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THE POINT OF LIGHT

o illuminate,” says one person. “To

obscure,” says another. “To get a

suntan,” says a third. The point of
light, both as a question and as a luxurious
organ, asks for a solution, a lotion that might
let us see without getting burned. What
would this lotion be with regard to an eye?

Perhaps the cinema is the place to
begin thinking about solutions. Over the past
ten years, film theory has produced a rich
body of work by including within its scope
the concerns of psychoanalysis and social
theory. This inclusion has permitted film
theory to consider both the spectator and
his/her social milieu as moving parts in the
cinema machine. The spectator is no longer
a control element in the experiment who
exercises his/her “free will” when filling out
the little questionnaire cards at the of the
show. Today we speak of the spectator as a
desiring subject who is constructed by the
apparatus, however faulty or incomplete it
may be, and this subject has become as
much a question as the object of a question-
ing.

The rearrangement of the parts and
processes of classical film theory has a corol-
lary in the development of film and video
installations as sculpture. Here again, the
various aspects of production and positioning
of the spectator of both cinema and sculpture
have been skewed to permit, for the moment,
a questioning of their social and psychologi-
cal tickings.

Instead of one screen, there are two,
three, or many, as in the work of Anne Bray
and Kendall Buster. The light source can be
multiplied, refracted or, in the case of
Charles Long, deflected to another screen al-
together. The projector is no longer sealed in

a booth, and can become a display in its own
right. Moreover, the spectator has forfeited
his/her place of quiet immobility. He/she
stands and moves about the room without a
single, comfortable place to rest his/her
eyes: the room is full of attractions and dis-
tractions wreaking havoc on the sanctified
cinema.

What does this mean, this uncomforta-
ble eye? Is it a pathetic, 1980’s version of
epater le bourgeots? Nowadays we think of
the cinema as a means for taking the eye to
its limit, and beyond, to places and scenes it
could never go as a mortal eye. One could
trace this conception of the cinema back to
Dziga Vertov’s “Kino-Eye” and the artistic
enthusiasm generated out of the young Rus-
sian revolution. Vertov spoke of the impreci-
sion of the human eye and the path which
“leads through the poetry of machines, from
the bungling citizen to the perfect electric
man.”! Today we have much less faith in the
technological advances prescribed for the
eye. One doesn’t need a telescope, for exam-
ple, to see the dangers of Star Wars. More
and more the program for perfecting the eye
plays itself out on the side of showing, while
the desire to see is restricted. In the movies,
the eye is excited only to be lured into a
rhythm of shots that is measured out in a
framed and cohesive space (nothing like
what is involved in the day-to-day experience
of vision) to which a subject can adapt sim-
ply by demanding no more than to be enter-
tained, and whose desire has been reduced
to the amiable fantasies of the industry’s
censorship committees. In this way, the
cinema, the very means for liberating the
eye, has become the means for containing it
within certain limits; as a means for adapting
the eye 1o the exigencies of a specific social
order. Consider for a moment the cinema as a



KENDALL BUSTER

Detail of Untitled Film Installation, 1987
2 8x8' walls, rear screen film loop
projections, black and white super 8

model, as a manual for the safe and correct
operation of-the human eye, brought to you
by the makers of Bufferin.

We can retain from Vertov the idea of a
dialectic of the eye that develops along with
and changes the world which nevertheless
seems to be watching us as it displays itself.
In this conception, the eye (including the
wide variety of scopic machines) is not pre-
sented as a better and better approximation
of some predetermined object (read: adapt-
ing to reality), but rather, it is a zone whose

function is to avoid precisely that object to

which it is most sensitive, that is, the point
of light. But how can this be?

For Jacques Lacan, this point of light is
also the place of the gaze (le regard, which
contains the sense of “regard” in English:
that which regards or concerns the subject).?
Following Freud’s theory of castration, he

notes that this gaze

is something from which the subject, in
order to constitute itself, has separated off
as organ. This serves as a symbol of the
lack, that is to say, of the phallus, not as



such, but insofar as it is lacking. It must,
therefore, be an object that is, firstly, separ-
able and, secondly, that has some relation to
the lack.®

The point here is simply that the eye,
like any human organ, must acquiesce to the
demands of culture by sacrificing a portion of
itself. For the eye, this separated object is
the gaze, the point of light which, should it
reappear, reduces the subject to nothing, to
a mere point of vanishing.

