afield, the extreme effeds of skewing, warp-
ing, and torquing thar result from the interse®tion of
the projections and the archite&ture begin to reconfig-
ure, Absorption is always deferred, however, for from
the first moment of entering the space, it's clear to
the viewer that all view-points will prove incomplete.
Nowhere will the geometrical distortions right them-
selves; and nowhere will the hexagonal units realign
into a seamless continuum. Given thar rhe ingtalla-
tion offers no Stable anchor from which to apprehend
it, the subject will continue 1o be unmoored, mobile,
and nomadic.

Normative ways of looking are also disrupted as
material and immaterial reality, vie for dominance.
Muoreover, Arabic numerals intermittently interrupt
the imagery of swarming bees on each projeétion,
creating a temporary pause or hiatus, in their hedtic
rhythms. Each number recurs at intervals of approxi-
mately twenty minutes, as the digital video disc ends
its cycle and then recommences. Despite this proof
that the imagery repeats, so speedy is its multidirec-
tional motion and so complex the synthetic shots,
it's virtually impossible to identify segments within a
cycle. From any vantage point, attention drifts and
darts until the viewer suddenly becomes momentarily
entranced by a detail, or sequence, within the flow.
"This conftant vacillation in attention—rthis labile shift-
ing in awareness between the aftualities of site and the
illusionism in the projections—renders the experience
of looking highly self-conscious.

Cloger examination of the imagery reveals dis-
junétions and fraftures within these illusory realms,
Within any single projeftion, squads of bees may fly
in midground and background at different veloci-
ties (some footage has been slowed down) or rotated
through different axes (shot from varving diftances and
angles). Diftant viStas may suddenly vanish, replaced
by clase-ups in which myriad frenzied inseéts assume
gargantuan proportions, as if issuing from fissurcs
within the architecture itself, from some dark mySte-
rious nether world.

I Jenemy Gienent-Rovre, “Water,
Sun, and Thinking Bodies,” Parders 6o
{Bummer z000), pp, 125- 106,
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While all five projedtions are Struftured similatly,
cach contains unique imagery. The bees were firkt
shot againét blue screens, then this video footage
was superimposed onto film of the hexagons, each of
which was recorded from a slightly different camera
angle. Montaging several tracks of inseéts creates an
effect of bees flying in an intensely congefted realm.
Lacking the foundation provided by a horizon, near
and far collapse: its coordinates indeterminate, its
dimensions indefinable, this space seems less a place
than an elusive dimensionless arena. Duration is simi-
larly manipulated to read as both incessant flux and
inftantaneous disjunétion.

Satiated—or unnerved—by the visual feast, the
eve secks refuge in the video wall whose monumen-
tal image serves as & magnet and grail for viewer and
insect alike. If, at fickt, the Aower’s gentle undulations
appear to be caused by something unseen, perhaps
a light breeze, closer inspe€tion reveals thar a hand-
held video camera is responsible for its agitation. Onee
again, technology animates and filters this world.) =

I The shaping of human vision through tech-
nology is a conStant precccupation informing That-
er's work. Critic and artift Jeremy Gilbert-Rolfe
argues that Delphine (2000), for example, “reminds
one of bow film and vides are proftheses which, in
becoming crucial fo what bumans see, have come to
determine how they see. [...] The profthesis bas became
a part gf the human and/or the buman a part of it.
Thater considers, or seeks to present, the perception of
animals in parvallel with, or cam‘.l.‘u'fmen_a'jng, @ human
perception which may be described as either conditioned
by technology (the camera-assitfed buman) [...] or, as
dlargely a produd? of it.™

Produdtion &ill



For Thater, such vertiginous spatiotemporal con-
Structs, while irreconcilable with normal evervday
experience, become vehicles through which o engage
other dimensionalities, perhaps even other conscious-
nesses. In Knoss+ Surfaces, the speftator’s involvement
with the camera's viewpoint is radically reduced: the
beholder neither identifies with, nor feels integrated
into, narrative conventions, Yet the forces that alva
nize the alt of looking are as resolutely laid open as
the aél itself, Free to wander at will through the space,
free to focus for any '|<_'|‘4§_{T|] of time on any projection,
the spectator becomes aware of where and how her
atrention might be sustained. Thater's methodology is
thus radically different from that typically eftablished
in the cinema (and even in much video ingtallation),
where the beholder encounters whar Gilles Deleuze
describes as a situation of “absafuze impotence, paralysis,
and immebifity:” one that typically transforms her into
a “subjedtive and collfeflive automaten:” in the black box
theater, where the alt of looking is ftruftured, coerc-
ing, and disciplining attention, she is destined o purely
passive contemplation! = In his groundbreaking study
of certain fundamental remakings of subjectivity that

