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Excavating an Immanent Future

An old five-story building in the CBD of Narrm/Melbourne, Australia, was
significantly emptied during a six month lockdown prompted by the COVID-19
pandemic last year. While being unoccupied, this negative space/time offered
freedom for Benjamin Hosking, an architectural photographer who keeps his studio
there, to explore "something just below the surface™ of the building. Not with a
shovel, but with a medium format film camera in his hand, he practised "almost
excavation-like" investigations, as though "scratching at the surface. It was
something to watch him, on my laptop screen, talking about his practice with his
gestures — measuring distances and angles between the light source, the object
and his torso. Hosking's excavations are not merely visual but physical and spatial.
Like an archeologist, he generally spends hours on site “to find something that
might be under many different layers". Furthermore, | learnt that Hosking had spent
months, in collaboration with the Melbourne-based photographer, Jack Cannon,
collecting other "archival objects’ that are photographically documented by those
engaged in similar practice. Hosking and Cannon, perhaps the 'archivists' in this
context, have assembled a group of these ‘objects’ that contributes to shedding
new light on something embedded deep in the foundations of lives. The collection
will be presented as an exhibition, entitled, 'Obfuscation & Delineation; Navigating
the Boundaries of Australian Contemporary Photography’, opening at Clinic Gallery
in Tokyo this coming Autumn.

Documenting (excavating) a site is an act of uncovering something below our
everyday consciousness. Hence, it would be necessary for those who practise it to
transgress the borders between existing conceptual 'layers’ such as 'history’ and
‘nation’ or 'time” and ‘'space’. They must completely dive in and live the very distance
(or gap) between them. Indeed, with their gear and/or ideas, the nine practitioners
featured in this group are constantly in transit, both physically and conceptually
crossing nights and days, cities and country-sides, and continents and islands;

in other words, darkness and lightness, center and periphery, Asia-Pacific and
Europe & North America. They — Jake Nemirovsky, Rochelle Marie Adam, Benjamin
Hosking, Jack Cannon, Morganna Magee, Abigail Varney, Matthew Stanton,
Amanda Williams and Rohan Hutchinson — seem highly alert to minute shifts below
these perceptual and conceptual transfers, often sensed in the low flat light.
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As someone who has lived and moved between Australia and Japan for nearly
two decades, | am familiar with the fragility of a concept such as ‘identity’. This
makes me relate to these practitioners’ way of being in motion and noticing the
undefinable in the gaps between the borders, where, for instance, the soft

Melbourne winter light can be experienced as a long flat East Asian light (and vice
versa). Looking at the documented remainders of such experience, one may trace
the way the light scratches the surface of the subject and the film (or the mirror)
inside the camera, leaving a shadowy drawing that is both spatial and conceptual.
The impression clearly differs from something photographed in glorious light to
make a glamorous and symbolic image. Rather, it echoes with the architectural
thinking expressed by the Japanese architect and thinker, Isozaki Arata in his 1981
essay, ‘Space of Darkness’, that “shadows are not born when light is projected but
rather [are] everything left over when light cuts through darkness.”

To decipher what is inscribed in/as shadow is another process of this ‘excavation’,
often carried out through the Imacon scanner and computer or in the darkroom,
where certain questions are asked: how (un)balanced or muted/saturated the tone
of each CMYK could be, how large/small and (un)textured the print might be, and
how much meaning should be given to ‘an image'? When they are in the middle of
this development process, ‘it' cannot be fully foreseen in his/her/their mind/s since
excavation is a process to discover something in the act of uncovering. Thus, for "an
image' to be proven in print (as proof print), not only are patient and sophisticated
techniques® required, but also a strong will to search out something intrinsic about
her/his/their subject matter.

The photo documentations produced by Morgana Magee, for instance, first
appear to be figurative and specific as though intended to narrate a particular
story of people or community. But the more | spend time with them, the less the
experience becomes semantic (and visual). It rather strikes me as a material (and
spatial) absorption, filtered through half-transparent and half-hazy embedded
layers. | am invited to enter under the surface: 'skins’ of human or animal bodies,
surrounding objects, landscapes or skies, as though entering into the distance/
gap that Magee has excavated and developed in search of the ‘life’ of her subject

1Ben Hosking. in online conversation with the author, Melbourne-Tokyo, May 5 Hosking elaborated on techniques used in this group in email correspond-

5,2021. ence (May 9, 2021). “Medium format camera & film combo with subject
2 Ibid. matter typically photographed in low to flat light. Imacon digital scan with
3 Ibid digital print (Film digitised)Use of low & flat light with Kodak C-41(Portra)

4 A. Isozaki, "Yami no Kukan [Space of Darkness: spiritual structure of illusion] gives muted tonal range.
(originally written in 1981) trans. Hiroshi Watanabe, in

Arata Isozaki, eds. Ken Tadashi Oshima and Arata Isozaki (London: Phaidon

2008).153.
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matter. In fact, this rich negative space seems to also penetrate the other works of
this group, commonly both ephemeral and visceral (as a photograph is supposed
to be). humbly inviting us to contemplate the more nuanced understandings of 'life’
inhabited in Australia (that perhaps could be named differently in the near future).

