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CINEMA 2.0: Dark Mirrors
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Faces and Portraitures in the Age of Post-humanism

Ip Yuk-yiu

Faces and the Cinema

“I have made enough faces.”
Greta Garbo

It is perhaps not an overstatement that cinema, popular cinema
in particular, is essentially a medium about faces. From the iconic
faces of legendary film stars like Valentino, Garbo and Dietrich on
the classical screens, to the glossy faces of young film celebrities in
recent mega blockbusters, the human face, being a subtle and yet
powerful tool in expressing emotions, has always been a central
element in the art and business of cinema.

As the popularity of the star systems worldwide have
demonstrated, for many moviegoers, looking at faces constitutes
one of the primary motives and pleasures in the film-going
experience. The film star system is essentially a system that built
upon faces. Through the glamorisation and fetishisation of the
face as image, the film star is transformed into an imaginary figure

or persona that is both particular and general. The lens of the star

system converts the human face into a sign, dissmbodied from
the flesh and the original site. The face thus becomes, in Roland
Barthe's term, a “face-object’, a token of currency that is easy and
ready for circulation, exchange and consumption on a mass level'.

Obsession with the human physiognomy however is not isolated
to popular cinema manifested in the form of stardom alone. The
human face, with its enigmatic complexity, has always been a
source of creative inspiration for filmmakers. The face as a serious
subject can be easily found in the course of cinema’s rich history:
Carl Theodor Dreyer’s The Passion of Joan of Arc (1928), Georges
Franju's Eyes Without a Face (1960), Ingmar Bergman’s Persona
(1966), Hiroshi Teshigahara's The Face of Another (1966), Andy
Warhol's Kiss (1963), Eat (1963), Blow Job (1964) and Screen Tests
(1966). These are just a handful of notable works that feature
the human face as a primary subject within a much longer list of
repertoire.

Cinema as Living Portraits

“There is no close-up of the face, the face is in

itself close-up...”

Gilles Deleuze, Cinema 17

Georges Demeny left a legacy to cinema that is both practical and
arguably perplexing. Working as the French physiologist Etienne-
Jules Marey's assistant for years, Demeny made numerous practical
improvements to chrono-photography. Demeny’s most unique
contribution resided in the phonoscope, a device that he patented
in 1892. In Laurent Mannoni'’s description, the phonoscope is
“an apparatus for glass discs (42 cm diameter) with a series of
chronophotographic images on their circumference which

could be projected using a powerful Molteni lantern!”

Surviving
evidences of the phonoscope include discs of serial photographs
of human faces. One of the best-known examples is a serial that

shows the face of Demeny saying ‘I love you"to the camera.
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The phonoscope was originally intended to be used as an aid to
teach the deaf how to speak, an agenda that Demeny inherited
from Marey. Soon, however, Demeny conceived different vision
for it. What Demeny envisioned for the phonoscope is a machine
of living portrait or animated portrait, an innovative apparatus
for showing and sharing faces: “The future will replace the
static photograph, fixed in its frame, with the animated portrait
that will be given life with a turn of a wheel. The expression of
physiognomy will be preserved as the voice is preserved by the

n4

phonograph

Why portraitures? Why single out portraitures among many other
"obvious” possibilities of this new medium? s there something
essential that Demeny saw in the human face? As Marta Baun
pointed out, portraiture is central for Demeny’s project. Baun
remarked, “Demeny insisted on one object as the scope of
his work: the animated portrait; he wanted to manufacture
phonoscopes to be used by ordinary people in their homes as
the phonograph was!” Demeny’s vision of cinema as a machine
of portraits and his emphasis on the face might seem narrow-
minded if not arcane. But his single-minded vision showed that in
the formative years of cinema, cinema’s close ties with the human
physiognomy has already been recognised and formed. Perhaps
like the film scholar Noa Steimatsky has sharply observed in the
opening of her book The Face on Film, “The human face is already,
itself, a moving image. It stands out in the visual field; continually
evolving, it alters with time; it ages, as we do. It is sometimes
said that the face was rediscovered with the advent of motion
pictures!®
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The Face of Another

“I live in the facial expression of the other, as |

feel him living in mine.”
Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Primacy of Perceptions’

Having a face is an integral part of being human physically,
psychologically and socially as the face is often being regarded
as the window to the soul or the exterior of an inner world,
articulating one’s emotions, thoughts, and individuality.

