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Abstract

This research comprises interrelated elements of video works and a thesis. The
philosophy and aesthetics of nature are explored through light and motion in the time-
based image. Framed within selected aspects of G.W.F. Hegel’s philosophy, I explore
digital aesthetics, nature and dialectics, bringing new perspectives to the poetics of the
image and a different understanding of the formative influences of nineteenth century

aesthetics and twentieth century modernism on contemporary film and video.

I approach these questions from the position of practice, of which the project has two
components. Firstly, the representation of natural phenomena is discussed in a number
of experimental films and videos, examining selected works in Europe and North
America across the last century. The practices focused upon are those where techniques
and processes of moving image technologies are brought into critical reflection in the
representation of nature (and interests in motion and form). This includes the ways in
which photosensitive silver halide crystals on film, electronic signals or pixels are

engaged in the material process of the work’s making.

Secondly, the works that I have made focus on the constituent technologies of the
videographic image; the progressive scan, pixel, properties of digital colour, compression
and display technologies. The technologically mediated image of nature is foregrounded
with recordings of the sky, sea and terrain explored through system-based processes. The
outcomes reflect a dialectical theory of knowledge in the experience of landscape and the
human relation to nature. The video works have made present, in sensuous form, the
transient ideas accorded to nature in the theories and concepts defined. The relations of
practice (video works) and theory (the thesis) are dialectical, where both components

interrelate, reflect and determine one another.
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Introduction

... light has difference outside it, as the Not of light..."

...we see that the Now is just this: to be no more just when it is.*

The idea of motion to becoming reflects the dynamics of the image in time: a dialectical
movement of nature and aesthetics in the ephemeral optics of the pixel. In this research
these contexts are brought to reflection in the processes and systems of the moving
image. In reviewing a range of films and videos, and in developing and evaluating the
production of my own, I discuss images, light and motion, and focus on digital media
through expressions of natural phenomena and their histories in the experience of

landscape.

The relations of time and motion, humans and nature converge through the movements
of light and colour. Specific aspects of moving image technologies and optical
phenomena are aesthetic elements against which the discursive frames of this thesis are
made dynamic. Dialectics illuminates perspectives on digital aesthetics, with light as
aesthetic phenomena, and light as knowledge interconnecting through the motion and

flicker of the screen.

In this exploration I reflect upon themes in Hegel’s philosophy by interconnecting
interpretations around the German aesthetic and philosophical tradition and broader

aspects of eighteenth and nineteenth century thought. Such elements are imagined as

1. Hegel, Philosophy of Nature, p. 89.

2. Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, p. 63.
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expanded images in which the dialectical relations of vision and thought are projected.’ I
discuss my contexts for dialectics, drawing from Hegel’s philosophy to bring questions
to natural phenomena and the aesthetic properties of the moving image. In words that
might elsewhere be attributed to an artist (and the motions of the time-based image),
Hegel writes in 1807 of the ‘...immanent content of the thing ...the life of the
object...immersed in the material, and advancing with its movement...” (1977a, 32).
Such language echoes out of aesthetics and philosophy into much of the work I discuss,
and it is to these intellectual histories that my own thoughts develop, following the
paths set out by practice, experiments with process and the myriad destinations at which
they arrive. The dialectic of light and darkness illuminates thought, but also creates
shadows, or refracts into iridescent colour. In these differences new insights are sought.
Light as aesthetic phenomena and light as knowledge intertwine in the electronic visuals

of videographics.

In the works I discuss, and in the writings of artists and filmmakers, the relation of
humans and nature are variously considered in a narrative of post-Enlightenment
thought. These are ideas variously balanced between the relations of art and science, and
the technological relation to nature. The filmmaker Chris Welsby writes for example of
his aim for an ‘...ontological shift in the way we see ourselves in relation to nature...’
(2011, 102) citing Immanuel Kant and the German philosophical tradition. These are
points and historical contexts to which I will return. Through natural phenomena, the
film and video image becomes a means to explore experience through the diversity of
light and colour. The image reflects questions of existence, orientating the human

relation to the world as the interconnections of experience, nature and art.

Whilst the essay traverses abstract landscapes, both conceptually and aesthetically, it
aims towards a concrete understanding of technology, vision and new human
perspectives in nature. In the image, natural light is mediated and becomes meaning. It

becomes knowledge of the world, of nature and the creative process of human

3. I focus upon a selection of Hegel’s texts, henceforth referenced as the Phenomenology of Spirit (1807),
Science of Logic (1812-1816 and 1832), Logic, Philosophy of Nature and Philosophy of Mind (1830) and the
Lectures on Fine Art (1835 and 1842). I have used English translations of texts for references throughout.
In some of my references to Hegel’s texts I have quoted sections from the Zusirze, which are
accompanying sections of transcriptions/notes.
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experience within it. Projected on a surface or emitted from a screen, the light of film
and video works manifest such thoughts, with ideas made dynamic in the perceptual
movements of the image. That humans are part of nature becomes a mediating aspect of
the work — of experiments with process and form - bringing thought and practice into
dialectical relations. These are ideas variously explored in both my work and within the

other practices I discuss.

