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Cinematic Imaginary
Beyond the Naked Eyes

Text: Ip Yuk-yiu

The primacy of visuality has rarely been contested in both
the discourse and art of cinema. Cinema is hailed as a medium
of moving images, and many of its most vocal advocates have
championed, defended, or critiqued the art form on the ground
or in terms of the specificity of its visual characteristics. It is hard
to conceive cinema without images. Images, and by extension
seeing images, constitute a primary part in the definition of the
medium. As such, cinema as we know it today, is a highly ocular-
centric medium, a medium prioritising sight over other senses that
places the uttermost attention and importance to visuality that
catered to the eyes. However, does it then follow that visuality
is an uncontestable foundation of the art of cinema? Is it really
impossible to envision cinema without light, images and seeing?
We say we watch a movie. But how about to listen to a movie?
To touch a movie? To smell a movie? Can the conception of a
non ocular-centric cinematic imaginary be possible, useful and
meaningful? Are there historical precedents, technical detours and

formal anomalies that deviates and tells a different story?

Cinema as audio-visions, and beyond

The word “cinema” denotes nothing immediately about images,
sight or light. The word was borrowed from the French word
cinématographe which has a Greek root, meaning “to move” or
“movement”. Therefore, from an etymological perspective, the visual
is not inherent in the name of the medium. Beyond the etymological
root, a closer look at the early history of cinema will also render
a very different story of its identity. It is true that synchronised
sound in cinema did not mature until the 1920’s. However, it is
one thing to say that there is no synchronised sound in cinema,
but it is a very different thing to call cinema “silent” because there
is no synchronised sound. The uses of live music and lecturers
were in fact common in early showings. More importantly, there
were numerous attempts in presenting sound and sight together,
with Thomas Edison’s Kinetophones being one of the better
known examples. Despite technical immaturity and imperfection,
Kinetophones (as well as other similar sound-image systems) were
clear and strong evidence that demonstrated the visions of early
inventors and pioneers, that is, cinema is for the eyes and ears
together at the outset. In short, sound is very much present since

the inception of the medium.

Medium as hybridity: There are no visual media

The primacy of visuality as found in cinema is perhaps not
an isolated instance. It is only one instance among many that
epitomised a long tradition of ocular-centrism, prioritising sight over
other senses, as rooted in Western culture and knowledge systems.
Among many critiques of visual-centered thinking, the American
scholar W.J.T. Mitchell has written extensively on the subject and
summarised his thoughts in the most succinct terms: there are
no visual media. In his widely read and celebrated essay “There
are no visual media”, Mitchell made a simple and yet profound

observations:

“Visual media” is a colloquial expression used to
designate things such as television, film, photography and
painting, etc. But it is highly inexact and misleading. On closer
inspection, all the so-called visual media turn out to involve the
other senses (especially touch and hearing). All media are, from

the standpoint of sensory modality, “mixed media”.'

Mitchell’s argument is a response and a critique of the high
modernist aesthetics, especially the sort of purism being promoted
by art critics like Clement Greenberg and Michael Fried. Arguing
against hygienic purity, Mitchell made a convincing argument

against views that are based on the notion of medium specificity:

“(T)he very notion of a medium and of mediation already
entails some mixture of sensory, perceptual and semiotic
elements. There are no purely auditory, tactile, or olfactory
media either. However, this conclusion does not lead to the
impossibility of distinguishing one medium from another. What
it makes possible is a more precise differentiation of mixtures.
If all media are mixed media, they are not all mixed in the same

way, with the same proportions of elements.”

Seeing beyond the eyes

Visuality has much to do with seeing. But seeing is actually
a much more complicated process that goes beyond the poetic
metaphor of light and eyes. Seeing is a complex process that
involves the brain and other cognitive faculty where the eyes

accounts mainly for the optical and chemical part of the whole
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process. Vision is an advanced form of photo-reception that

involves other cerebral and cognitive functions.

Recent scientific studies even suggested that there is non-
visual photo-reception in animals.? In other words, light detection
is not only confined to the eyes. Of course, photo-reception
should not be confused with seeing in its entirety. However, it does
point to the fact and possibility of an “eye-independent” form of
seeing. Moreover, in recent years, we witness gradual advances
in the field of bionic vision or visual prosthesis, where electrical
devices are implanted and interfaced with human biological visual
systems in order to help people with sight problems to restore
their partial visions. While most of these procedures are still “eye-
dependent” (i.e. tied to the optic nerve), some more radical forms of
bionic vision involve a kind of direct-to-brain system that interfaced
directly with the brain, thus bypassing the optic nerve and the eye
altogether.® This futuristic vision opens up a whole new door for the
understanding of the practical act and symbolic meaning of seeing.
In the near future, we might be able to see, or watch a movie, by
directly plugging into our cerebral systems. The eye is no longer the

required tool or necessary foundation for human seeing.

Counter visual as radical aspirations

Beyond historical antedates and technological developments
that challenged the thesis of the primacy of visuality in cinema,
artists had long questioned the privilege of the visual, cinema’s
ocular-centrism, in the attempt of freeing the medium for other
creative possibilities and experimental expression. Countering the
primacy of visuality in cinema, artists experimented and adopted
different strategies: some focused on the non-visual aspects of the

medium while others lay bare the creative process and device.

Among the many artistic works that contended the centrality
of visuality in cinema, one of the most notable examples goes to
Derek Jarman’s last feature-length project Blue (1993). A highly
autobiographical work, Blue consists of a saturated blue screen
that last for about 79 minutes. The “empty” blue screen was
accompanied by a series of narrations musing on everyday and
other matters voiced by the filmmaker and other casts, together
with a soundtrack created by the composer Simon Fisher Turner.

The absence of images transposed the audience to a different

cinematic domain, re-directing and re-focusing the intimate
experience to the realm of language and sound. At once a highly
personal and poetic film that deals with illness and human mortality,
Blue can also be read as a radical negation and challenge to the

traditional conception of the film form.

A less personal but equally well-known example of the counter
visual aesthetics is Nam June Paik’s notorious Zen for Film (1965).
A film projection of unexposed film running through the projector,
Zen for Film stands in as a kind of “anti-film” as described by media
conservator Heike Helfert. Through the “void” of the screen, Paik
created an experiential space that both denies and suggests. An
interplay of absence and presence, Zen for Film is Paik’s absurdist
attack on the gentrified medium, forcing the audience to engage
actively instead of being entertained by the givens as feed by the

artists.

Louise Lawler’s expanded cinema A Movie Will Be Shown
Without the Picture (1979), Jim Campbell’s media art project
Low Resolution series (1999-) and Britt Hatzius’s performance
Blind Cinema (2015) are some of the other interesting works that
also explicitly question cinema’s ocular-centrism. These artistic
undertakings aspire to go beyond the limits of the traditional
conception of cinematic visuality and served as a sort of critical
reflection and radical aspiration, offering a non-essentialist and

non-determinist view on the possible development of cinema.

By displacing the role of the visual in cinema, the exhibition
adopts the counter visual as a form of radical aspiration that aims
to dialogue, reconcile and transgress prescribed boundaries of the
cinematic medium. The counter visual, as defined and used in the
current context, is a dialectics in displacing the classical primacy
of visuality in cinema while complicating and complementing its
terms by offering new possible ways of thinking about seeing and

visuality.
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