2 Giees Dvvvvre, Civewa 2 The Time-
Teage, trans. Huge Tomuinson

and Rowert GavLera [Minneapalis:

ersiry of Minnesota Press, g8,

'|"'||. 5L —157,

have occurred in Western culture over the past
hundred fifty years Jonathan Crary argues that
of the wa
fegration is metaphorically diagnosed fs as a defies
attention.’ Much critical and bifforical analysis of
swbfelfivity during [the twenticth] certtury has been
on the idea af ‘veception in a fate of diffradtion, ™
ing that distraction can only be underftood

a reciprocal relation, that is, in relation to, ‘g

Wi ant dmmense soctal crisis of subjelfive

norms and praffices," Crary takes attention as the
of his inquiry in a radical Study of transformati
late nineteenth century subjectiviry. If that
coincided with the birth of cinema, its Ec[i].'rse b:.r

I In contrast to her previous works, |
all contain references to the shoot, and a8
sequently internally reflexive, Knsts+ 4§

no such imagery or reference. By elimi
traces of the moment of its making, _
lessly imbricates its spatio-temporal realms i
actualitics of the architetural site.
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technologies at the beginning of the twenty-firft cen-
tury, once again inftantiated non-cocrcive forms of
power. Just as cinema in its speftacular modes freezes,
immobilizes, and isclates individuals, so “relevision and
the personal computer, even ar they are now converging
toward a single machinic funétioning, ave antinomadic
procedures that fix and flriate,” Crary contends. Potent
mechanisms for managing attention, they too, he
notes, rt'i_‘.' an “partifiening and sedentarization, render
inty bodies controllable and wsefud simultancously, cven as
they simulate the ilusion of choice and ‘inferallivity,™
Eschewing thar symbolic order fundamental o
maintream cinema and to much related video work—
an order grounded in verisimilitude, coherent per-
spectival spatiality, measurable temporality and bodily
Stasis—Thater seeks experiences that approach the
irrational, visceral, mobile, indeterminate, and amor
phous. The experiences she constrults are patently
artificial, for technology never describes the world,
the world is always inscribed in it that is, the world
exifts only as a representation, there is no preexist-
ing Real. Conjuring a kind of perception that dis-
rupts conventional signification by repositioning the

THATER
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observing subject outside the terms of a classic syStem
of vision, her inftallation is premised on an embod-
ied, if de-centered, subject negotiating a dynamically
transforming environment.* Thus, in Kwots + Surfaces
viewpoints and relations continually dissolve and reor-
ganize the world so that it keeps being different not
only from every point but also at every moment. The
engaged spectator does not merely grasp intelledtu-
ally the idea of a plurality of perspectives, bur direétly
experiences how each perspeftive is a particular lived
relation of torces and interftices. Cut loose from all
anchorage, the eye is unable to arveft the world in
order to scrutinize it from a specific axis or viewpoint.
One result is that a plural, sensory attentiveness gener-
ares a libidinal release that verges on the euphoric: the
onset of dissolution, of an intoxicating loss of self in
complex, multidimensional spatial Structures, creates
a feeling of exhilaration. Such jouissance is the very
antithesis of the administered perception characteris-
tic of spectacular culture, in which attention is made

attentive to evervthing but itself.

This account 13 deeply indebred 1o

Crary’s brilliant analysis of this condi-

tion and, ular, ro his discussion
ragal, of Cézanne's late work in the conclud-

ing chaprer

} Ikid,, p. 75
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Thater's figuration of attentive modes within com-
plex space-time relations is informed by ways of con-
ceptualizing other subjectivities and other perceprual
cxperiences theorized by Julia Krifteva and Jacques
Derrida. In addition to Deleuze's influential studies
of cinema which have long informed her praétice, she
has been drawn to texts by Krifteva and Derrida that
explore alternative, hybrid, and subversive subjeétivi-
ties, whether those defined as feminine or those pos-
tulated as animal.® However, in Knots+ Surfaces she
was also inspired by the chance discovery of a text of
a different order: mathematician and biologist Barbara
Shipman's speculations on a mathematical foundation
for the dance language of honeybees.® With its bold
postulation of a six-dimensional space, Shipman's
provocative thesis fascinated Thater who appropri-
ated it as a compelling model for other subjedtivitics,
In Knots + Surfaces she conjures a poetic correlative for
the bees’ complex multidimensional sense of space by
interweaving fitive imagery with the specifics of the
architeCture as site. Refleéting its origing in theoreti-
cal mathematics, this inftallation introduces a level of
abStraftion unprecedented in her veuvre to date. The
motif of a hexagon plays multiple roles. It references
both the honeyeomb, the basis of the bee's built envi-
ronment, and the shape of the facets that conStitute
the inseft's complex eye—that is, it references both
architefture and optics. Since six-dimensional space
defies direét representation, it muft be explored in
diagrammatical models conceived not as schematic
representations af perceivable or imitable entities or
processes but as visualizations based in mathematics.
Thus the field of hexagonal projections, which distort
and diftend as they encounter the phenomenal world,
serves both as an abdtrafted map of human observation
of the bee world and as a way of setting out features
of that same world that cannot, and never could, be
perceived by humans. In sum, they contrast what is
revealed by the human perceptual apparatus with what
is known by means of the inse@'s multisensory mecha-
nisms. By means of this dialectical play between visu-
alization and visualizability, Thater vokes representa-
tion and abstraftion into a novel syncretic entity.