The ‘time-based’ or ‘moving’ image appears to be a difficult medium to examine these
ideas. Its movements are both conceptual and temporal. But the fleeting aspect of the
image - its ‘becoming’ - can be seen as a means by which finitude and change in reality
reflect ideas of nature, technology and modernity. I am interested in what film and
video works do in working through their material and temporal possibilities, and it is

these ideas that will be considered to evolve new perspectives on nature and the image.*

The research is practice-based and the thesis elaborates details on both my work and
others’. Insofar as this writing is representative of the outcome, the work I have made
remains (in some ways) outside of the thesis. The aim of the works, as experiment, is to
explore elements the thesis cannot. This is a question of interpretation, being as the
writing generates wide-ranging ideas, whilst the optical event of the work remains
abstract. It is in this way that I draw upon the relations of theory and the artwork, as
they have been discussed in the aesthetic histories I cite. Together, these forms

constitute a questioning and exploration of the image in the process of research.

4. Hegel writes: ‘Finite things are, but their relation to themselves is that they are negatively self-related
and in this very self-relation send themselves away beyond themselves, beyond their being. They are, but
the truth of this being is their end.” (1969, 129).
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Fig. 1. Sea. Gareth Polmeer

In the video works that I have made surface and material constituents are reordered to
reveal an image that is relative to the continual motion and becoming of light and forms
in video. I have focussed on momentary events, reworking glimpses of light or small
movements into complex sequences and formations. Abstraction moves to figuration
and vice versa. The terrestrial space of landscape - processed and re-structured through
recordings - merges into forms with the virtual space of digital colour. The inherent
abstractness of the digital image, as something always developing, is made present by the
conditions of its transience in a momentary optical event. Natural phenomena have
been represented through such processes to examine what questions the image brings to
the conceptual reflections of research, with the poetics of film and video a catalyst for

new theoretical understanding,.

In my videos such as Sea (2011) (Figs. 1, 2 and 3) such ideas emerge in considerations
of perspective, line and colour, where the framing of the horizon line of the landscape
bisects the image space between sky and sea. Through temporal delays and offsets these

patterns of flicker become drifting videographics. Colour forms emerge and light moves
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across the frame.” In processing the original form of the image structure, a new one
emerges of a representation between the rhythms and dynamics of nature, and the

technologically mediated aspect of digital visualisation.

The work shifts in instances of viewing, drawing the pro-filmic, editing and exhibition
of the work into relations that emphasise ephemeral nature in unison with the means of
representation. The form and content of the work interrelate, with technique and
natural phenomena informing patterns and structure. Abstractions become a flittering

optic of image and movement.

Fig. 2. Sea. Gareth Polmeer

In Chapter 1, ‘Contexts and Methods’, I discuss the historical thought and practice that
has influenced my own approach to this project, explaining aspects of Hegel’s

philosophy and how this connects with ideas and processes in film theory and practice.

5. Some paragraphs in this thesis are included in a different form in the article ‘Sequences and Intervals’
published in the journal Leonardo. © ISAST. See Polmeer (2015a).
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This chapter functions as a basic theoretical foundation, and is framed within a number

of broader questions around history and nature.

In Chapter 2, ‘Dialectics and the Temporal Image’, I draw speculative relations between
elements of Hegel’s philosophy and the ontologies and histories of film and video. This
aims to show how questions around space and time, nature, ‘becoming’ and motion

have connections with artists’ film and video practice over the last century.

Chapter 3, ‘Aesthetics and Nature’, will discuss a range of works by others in Europe
and North America. I discuss Chris Welsby’s comments around ‘dualism’ and the
relations of humans and nature, and his contexts to Kant’s ‘thing-in-itself’. This will be
shown to connect to twentieth century German philosophy, Hegel’s dialectic and
current practice. Welsby’s idea of a ‘post-Romantic’ landscape connects with elements of
Hegel’s thoughts on nature, and to his own dialogues with the contemporaneous
Romantic movements of the early nineteenth century. This is brought to context with

various frameworks in film, art and media histories.

In Chapter 4, ‘Movement and Concepts’, I discuss landscape films by Kurt Kren and
others. This chapter considers ways in which process, innovation, experimentation and
technique reveal phenomena in an experience of nature that is more than figuratively
representable in images of landscape. This emerges through particular engagements with

interval, time and light.

In Chapter 5, ‘Sequences and Variations, Processes and Intervals’, I undertake a detailed
discussion of the processes, ideas and experiments in my own video works, drawing
these to comparisons with others. This will also draw some other relations between the
intervallic nature of image processes and technologies, and the concepts of motion, time,
light and darkness in the theories discussed. In this chapter I will show how the
theoretical and practical contexts interrelate, and how elements of practice — making,

experimenting, screening, reviewing — inform the theoretical considerations.
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In the conclusion I draw together reflections on the outcomes of the project, considering
relations of theory and practice, and offering some summary ideas for future work. I also
discuss the scope and limitations of the project, and offer some thought on the relations

developed in practice-led research.

Fig. 3. Sea. Gareth Polmeer

These ideas set the frame of the project. The concepts around nature, time and light
discussed in this thesis will be reflected upon from different perspectives in relation to a
number of films and videos. It is their combination - the ‘intervals’ in their relations -
that which will shed light on particular ideas in the work, and in their materials and
production. Motion and stillness, light and darkness form core elements for the

discussion.

Considered in the temporal dimensions of the image of landscape, new perspectives on
experience and nature are imagined, and it is these ideas that I embody within practice,
material and processes with the image. In this way I consider how the aesthetic of the

time-based image highlights elements of thought that echo aspects of Hegel’s dialectic.

The outcome of this project will show what dialectical reflections brings to questions of
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nature and the aesthetic, and also how the ideas of motion and change that it embodies
bring to bear questions around the video image and digital aesthetics in the twenty-first

century.