In this sense, the subject is split, that is
to say that the subject always comes with an
unconscious. On the one side there is the
centered subject of consciousness reduced to
a geometral point, and on the other there is
the gaze of the subject that has been sepa-

rated off, banished from consciousness. If

this gaze comes back to him/her from its
exile, however, it can only alienate the sub-
ject from any center whatsoever, reminding
us that desire, in this case the desire 10 see,
is never a purely subjective matter, but that it
requires an object hopelessly lost in the real.

For Bray, the effects of this object are
more clearly felt in the audio portion of the
piece: the excuses which perpetually defer or
redirect desire along a metonymic path, or
the baby’s cry, an object not yet lost to the
signifier and, as such, beyond our adult un-
derstanding.

Long’s mirror fragments play with light
the way a realist painter might use percep-

tion: the subject is caught in a translation of

light, pulled down in a maelstrom of cyni-
cism which begins and ends with a question
mark The image and the screen that mediate
the subject of desire and the elusive object is
where the work of the cinema takes place.
There the flow of light is refracted, filtered or
stopped up altogether. Depth of field cap-

ANNE BRAY
- Still From Man on First and Third
Slide Installation, 1987

I'M GLAD TO THE BRINK OF FEAR

JOHN KNECHT
Still from I'm Glad to the Brink of Fear
Video Installation, 1986



CHARLES LONG

Detail of Gnomons' Land, 1987

Film Installation

wood, silicone, mirror, film projection

tures the subject in a space which expands
and contracts. There too the subject makes
him/herself into a screen to shield against
the gaze, or identifies with an image that
tries to capture it.

In Schneemann’s War Mop this gaze is
literalized through the lack of people in a
bombed out refugee camp in Lebanon. Gap-
ing holes stare out at us from a depopulated
village: holes that a flagellating mop can
never stop cleaning up, like the story of the
woman condemned to sweep the beach clear
of grains of sand.

With Knecht’s work, however, this gaze

has been captured, turned to stone by the

‘gladness’ of the TV image. Here, on oppo-
site ends of a wall, the images of two world
leaders appear to negotiate ine xtreme l y
slow motion. The gaze is vanquished
in this battle of images; exiled to the dark-
ness that surrounds any discussion on the
annihilation of the human race.

The architecture of the cinema has de-
veloped itself along the lines laid down by
this division, image/gaze. The point of light
is always hidden, tucked into a booth behind
your head that could be likened to a kind of
scopic confessional: the little gate opens and
a light appears from heaven. If you recognize

your complicity you can be absolved . .



CAROLEE SCHNEEMANN

War Mop, 1985

Sculpture/Video Installation

mechanized mop, plexiglas fulcrum, TV monitor
photo—Scott Bowron

courtesy Max Hutchinson Gallery

until the next screening. The only other
lights indicate the inferno of “SEMERGENCY
EXIT.” The screen is the biggest thing in the
room, toward which all eyes are turned. And
there the object is almost always completely
mystified—the object in both senses, since,
after all, the object of the cinema is “enter-
tainment” (inter+tenir—to hold in, cer-
tainly a perverse idea).

Yet this holding or maintaining is pre-
cisely what describes the cinema’s relation to
the point of light. This is not to say that all
cinema is perverse, but that the social and
psychical structures which have formed
around our culture’s relation to vision have
built up a kind of inertia in that direction.
Kendall Buster’s piece represents this per-
version in nearly diagrammatic form. There,
an entire economy is played out between
‘looking at an exposition” and “exposing the

look.” The gaze, then, moves around the cir-

cuit depending upon one’s activity within the
structure: for the voyeur, it is the nothing
which is always covered; for the exhibitionist
it is the gleam of light in the eye of the
spellbound onlooker, a light that continually
threatens to fade.

To return to the problem of a dialectics
of vision, we can see that is not simply a
question of exploding the cinema, revealing
the point of light or the gaze. Rather, it is a
question of developing the apparatus along
certain lines that take into account the fact
that the path to that lost object is mapped out
in the unconscious.

In the domain of film installation (and |
include video and slides here also) we can
see a marginal attempt lo move against the
inertia of the dominant culture. Simply by
articulating a vision in that cultural space
between the cinema and sculpture, the role
of the image in the scopic register can be
altered. For now, this space does not cradle
the subject so comfortably in the play of
transparency/opacity which lures us into the
search for the lost horizon. Here the subject
can be spread across the entire apparatus,
re-organizing, at least for a time, our relation
to light and its effects.

Dan Walworth
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