If certain fanradtical films, such as The Matrix
(1999}, prefigure aspetts of Knats+ Surfiaces, then one
of the cinema's classics, Alfred Hitchcock's The Birds
(1963), is its dark alter ego." » Common to Thater's
work and to Hitcheock's is the resiftance of the nom-
inal subject to symbolic interpretation. Attempts to
clarify the meaning of the primary motif—whether

5 Bee Juria Kwistova, Desine in Languige
(Mew York: Columbia University Press,
wphal, and Jacauves Derrioa, “The
Animal Thar Theretore 1 Am (More to
Follow},” trans. Davip Wivres, Crigi-
Fr J'JI-}.'-IJ'-' v 28, no, 2 (Winter 1oo2), Pp-
365 —418. Bee, also, Girres Deveuze,

Cimema I: The Movement fmage. Fora
discussion of Thater's work in rela-
tion to Deleuzian cinema, see Agipa
Mizvra Lippirs “Video Ergo Sum
(The Animal That | Seel.” in DMana
Thater: Knoti+ Surfaces (Mew York: Din
Center for the Arts, 2001, pp. 8- 21
R R

bird or bee—only impoverish its rich suggetive-
ness: the motif is a catalyft, not an allegorical image.
Although space assumes pathological qualities in many
of Hitchcock's mo#t haunting works, in The Birds not
space but the protagonists’ unnatural behavior, defy-
ing rational explanation, begets the horror. An insidi-
ously frightening world is glimpsed via their activ-
ity; that is, within, rather than beyond, the subjeéts’
everyday phenomenal experience, Although the affec-
tive mechanisms Hitchecock emploved to dramatize
fear and trauma—polarizations of claustrophobia and
agoraphobia—have no dire® counterpart in Tharer's
work, the threat of tranmatic annihilation posited in
The Bivds haunts Knets + Surfaces—the dark obverse of
its loss of self in josissance,

Historic video and indtallation art also variously
inform Thater's praftice, For cxample, she introduced
numbers at the beginning of the program on each
disc for pradtical reasons: she needed to be able to
differentiate easily among the rwenty-odd discs that
she was making in preparation for the final version
of Knots + Surfaces. After having selefted the six she
would use for the inftallation, she opted to retain these
numerical afdes-mémoires as a nod to Strufturalist film
which, due to its self-reflexively analytical mode of
inquiry, had been a crucial formative influence on her
carly work. Comparisons to certain pioneering Sixties.
video works by Nam June Paik, are also apposite here,
for central to Paik's ecétatic visions is a signature eli=
sion of the vernacular and familiar into whar becomes
a fluid, serial, kaleidoscopic imagery.

Since, for Thater, the form as well as the EXperiente
of her work occurs at the interseftion of consciow
ness and architecture, the legacy of Minimalism has
proven highly influential: “When one moves through th
space of an inftaliation and ix aware of this movem
ane achieves what Robert Morvis calls present-nes, ™
argues. “Ohne engages what Morris desceribes as the

fiving, imageless, here and now in time and spag
gpposed to the ‘me—rthe self remembered in an arvellg
ftate, not in mation but as if in a photograph, frozen

IIT A devotee of science fiftion and rel
genres, Thater did, in fa&, review The Birds di
her preliminary research for Knots+ Surfaces
was particularly intercéted in the way
sandwiched footage of birds in flight for s
his most charged shots,

& For a discussion of Shipman’s th
Apam Frawk, "Quantum
Discover Magazine v, no. o (Mg
ber 1997)
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time. [...] This is why my work is so much about mofd-
anng space and pulling apart the architefure, as opposed to
making narvatives. [...] It is the sculptural qualities of
the wark that I am trying to make dimensional, palpable,
deep."" 1n this engagement, the particularities of the
site's architeéture and its light (both in its natural and
mechanical puises), Dan Flavin's practice has proven
especially relevant. Since light from both outdoor and
artificial sources was, for him, an essential aspect of
any context, he seldom eliminated or greatly altered
it, recognizing that dimly lit milieus aftually enhanced
the light and color that were his raw material, Inter-
ventions that are neither painting nor sculpture but
relate tangentially to both, his inftallations invite a
rouming viewer, a precursor to Thater's visitor who,
similarly, encounters interventions in “barren rooms”
of luminous projeftions made from familiar, common-
place industrial equipment diredtly exposed,