In the context of doctoral research, I have aimed to present the abstract aspects of the
philosophical and aesthetic histories I discuss in a clear and systematic way. Where
complex terminologies or formulations appear I have aimed to render these intelligible
within the broader context of film and video practice. As a subject spanning many fields,
and with a focus on film/video, my discussion of Hegel’s philosophy is often connective
and selective rather than fully exegetical. This has been a matter of scope, a means of
writing that befits the context of research, and a way to provide a broader relevance to

the historical and evaluative aims of this project.

In the next chapter I discuss Hegel’s theory of consciousness and aesthetics, establishing
the relations for the further considerations of nature and the moving image. My focus
and interpretations of Hegelian themes are framed within humanist perspectives of
nature, experiential reflections on time and motion, aesthetic considerations of the
infinite, and a poetics of videographics and the imagination through the becoming

image in time.®

6. The title for this project encompasses a combination of interests from Hegel’s philosophy and broader
ideas of time and movement in film and video. My first reading of Hegel’s work came through theories of
motion, for example the phrase in his Science of Logic that *...motion is existent contradiction itself.’
(1969, 440). Ideas around ‘becoming’ also became of interest; for example the Philosophy of Nature: .. it
is not in time that everything comes to be and passes away, rather time itself is the becoming...” (1970, 35),
and the Logic: “To become’ is the true expression for the resultant of ‘to be’ and ‘not to be’...(1975, 131).

Hegel’s thoughts on time, motion and becoming develop out of connections to ancient
philosophy and here the history of the moving image and the philosophy of time connect more recently
with Henri Bergson’s thinking on cinema and ‘becoming’: i.e. that “Whether we would think becoming,
or express it, or even perceive it, we hardly do anything else than set going a kind of cinematograph inside
us.” (1911, 306). This extends to filmmakers influenced by these ideas such as Viking Eggeling, who
speaks of ‘Becoming’ and that “What should be grasped and given form are things in flux.” (In Richter
1971: 112-113). The term ‘becoming’ is also widely used in contemporary writings on time-based media,
and in Chapter 2 I expand and discuss these contexts.
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1. Contexts and Methods

Philosophy has to consider an object in its necessity, not merely according to subjective
necessity or external ordering, classification, etc.; it has to unfold and prove the object,
according to the necessity of its own inner nature.'

In this chapter I discuss aspects of Hegel’s philosophy, before returning to film and
video histories and aesthetics. This is in summary form, establishing contexts for the
theories of knowledge and relations to nature that many of the writers, artists and
filmmakers that I subsequently refer to have considered. I approach these questions from
a different perspective to the broadly postmodern influences of recent decades (in
film/video/art theory). The philosophical and aesthetic traditions that I discuss in
relation to Hegel have largely conventional historical narratives in contemporary
philosophy and contemporary art. Resultantly, influential aspects of postmodernism —
relativism or the obscuring of knowledge - have overlooked insights that Hegel’s
philosophy brings to bear for questions of nature and aesthetic experience, with
misconceptions of such thought further precluding relations to film/video practice and

contemporary digital media.

There are however many writers for whom the theories of recent decades have important
antecedents in nineteenth century thought. I cite such texts to show differences of
historical interpretation to postmodernists, departing from the theoretical influences of
the latter on film theory, and instead showing aspects that inform my own position, and

certain continuities and aesthetic/theoretical interests relevant to the contexts I discuss.?

1. Hegel, Lectures on Fine Art, p. 11.

2. Within the period to which I refer, around the 1980s and 1990s, many writers offer different
perspectives on postmodernism in relation to nineteenth century philosophy, encompassing aesthetics,
science and theories of knowledge (e.g. Bowie, 1990; Crowther, 1993). Historical contexts of the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries are variously considered, as are contexts and relations to modernism
(e.g. Harvey, 1989). Hegel’s work is also variously reframed in its contexts to twentieth century
interpretations (Rose, 1981). The term ‘postmodernism’ itself is broadly defined, and is variously
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Reductive accounts of the Hegelian dialectic overlook the relevance of this thought, and
whilst I do not adopt or agree with all of the content of Hegel’s philosophy, I show that
it brings prescient and concrete insights. Similarly where some of the narratives around
Hegel’s contemporaries (and Romanticism for instance) have been historically reductive,
I show that the questions posed by many filmmakers within the frames of recent film

theory have antecedents in early nineteenth century thought.

These theoretical interests are a means by which my interests are further historically
related as an interpretative framework to movements from the experimental and abstract
film of the 1920s and 1930s (e.g. Viking Eggeling), ‘structural’ film of the 1960s
onwards (e.g. Chris Welsby), and ‘image-processed’ video of the 1970s onwards (e.g.
Steina Vasulka). These connections of films/videos are not historically definitive, but
there have been shared goals, focussing towards material and structure, time and
technology, and possibilities for new meaning in light and colour. Within these histories
I examine practice that has evolved considerations of nature through abstraction and
experiment with the image, where theoretical interpretation and writing — following
praxis — are related to screenings and exhibition, and then further production and
experimentation. Whilst retrospect forms a canon between these works, it is often
divergences and differences that cohere the greatest insights. I am interested in the
historical continuities and critical contexts that this work has with aspects of nineteenth

century aesthetics and philosophies of nature.