Being the anterior region and the front of the head, the face is the
locus of our primary sensory organs. It houses the senses of sight,
smell, taste and hearing, as well as itself capable of the sensation of
touch and heat. This housing of senses also forms a distinct visual
configuration of a person’s frontal profile to the outside world,
creating a general image as cue of identification that people used
in distinguishing one from another.

The face is also a highly expressive and effective tool in
interpersonal communication. Facial expressions help to focus, cue
and clarify meaning during a verbal exchange. At the same time,
facial expressions are also frequently used to convey meaning
or intention independently. A wink, a frown, a smile, a yawn or
a raised eyebrow, these are non-verbal indicators that contain a
wealth of information that one used to communicate with others
through subtle facial changes, intentionally or unintentionally.

There is undoubtedly an instinctive nature in facial expressions
as discussed and argued in “The Expression of Emotions in Man
and Animals”, Charles Darwin's third book on evolution. But
beyond the instinctive functioning of facial expression, there is
obviously another dimension in the use of facial expressions that
is practiced otherwise in the everyday. A faked smile, a restrained
expression and the “poker” face, these are facial expressions
voluntarily deliberated in order to confuse and conceal in the form
of communicative doubling. Culturally speaking, this doubling
often points to the metaphor of the face as a mask. To view the
face as a mask is to contend the idea that the face is a simple
window, a transparent access to one's thoughts, emotions and
identity. Instead the mask emphasises the face as an instrument of
performativity.

The idea of the face as a mask echoes the views of many
contemporary cultural theories in seeing the self or identity as a
product and process of construction, mediation and performance.
It highlighted the dynamic and fluid nature in identity
construction and differentiation (e.g. gender, race, class, etc.). As
Steimatsky has rightly pointed out, it is almost impossible to talk
about faces without invoking the idea of masks across cultures.’
By the same token, it is equally impossible to see and speak about
the face meaningfully without some references to the idea of the
mirror. The mirror is both a practical and symbolic imperative in
understanding the meaning and functioning of the face.

As mentioned before, the face is both a physical and symbolic
token that provides instrumental visual cue in the process
of identification as well as self-identification. Yet, despite its
paramount importance in the process of self-identification, one
never has direct access of one’s own facial image. A person can
never see oneself without resorting to the use of a mirror. The
mirror, a tool and a sign of externality, is indispensable in the
recognition and formation of one’s own face-image. In other
words, the functioning of subjectivity and expression of interiority
is inevitably intertwined with and mediated by objectivity and
externality, or to put it simply, other-ness. The mirror is a sign of
the other that is the self.

The mirror represents a coupling of externality. Whether we
consider the mirror as a form of physical mediation, or metaphors
of inter-subjectivity or cultural dynamics, the mirror manifests itself
as an “other-ing” process in the recognition and formation of the
face-image/self-image. We construct our images via the others
while at the same time we see ourselves through the others. That
is how empathy becomes possible and conceivable. Our faces are
‘owned” by us as much as by the others.

From Faces to Facebook

“If you want a picture of the future, imagine a

boot stamping on a human face - for ever.”

George Orwell, 1984°

The face is a highly complex entity and idea. This complexity
however is further complicated by rapid changes brought
forth by recent cultural movements (e.g. post-humanism) and
technological advancements (e.g. computer vision, plastic surgery,
technological implants/prosthetics). Under these new social
currents and technological conditions, people begin to view the
face differently in terms of its physical make-up, practical usage,
symbolic meaning and cultural association. To put it mildly, faces
are no longer what they used to be.

According to a recent report by American Society of Plastic
Surgeons (ASPS), Americans alone spent more than US$16
billion in plastic surgery in 2016. More importantly, among all
the cosmetic surgical procedures, four of the top five is face-
related: liposuction, nose-reshaping, eyelid surgery and facelift.”’
The growing number for cosmetic surgery in part has to do
with a wider acceptance for plastic surgery. People begin to
see bodily alteration or bodily enhancement as a norm rather

than an exception. Facial beauty, be it natural or plastic, is also
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considered to be an asset as well as an investment. These growing
acceptance and demand perhaps can be explained by a change
in attitude, that is, a shift in how people view human identity and
its very constitution.

Human as a natural or biological unity is increasingly becoming a
problematic if not an obsolete idea. The invasion and implantation
of technology into the everyday and the human body exemplify
and intensify this challenge. By extension, human no longer
simply sees the face as a mere natural manifestation of the self.
Instead human identity is increasingly being perceived, conceived
and constructed as a dynamic and fluid hybrid that stands
between human and machine/technology. Facial plastic surgery,
to put it into a broader perspective and context, is only a sub class
in the larger movement of human enhancement via technological
mediation.