Beyond this rich heritage in video, film, and in$tal-
lation work, Knots + Swrfaces’s deeper roots may be
traced in the art of the past. An engagement with site-
specificity, an active speftator, and multiple points of
view, forms the basis of certain traditions of monu-
mental painting that inStantiate metaphysical inquiry,
and nowhere more brilliantly than in Gian Barrifta
Tiepolo's commissions for the church of Santa Maria
dei Gesuati in Venice (1738 =1719) and the Kaisersaal
in Wiirzburg, Germany (1751—1753). By seeking to
embed the fiftive world into his aftual site—thart is,
into an architefture governed by shimmering light—
Tiepolo gradually came to conceive of painting as con-
gruent with its environment, and peopled by figures
who appear to move and change in concert with the
passage of the viewer through the venue. Thus, rather
than producing intricate linear narratives, he created
complex visual conStellations that are no more con-
fined by a pictorial frame than they are viewable from
a single fatic vantage point. By voluptuously, deliri-
ously deftabilizing us, he makes us acutely aware of our
movements, and through that, as Svetlana Alpers and
Michael Baxandall persuasively argue, “of our proclivity
¢o make sense,” Relying less than most of his peers on
symbolic or allegorical programs, Tiepolo created an
art that is exceptional in the degree to which it visual-
izes thought. Alerted to the aét of beholding, we “re-
experience the process by which we firfl make sense of the
werld, " Alpers and Baxandall atteét.®

Like Tiepolo, Thater begins every projeét by consid-
ering the exifting space. And, like him, she too reacts
to the site’s ever-changing daylight while refraining

7 ThaTer, conversation with CaroL
Reesk, in Diama Thater: Delpbine
{Vienna: Secession, 2000), p. 25

B Sverrana AvrErs and MicHAEL
Baxanpary, Tiepols and the Pidfforial
Intelligence (Mew Haven: Yale University

Press, g4l pp. 10, 15

p. 6.
11 Crany, p. 62

9 Traren, "Dhiana Thater: Being Inside a
Waork of Art,” interview by Doveras
Focie, Flash Art 31, no. 198 | January/
February 1998), p. fa.

10 Wieviam James, quoted in Cnany,

441

from modifying the given physical ftructure. In its
forswearing Cartesian perspective in favor of a mul-
tidimensional matrix, Kwoss+ Surfaces recalls Tiepolo's
extraordinarily vertiginous spaces—soft-focused, pre-
carious in orientation, dazzling, and disorienting—in
which narrative is supplanted by display. Ar once con-
temporary yet deeply informed by the art of the pait,
this work invites responses that recognize the histori-
cally determined nature of perception while nonethe-
less encouraging speculation that might range outside
it. “This is the significance of the work of art, that it can
change the way that we see the world,” she contends. “Ir
takes a feap of faith to give yourself over to a work of art.
[...] If you make the leap there is this fife that is simufta-
neous with your ffe. [...] It can become a subjeld to your
subjeld. ™

An chullient, capricious spectacle, Knots+ Surfaces
invites the visitor to play—to analyze, queStion, nego-
tiate, and tc§t whatever appears across its threshold.
Grounded in a certain modality of sustained attention,
it inftantiates an ethic, and not just an acsthetic, “The
praftical and thearetical life of the whele species, as well
as qf:"mz’fq.ria’um’ beings, results from the seleflion which
the babitual direflion of their attention invelves,” Wil-
liam James argued in the late nineteenth century at the
very moment when film, the firft of the new motion-
camera technologies, was being born.'? According to
James, “Each of ws literally chooses, by bis way of attend-
ing to things, what sort of wniverse be shall appear to
bimself to inhabit, At any given mement the mind is a
potentially paralyzing welter ‘of simultancous possibilities.
Consciousness consifis [...] in the seleffion of some and
the suppression of the refl by the reinforcing and inbibit-
ing agency af attention.” Referencing his predecessor’s
seminal ideas, Crary concludes, “Far fames, the fail
that we all seem to inhabit a common perceptual world is
due not to the a priovi Srudture of owr minds, but rather
15 the W.ﬁrfaﬁpin_q comman choices made by a hifforically
evalving community of free individual,™ For Thater,
working a century later, freedom will be exercised by
subjeéts who challenge the normative, the knowable,
and the prefigured.

A longer version was originally published
in Diena Thater: Knots « Burfaces (Mew
York: Dia Center for the Arts, 2002),
pp- 3855
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