I have mostly limited my examples of others’ works to activities (broadly) historically
affiliated with the London Filmmakers Co-operative and Media Study department in
Buffalo, New York. These works have been variously innovative and exploratory in
elements of landscape, colour, form and visual perception. Amongst such work (and
surrounding writings) there have also been various interpretations regarding the contexts

of nineteenth and twentieth century aesthetics. My interest is in the commonality of

historicised within a timeframe around the 1970s to 1990s (whilst extending into influences in
contemporary art/media theories). I also use the term postmodernism broadly, but generally refer to
popular models of theory in avant-garde/experimental film from the 1970s-1990s. In the historical aspects
of film theory from this period this encompasses the influences of ‘structuralist’ and ‘poststructuralist’
thought. By way of example some of these contexts (and their differences) are included in the edited
volume by Gerald Mast, Marshall Cohen and Leo Braudy (1992).
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works where nature is explored in projection, flicker and electronic signals. This
encompasses the dynamics of perception, experience and knowledge, and the active role

of thought and the imagination in relations with technology and nature.

Across the twentieth and twenty-first centuries philosophers, art/media theorists and
historians connect nineteenth century thought and dialectics with aspects of the
aforementioned artists’ film/video histories (as do the writings of artists themselves).
Where Marxian or other narratives have informed some of these theories, and
postmodernism has extended influence to much contemporary art theory, my focus does
not lie in following these interpretations here. In bringing new perspectives to the
questions of moving image work, I focus directly on ideas in Hegel’s philosophy and
how they can (and to extents have already been) variously contemporised around light
and time, aesthetics and technology, dialectics and a ‘disenchanted” nature in works and

writings by film and videomakers.?

In doing so I relate selected themes of Hegel’s thought with the formative histories of

video and digital aesthetics. I do not give a detailed account of Hegel’s philosophy, but

3. The historic sense of disenchantment - in the secularisation of nature, Enlightenment and the relations
of the natural sciences, reason and the aesthetic - forms a central narrative in German philosophy and
aesthetics. These derive from the varied discussions around Romanticism, Naturphilosophie, E.W].
Schelling and his 1797 Ideas for a Philosophy of Nature (1989). For instructive discussions of
disenchantment and other aspects in relation to Hegel’s work see Alison Stone’s Petrified Intelligence
(2005). The legacies of early nineteenth century thought and disenchantment extend to twentieth century
German philosophy (alongside the interpretations of Hegel’s thought). For a discussion of these contexts
in connection to writers such as Theodor W. Adorno, Georg Lukdcs, Max Weber and others see Susan
Buck-Morss’s The Origin of Negative Dialectics (1977, 43-62). 1 do not focus on the contexts of these
theories here, but rather show that some of the ideas of nature, culture and history that they frequently
explore have historical origins in Hegel’s thought.
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the interpretations I develop bring different connections to dialectics and ideas of
‘becoming’ in the time-based image. My interests in becoming do not develop the flux
or meaninglessness to which it has been often attributed in postmodernist thought, but
instead see it in relations to Hegel’s thought in the movements, disjunctions and

contingencies of experience; of motion and difference, identity and change.*

In this research I integrate contexts from art history, philosophy, technology and digital
aesthetics, all of which are balanced around a focus on film and video practice. It is in
the latter area that I have allowed for the most detailed analysis in connection with
artists’ statements or technological characteristics of the image for instance. My focus is
production, rather than spectatorship. Consequently, I have omitted a wider discussion
of the philosophical contexts and differences in contemporary interpretations of Hegel’s
work.” However it should be noted that within such work there have been many aspects
that critically re-evaluate historically conventional views of Hegel’s thought in the fields

of philosophy, science and aesthetics.®

4. In the sense of motion, dialectics and time in ‘becoming’ I cite other twentieth century thinkers — e.g.
Theodor W. Adorno, Walter Benjamin and Henri Bergson — to show the Hegelian (and Kantian) ideas
that underpin thoughts on nature, technology and modernity (although in doing so, I depart from the
orthodox twentieth century interpretations of Hegel).

5. For example, on differences in interpretation Alison Stone writes that ‘Broadly, “metaphysical” readings
contend that his philosophical system sets out to describe the structures of the world as it really is. By
contrast, “nonmetaphysical” readings hold that Hegel’s system explicates a set of categories through which
we must confer intelligibility upon our experience.” (2005, 21). Stone gives further details and discusses a
number of interpretations and contexts.

6. There is an extensive secondary literature on Hegel’s work (and many differences and contexts therein).
Beyond Hegel’s texts themselves, at the origins of my research, my interests were within so-called
‘continental” aspects of philosophy. In this regard, my secondary reading of Hegel was through Theodor
W. Adorno’s writings, such as Hegel: Three Studies (1993) and relative contexts (Buck-Morss, 1977).
Gillian Rose’s Hegel: Contra Sociology (1981) brings other informative aspects to Hegel’s philosophy in
relations to Kant, critical theory and poststructuralism (in terms of aspects of Hegel’s thought and
twentieth century philosophy).

In the contexts of aesthetics, Paul Crowther’s Arz and Embodiment (1993) has detailed analyses
of Hegel’s work and the contexts and relations to postmodernism that I have found of interest, showing
the contemporary relevance of Hegel’s writings on aesthetics. I have also found the discussion of Hegel’s
work and its contemporary import to be instructive in Stephen Houlgate’s The Opening of Hegel’s Logic
(2006), and his edited collection of essays Hegel and the Philosophy of Nature (1998). ].N. Findlay’s Hegel:
A Re-examination (1958) is incisive and his forewords to Hegel’s Philosophy of Nature (1970, v—xxv),
Philosophy of Mind (1971, v—xix), Phenomenology of Spirit (1977a, v-xxix) and Logic (1975, v—xxvii)
provide historical contexts to his philosophy and aspects of those texts. Within all of the above there are
further diversities of connection and interpretation, and thus I have focused upon selected contexts within
the scope of this research.