Face-swapping and face-beautified apps that are now popularly
used in mobile devices are symptomatic of the new cultural
attitude towards the human face as suggested above. These
apps embrace as well as promote the face as a fluid and
exchangeable entity. Like artificial facial parts in plastic surgery,
the face is increasingly being represented, understood and used
as modularised and interchangeable units. The face, an entity that
used to be associated with the soul and spirituality, is itemised
and reduced into objectified and malleable form of data for
computation and consumption in the age of big data that finds its
markets in surveillance, national security and e-commerce.

Computer visions, specifically facial-recognition algorithms, enable
and optimise automation for surveillance. With the proliferation of
surveillance cameras and recent advancements and adoption of

Roland Barthes, “The Face of Garbo’, Mythologies, London: Vintage, 1993.

Ibid, p.187.
Noa Steimatsky, The Face on Film, New York, NY : Oxford University Press, 2017, p.1.

Noa Steimatsky, The Face on Film, New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2017, p.110.
George Orwell, 1984, Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2017, p.256.
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Marta Baun, Picturing Time, Chicago ; London : University of Chicago Press, 1992, p.180.

facial-recognition technologies, modern public space is basically

converted into a perfect Panopticon, a state of total surveillance
which is not far from the kind as envisioned by Orwell in 7984.

This dystopian nightmare, however, does not end with physical
or public space and state control. As a matter of fact, social media
completed the Orwellian dystopia from the virtual and individual
end as facial-recognition features in many social media apps help
to turn the everyday into a realm of pervasive surveillance. With
millions of selfies uploaded and annotated daily, the internet
basically becomes the best database for surveillance. The social
media giant Facebook holds a huge database of photographed
faces of people around the globe. This database, one of the largest
of its kind in the world, is the best and most comprehensive
source of information that can be mined and exploited by
different agencies (e.g. e-marketer, security agency, hackers).

If the mask disguises and conceals the face, then the database
devours and dissolves it. In the age (and name) of counter-
terrorism and social media, the human face has eventually
become a faceless haze.

Gilles Deleuze. "The Affection-image Face and Close-up’, Cinema 1: The Movement Image, Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 1986, p.88.

Laurent Mannoni, “Georges Demeny", Who's Who of Victorian Cinema, http://www.victorian-cinema.net/demeny.

Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Primacy of Perception, Ed. James M. Edie, Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1964, p.146

0 American Society of Plastic Surgeons. 2016 Plastic Surgery Statistics Report. The Society, 2017, p.5
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ACCI BABA (born.1977) is a Japanese visual artist. Through his career Baba'’s visual artworks have been recognized internationally in the field
of Contemporary Arts, Media Arts and Films. During his days in University, he started his professional career as video artist for contemporary
performing arts and experimental animations. Since then, his creative impulse has explored a myriad of possibilities, ultimately resulting in
a diverse array of visual artworks in mediums such as paintings, animation, short films, and music videos. At the age of 30, Baba's expanded
his activities to overseas and his focus shifted toward creating conceptual new media art. Today, his works have been officially selected and
exhibited over 12 countries worldwide, including LA. Film Festival, Japan Media Arts Festival, Ars Electronica Animation Festival, and Germany
European Media Art Festival. Baba currently lives and works in Berlin, Germany.
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Shinseungback Kimyonghun is a Seoul based artistic duo consisting of Shin Seung Back and Kim Yong Hun. Their collaborative practice
explores technology's impact on humanity. Shin Seung Back studied Computer Science in Yonsei University and Kim Yong Hun completed
a Bachelor of Visual Arts at the Sydney College of the Arts. They met while studying at the Graduate School of Culture Technology in the
KAIST and started to work as Shinseungback Kimyonghun in 2012. Their work has been presented extensively, including Ars Electronica
Festival, Vienna Biennale, the ZKM and MMCA Korea.
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Heather Dewey-Hagborg is a transdisciplinary artist and educator who is interested in art as research and critical practice. Heather has
shown works internationally at events and venues including the World Economic Forum, Shenzhen Urbanism and Architecture Biennale,
the New Museum, the Centre Pompidou and PST MOMA. Her work has been widely discussed in the media, from the New York Times and

the BBC to TED and Wired. Heather has a PhD in Electronic Arts from Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute and is an affiliate of Data & Society.
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