Experiencing this group of works deeply, complex feelings are drawn out, as
though reflecting the confusing and contradictory perception of ‘life’ in Australia.
As Cannon pointed out in our email correspondence, "precarity and tension” seem
layered and "embedded into contemporary Australian photography'®, as marked

by the photographic expressions of this group: shallow and deep, translucent and
dull, fashionable and tacky, uncanny and mundane, beautiful and camp, haunted
and mystical, and so forth. Throughout the exhibition spaces at Clinic, Tokyo, these
layers will be re-arranged across the walls or into a book format, letting them be
discursive and discontinuous, never collective knowledges.

This is akin to Foucault's sense of the archaeology of knowledge, discussed as a
possible method of historical analysis. This is possibly the sincerest response to
today’s consideration of the idea and history of Australia, as a very old country and
a young nation state, simultaneously.

This duality is excavated in Matthew Stanton’'s documentations from the Djunbunji
Land in northern Queensland. Developed and charted over a decade, they “consider
the superimposition and dislocation of spatial histories within the landscape.”” By
being immersed in his works, presented in both large print and small book format,
the seeming absence of the 'subject’ intensifies its silenced presence. It even
makes the notion of landscape sound a little loud as it etymologically indicates

the political demarcation of the land. All this calls for a question such as: can we
imagine a way of life t/here unoccupied (unpossessed)?

Australian photography is not dissimilar to German, North American and Japanese
photography in that it is up to date with the globalised technologies and materials
while also feeling constrained and disturbed by its own history. Nonetheless, this
group of photographic documentations, brought to Tokyo, is fresh in the sense that
it anticipates a new photographic discipline through the unique act of ‘excavation’
as a motivation to dig out, from what grounds our ‘lives’, something yet unseen,
unheard of.

The documentations are characterised by their polysemy (discursiveness) and
discontinuity. This is articulated against the imposed lineage of/as Australia, which
can be cracked to reveal its gaps. It is in these gaps within the assimilated image
of a singular history that these ‘archeologists’ immerse themselves intuitively and
pblindly, searching for other possible futures sensed in the dark, where shadow as
immanent image is left behind as the light cutting through.

6 Jack Cannon, email correspondence, July 12, 2021

7 Matthew Stanton, "1. Deep North, Selected Images” in Matthew Stanton
Photographer, accessed on 23 July, 2021,

https://matthewstanton.com.au.



TR OEDNA RN  — BR DB F - HNZTUTDODEFEERXRRER

13

This embodiment of the immanent 'future’ can be articulated as the process of
the 'transfer’, in both Japanese and Greek-Latin terms which show us an inspiring
etymological sequence. The verb form of the noun utsu, meaning hollow or
emptiness in Japanese, is utsuru, indicating variants on ‘transfer’: reflect, project,
trace and emerge. (The verb utsuru in contemporary Japanese also indicates to
photograph.) It is understood that® the subject of this 'transfer’ is considered spirit,
atmosphere or human psychology, and results in forming an image. We find the
identical derivation from Greek to Latin: the Greek noun psyche, meaning pupa

or spirit, originates the Latin term anima, meaning soul in movement, and imago,
indicating butterfly or image. And this analogy — the positive engendering from
the negative space-time — not only reminds us of photographic process but of the
transformation and metamorphosis of ‘life' into a new form (of art). The Roman
poet, Ovid, in his Metamorphoses, articulates this as a survival of ‘life’ through
transference. This inspires the modern art historian, Aby Warburg, to conceive
image as what remains/survives (nachleben) in motion®. Regarding this survival,
Didi-Huberman adds an inspiring perspective to Warburg's thought, that it "sets
art history in motion"®, and highlights "a ‘living’ reciprocity between the act of
knowing and the object of knowledge”, in other words, "the relationship between
the 'spectator’ and 'movement™ ™

The image survives/remains (stays in motion) in the spectator's movement across
art histories. New knowledge (to a spectator) is engendered not in the work but in
the distance between the spectator and the work. The shared view among these
perspectives is that the work of art (in a broad sense) makes us move between
what there was before and what there will be, in space and time, in terms of
meaning, image and understanding. Like the way the light refracts unexpectedly
from its own path. The images of 'life’ in Australia presented at Clinic will similarly
remain unfixed, unpossessed but setting the audience in motion, for their bodies
and views to be displaced from the prerequisite knowledges. How will the exhibition
appear, be reflected deep in the minds of the audiences in motion? Let each of us
look ‘forward' to finding (digging) it out.

Utako Shindo

July 2021

Utako Shindo Ph.D. is an artist and researcher based in Tokyo, working
internationally in the poetics of untranslatability.

8 See, Trans. the author, Seigo Matsuoka, Nihon to iu Yarikata 9 Georges Didi-Huberman, "The Surviving Image: Aby Warburg and
- omokage to utsuroi no bunka [Japan as methods: Culture of Tylorian Anthropology”, in Oxford Art Journal, 26.1 (2002): 68.
reminiscentshadow 10 Didi-Huberman, “Forward_Knowledge: Movement (The Man Who
and transferring] . (Tokyo: NHK publishing, 2006), 91.; and A. Shinfuji. Spoke to Butterflies)” in Aby Warburg and the image in motion, by
“Katachi ha Utsuru [Form Transfer]”, in lconomorphosis: Philippe-Alain Michaud (N.Y: MIT Press, 2004), 16.

Selected Graphics from the NMWA Collection , eds. Atsushi Shinfuj Nibid. 18

and Naoko Sato (Tokyo: The National Museum of Western Art,
Tokyo & The Western Art Foundation, 2009), 10.
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Stanton Photographer, 2021
matthewstanton.com.au.
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