The broader relations of nineteenth and twentieth century thought to histories of vision, science
and technology have been instructive in books such as Jonathan Crary’s Techniques of the Observer (1990),
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J.N. Findlay’s statement of 1958 still holds today, insofar as *...Hegel is worth restating
and reassessing on account of the great contemporary relevance of many aspects of his
thought.” (1958, 26). In this regard, whilst Hegel’s thought is frequently painted as
totalising, determining or a ‘subjective idealism’, these points can be variously refuted.
The interpretations I develop, from both Hegel’s texts and others’, are considered to
show aspects of realist, materialist and naturalist thought in the ‘idealism’ of Hegel’s
dialectic. Thus Hegel’s statement that “What is reasonable is actual and What is actual is
reasonable’ (1975, 9) can be explored at its reversal, and considered as a point of
movement between thinking and sensuousness, ideas and reality and how they develop
into and determine one another.” In the concrete sense of what experience and a

dialectical thinking is Hegel writes that

It is customary to treat Dialectic as an adventitious art, which for very wantonness
introduces confusion and a mere semblance of contradiction into definite
notions...Often, indeed, Dialectic is nothing more than a subjective see-saw of
arguments pro and con...But in its true and proper character, Dialectic is the very
nature and essence of everything predicated by mere understanding...by Dialectic
is meant the indwelling tendency outwards by which the one-sidedness and
limitation of the predicates of understanding is seen in its true light, and shown to
be the negation of them. For anything to be finite is just to suppress itself and put
itself aside. Thus understood the Dialectical principle constitutes the life and soul
of scientific progress, the dynamic which alone gives immanent connection and
necessity to the body of science...(1975, 116).

and amongst the varied artists’ writings I discuss (which themselves variously reflect the differences of
interpretation of nineteenth century aesthetics and twentieth modernism on artists’ film and video
practice). In the area of experimental/film video itself, the thorough contextual and historical work, and
discussion of new practices by A.L. Rees (2011) has been a central point of reference in the
interconnections of philosophy, art history and the moving image.

7. Texts such as Findlay’s Hegel: A Re-examination (1958) bring to bear relevant points on misconceptions
of Hegel’s philosophy. Where Hegel has been termed a ‘transcendent metaphysician’ Findlay’s view is that
‘...Hegel’s philosophy is one of the most anti-metaphysical of philosophical systems, one that remains
most within the pale of ordinary experience, and which accords no place to entities or properties lying
beyond that experience, or to facts undiscoverable by ordinary methods of investigation.” (1958, 348). For
Hegel’s own critique of metaphysics see his Logic (1975, 48-50).

On Hegel as a ‘subjectivist’ Findlay writes that he ‘...is no idealist in the sense of holding that to
be is to be perceived, or that to be is to be conceived, or that objects exist only if there are conscious minds
to consider them or to refer to them. Even less is he an idealist in the sense of thinking that the mind
imposes its forms on the material of sense, or that it ‘constructs’ the world in its activities of imagination or
thought.” (1958, 22). Findlay compares this to the *...dualistic Kantian idealism, which opposes things as
they exist for consciousness to things as they exist in themselves...” (1958, 22). See Hegel on Kant’s
‘subjective idealism’ (1975, 73).

In contemporary studies Stephen Houlgate (2006, 54-69) and William Maker (1998, 1-27),
amongst others, show alternatives to postmodernist and contemporary European philosophy’s
conventional interpretations of Hegel.
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How might these ideas be further considered in some of the contexts I have highlighted?
Is it problematic to do so (with Hegel’s philosophy anyway preceding cinema)? Can they
be applied?® Reflecting these questions, I examine nature and landscape through a
juxtaposition of dialectics and the moving image in the speculative nature of research. In
this respect my interpretations are anachronistic. My aim however is not to resolve these
contexts within a specifically philosophical framework (such as the aspects of Hegel’s
logic for instance), but to show what is frequently compelling in Hegel’s ideas to suggest
concepts of light, motion and time that parallel those offered by twentieth century
philosophers, film/media theorists and artists as they discuss the time-based image. In
the aims of my own work, this has been a means to think of the form of the image —
structure, process, light and medium - as reflecting ontological questions in both

sensuous phenomena and knowledge.

The philosophical questions around being, nature and experience that Hegel’s
philosophy illuminates also regularly chime with the ideas and language used by
film/videomakers and the contexts with which they identify in a post-Enlightenment
narrative of art, science and nature. Below, I give a broad outline of some of the central

ideas in Hegel’s works to suggest ways that these connections begin to develop.

Where film and videomakers have considered the dynamic image as a way to bring
thought into new movements, the conceptual and historical movement of Hegel’s
dialectical thought might be initially considered. Hegel writes in the Phenomenology of
Spirit that ‘Consciousness simultaneously distinguishes itself from something, and at the
same time relates itself to it, or, as it is said, this something exists for consciousness; and
the determinate aspect of this relating, or of the being of something for a consciousness,
is knowing.’ (1977a, 52). And that ‘...consciousness is, on the one hand, consciousness

of the object, and on the other, consciousness of itself...” (1977a, 54). Hegel discusses a

8. The application of ‘theory’ can be problematic, assuming that the object (painting, film etc.) to be
analysed can be something to which the theory can be ‘applied’ or which ‘illustrates’ the theory. This is a
particularly complex question in theories of art. Hegel’s thought is ‘immanent’ and not a system or
method applied for analysis (see note 10 below). Therefore, insofar as I suggest a ‘dialectical approach’ to
the histories I discuss, and to the film/video works, there are acknowledged anachronisms and differences
of context. My aim is to work out of each area, and then to show their differences and convergences,
rather than putting the theory forward as suitable to be applied to the practice from the outset.
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‘...dialectical movement which consciousness exercises on itself and which affects both

its knowledge and its object...” (1977a, 55).”

The movements of dialectic can thus be seen in filmic analogies to reflect a sense of
movement, edits, process or montage, and are towards what Hegel terms ‘speculative
thought’ which is the “...the grasping of opposites in their unity, or of the positive in the
negative...” (1969, 56). This is ‘immanent” he writes, such that ‘...the method is the
consciousness of the form of the inner self-movement of the content of logic.” (1969,
53)." Hegel writes of “...self-conscious reason with the reason which s in the world...’
(1975, 8)" — the knowledge and intelligibility of reality - and of ‘Spirit’ and the
movements of experience. Paul Crowther writes that ‘...spirit is self-consciousness
progressively articulated and unified through concrete interaction with that which is
ostensibly Other than it.’ (1993, 120) and ]J.N. Findlay comments in the foreword to
Hegel’s Philosophy of Nature that “There is, for Hegel, nothing ideal or spiritual which
does not have its roots in Nature, and which is not nourished and brought to full

fruition by Nature.” (Hegel, 1970: xiii).

9. Hegel differentiates the ‘understanding’ from a dialectical and ‘speculative’ thought. He writes that
“Wherever there is movement, wherever there is life, wherever anything is carried into effect in the actual
world, there Dialectic is at work.” (1975, 116). The purpose of dialectic, Hegel says “...is to study things
in their own being and movement and thus to demonstrate the finitude of the partial categories of
understanding’ (1975, 117). To confine thought to a form of understanding ‘...sticks to fixity of
characters and their distinctness from one another...” whereas considered dialectically °...these finite
characterizations or formulae supersede themselves, and pass into their opposites.” (1975, 113-115). J.N.
Findlay writes that “The Understanding, we may say, cuts off the corners of our ideas, all the fine
penumbra by which they shade into other ideas...” (1958, 60).

10. On Hegel’s sense of ‘immanence’ he writes of dialectic in his Logic that *...we need only at the outset
observe that, instead of being brought to bear upon the categories [of thought] from without, it is
immanent in their own action.” (1975, 66). In the Science of Logic he writes that “...it can be only the
nature of the content itself which spontaneously develops itself in a scientific method of knowing, since it
is at the same time the reflection of the content itself which first posits and generates its determinate
character...” (1969, 27). In the Phenomenology of Spirit he writes that ‘...content shows that its
determinateness is not received from something else, nor externally attached to it, but that it determines
itself, and ranges itself as a moment having its own place in the whole.” (1977a, 32).

11. On the ‘objective value and existence’ of thought see the Science of Logic (1969, 50-51). Stephen
Houlgate remarks that the categories in Hegel’s logic are “...both forms of thought and structures of being
as such.” (2006, 436). Hegel writes in the Logic that “To speak of thought or objective thought as the heart
and soul of the world, may seem to be ascribing consciousness to the things of nature...It would be
necessary, therefore, if we use the term thought at all, to speak of nature as the system of unconscious
thought, or, to use Schelling’s expression, a petrified intelligence.” (Hegel, 1975: 37). In the Philosophy of
Nature he writes that ‘Not only must philosophy be in agreement with our empirical knowledge of
Nature, but the origin and formation of the Philosophy of Nature presupposes and is conditioned by
empirical physics.” (1970, 6).
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It is from such connections that works by film/videomakers begin to come into view,
particularly in ways that echo other aspects of German philosophy; for instance in Chris
Welsby’s thoughts on ontology, and relations to nature through technology and the
aesthetics of landscape (2006b; 2011). Such works bring new perspectives to the
representation and experience of nature. The language of filmmakers engaged with
nature, aesthetics and science, and of how to represent nature’s ephemerality and
particularity in the time-based image, have echoes in Hegel’s Philosophy of Nature with

his comments that

The more thought enters into our representation of things, the less do they retain
their naturalness, their singularity and immediacy. The wealth of natural forms, in
all their infinitely manifold configuration, is impoverished by the all-pervading
power of thought, their vernal life and glowing colours die and fade away. The
rustle of Nature’s life is silenced in the stillness of thought...(1970, 7)

Such ‘stillness’ is the result of the world considered only from the theoretical
perspectives of the ‘understanding’, a view of nature that is ‘...a duality of object and
subject and their separation, something here and something yonder.” (1970, 8),
believing that ‘natural objects’ are ‘nothing in themselves’ and ‘shut to us’ (1970, 9).
However in the context of nature and aesthetics, the work of art, Hegel writes, gives
meaning to what ‘slips past’ in nature (‘a fleeting ray of light’) and to ‘momentary
existence’ (1998, 163)."2 The sensuous is ‘...liberated from the apparatus of its merely
material nature.” (1993, 43) and °...generality made absolutely individual, and
sensuously particularized.” (1993, 56). Aspects of such thinking acknowledge the
dialectic of defining or determining the structures of the world. In the foreword to the
Philosophy of Mind, ].N Findlay remarks of Hegel’s thoughts and Spirit that ‘...we most

profoundly find ourselves in the world when we most profoundly lose ourselves in the

12. ‘Now on what the spirit draws from its own inner resources in works of art it confers permanence in
their external existence too; on the other hand, the individual living thing in nature is transient, vanishing,
changeable in outward appearance, while the work of art persists, even if it is not mere permanence which
constitutes its genuine pre-eminence over natural reality, but its having made spiritual inspiration
conspicuous.” (Hegel, 1998: 29).
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fixed pattern of things, and that the transformation effected by thought upon things is

also the disengagement of what those things intrinsically are.” (1971, viii-ix)."

In thinking the ephemera of the ‘time-based’ image — of its aim to ‘fix’ elements in time
- whilst it must also animate them - these ideas might reflect how nature is definable,
documentable or recordable — as ‘represented’ or ‘representable’- in the terms of the
technologies of visualisation in the arts and sciences. If the material of an artwork brings
form to the transient, then the ‘moving’ image (being itself transient) seems to preclude
such a relation, or at least disadvantage it. Thus this relation of nature and
representation further echoes into the thinking of artists, for whom the question of form
defines the diversity of nature. Welsby for example writes that in his films/videos he has
‘...concentrated on 'close up' detail and the more transient aspects of the landscape.”

(2001).

Within historical ideas between science and aesthetics, Denis Cosgrove’s 1984 book
Social Formation and Symbolic Landscape draws connections between socio-historical

contexts and the visual representation of landscape. He writes that

Landscape is a way of seeing that has its own history, but a history that can be
understood only as part of a wider history of economy and society; that has its
own assumptions and consequences, but assumptions and consequences whose
origins and implications extend well beyond the use and perception of land; that
has its own techniques of expression, but techniques which it shares with other
areas of cultural practice. (1998, 1)

13. Findlay again: ‘For Spirit can only exist as Spirit in so far as it is confronted by an other which it
cannot render completely transparent...in realizing the opacity of the other to be the necessary condition
for its own self-consciousness.” (1958, 82). Connections to light and darkness, clarity and obscurity in
Hegel’s thought will be discussed in the next chapter.
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Cosgrove reflects on an emergent ‘idea of landscape’ from the Renaissance through
Romanticism to the 1900s, whilst showing that a certain predominance of distanced,
observable and controllable forms of nature have often contributed to the separation of

subject and object in the contemporary experience of place. 4

In 1970s/1980s film and video practice in Britain, landscape featured amongst the
works of many practitioners, and such questions around nature were variously explored.
Near contemporaneous to Cosgrove’s book in 1983 Undercut, the magazine associated
with the London Filmmakers Co-operative (LFMC), published a double issue on
landscape. A.L. Rees wrote in the editorial that ‘Landscape is not nature, but nature
seen through a temperament...The truth is that nature for us is not natural.” (Rees,
O’Pray et al., 1983: 3). Rees further comments on the dynamic interrelations of nature
and history, understood thorough organic and geological time, and of the histories of
nature through human activity. These questions are well recognised by artists and
filmmakers in defining how the technologies of the moving image historically reflect and
shape the idea of nature, and are also evident throughout much of the German
philosophical histories that Welsby and others allude to. In the age of cinema’s
proliferation in the early twentieth century, Walter Benjamin wrote in his 1936 essay
‘The Work of Art in the Age of its Technological Reproducibility’ that ‘Just as the entire
mode of existence of human collectives changes over long historical periods, so too does
their mode of perception. The way in which human perception is organised — the

medium in which it occurs — is conditioned not only by nature but by history.” (2002,

104).

Whilst questions around the historically determining factors of modernity (social,
cultural and economic) are mediating aspects of the human condition and of nature and
its aesthetic, such aspects have also been given too great an importance in the narratives
of postmodernism (and in conservative views of landscape and the environment). Such

views variously de-value a humanist perspective of nature, which would bring to light

14. Hegel comments on nature as ‘idea’ in the Philosophy of Nature insofar that ‘In thinking things, we
transform them into something universal; but things are singular and the Lion as Such does not exist. We
give them the form of something subjective, of something produced by us and belonging to us, and
belonging to us in our specifically human character: for natural objects do not think, and are not
presentations or thoughts.” (Hegel, 1970: 7)
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the active process of human thinking and creativity, and of the developments of
consciousness within nature through the practical capacities of the work of art. Thus
Hegel writes that natural beauty is only beautiful “...for us, for the mind which
apprehends beauty.” (1998, 123). The work of art is the material relation between
sensuous nature and thought. The beauty of nature is formed into the artwork, given

meaning and ‘sensuous presence’ (1993, 43) amidst its otherwise transient motion.

Whilst I discuss Hegel’s aesthetics selectively, another comparison to the aims of film
and videomakers emerges in the sense of what an image is, and how it relates to or
reveals the world. Hegel suggests that the appearance of art moves beyond the
appearances of reality. In his Lectures on Fine Art he writes *...in comparison with the
appearance of immediate existence and of historiography, the pure appearance of art has
the advantage that it points through and beyond itself, and itself hints at something

spiritual of which it is to give us an idea...” (1998, 9)."

This expresses ideas reminiscent of many filmmakers, where ephemeral representation in
the time-based image is a mediating point between thought and the appearance of
nature, and of the time-based processes of the work (as material) with the temporality
and materiality of nature represented. In the works that I discuss in this essay, this
reflects how the image embodies various kinds of aesthetic aims, with artists’ developing
processes and systems in film (scratching or painting on it, rewinding/using multiple
exposures, or using single frame/flicker for instance) and video (developing processing
tools and programmes, working with electronic signals or multiple frames). This is also
where film/videomakers furthermore explore the rhythms and properties of natural
phenomena (tree movements, flowing water or light) in dialogue with the recording

equipment or editing processes.

This is initially comparable to the aims of works such as my own like Sea. The

experience of nature is manifest in a specific optical/technological moment in which the

15. Hegel writes that ‘Philosophy has the same content and the same end as art and religion; but it is the
highest mode of apprehending the absolute Idea, because its mode is the highest mode, the Concept.’
(1969, 824). Crowther’s discussion of Hegel’s aesthetics (1993, 119-146 and 169-179) brings further
contexts to the significance of the artwork over the emphasis on thinking (the Concept) given by Hegel
above, insofar as the artwork, Crowther writes, brings experience into an ‘enduring object’ (1993, 178).
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mediating aspect of representation — of the creative process of re-presenting - brings a
dialectical relation of material and process (how a work ‘points through and beyond
itself’).'® The momentary sensuousness of natural phenomena is given a persistence in its
recording, but this recording, itself momentary — edited, layered, processed and
projected — becomes a point for a reflection beyond its limit. This occurs within the
time-based image and its inherent temporality: that it ‘moves’ and changes in time, and
that such movement is a means to explore questions of process and representation. The
image as flowing and transient makes momentarily visible the very transient phenomena
it aims to represent. Thus Hegel writes in the Science of Logic that “...contradiction is the
root of all movement and vitality; it is only in so far as something has a contradiction

within it that it moves, has an urge and activity.” (1969, 439)."”

Within the aspects of Hegel’s Philosophy of Nature and Lectures on Fine Art that I have
cited, there is a means to navigate the interconnectedness of thought and reality, and of
the material, sensuous relation of human beings and the diversity of natural phenomena.
How then do these ideas further manifest in the materials of a work’s construction, and
as nature as images in time? What can Hegel’s philosophy and dialectic relate to in the
terms of film and video? What is in a work’s potential to bring new perspectives to the

experience of nature through their materials and technologies?

How might these ideas begin to further reflect questions of the time-based image? In
considering this ‘beyond’ I discuss the concept of the ‘interval’: as limit, measure and
boundary. I do so primarily in reference to ideas posited by film/videomakers in both
practical/technological senses (i.e. frame lines, montage, scan lines etc.) and also
conceptual ones (i.e. between representation and meaning, image and idea). It is in this
way that certain kinds of possibility are realised within practice. This interval echoes the

disjunction and incompleteness of the dialectic, of its movements and limits. Dialectic is

16. By way of connection to contexts of historic film practices, Hans Richter (whom I discuss in the next
chapter) wrote that The main esthetic problem in the movies, which were invented for reproduction (of
movement) is, paradoxically, the overcoming of reproduction. In other words the question is: to what
degree is the camera (film, color, sound, etc.) developed and used to reproduce (any object which appears
before the lens) or to produce (sensations not possible in any other art medium)? (1951, 157).

17. In the Logic that “To see that thought in its very nature is dialectical, and that, as understanding, it
must fall into contradiction — the negative of itself — will form one of the main lessons of logic.” (1975,

15).



29

in sequence, transition, intervals and breaks. Hegel writes that ‘A thing is what it is, only
in and by reason of its limit...a something is implicitly the other of itself...” (1975,

130).

In this sense, film and videomakers bring other important connections to this research,
through interests in landscape and systems, but also in philosophical interests and
critical writings on nature and ontology. One of Welsby’s more recent essays 7echnology,
Nature, Software and Networks: Materializing the Post-Romantic Landscape (2011) will be
of particular relevance, as his engagement with histories of landscape and the aesthetic
manifest around Kant’s ‘thing-in-itself’. I will discuss this at length in interpretations of

Welsby’s films in chapter 3, alongside Kant’s ideas (and Hegel’s discussion of them).

Welsby writes of his philosophical interests, the ‘post-Romantic’ landscape and the
‘post-Enlightenment’ period central to the German philosophical traditions, speaking of
a ‘deeply felt love of landscape’ and his ‘rejection of dualism’ (2011). Other filmmakers
such as Peter Tscherkassky have written of post-Enlightenment rationality and “The
Framework of Modernity’ in the terms of avant-garde cinema, disenchanted nature and
the history of modern art. (2012, 311-316). In relation to aspects of contemporary
writings on Hegel, Alison Stone writes that her reading of Hegel’s Philosophy of Nature,
‘...accentuates certain strands in Hegel which affiliate him with romanticism: in
particular, his belief in the need to overcome disenchantment through a more “magical”
picture of nature, which would simultaneously reunite the rational and sensible sides of

human personality.” (2005, xvii).

These questions bring about on-going considerations of the relation of nature, science
and the aesthetic, and filmmakers like Welsby explore such aspects in the convergence of
image and technology. Much of this extends from the late eighteenth century and here
Hegel’s philosophy can be seen to emerge in numerous ways. For instance, where
Welsby discusses a ‘post-Romantic’ landscape, this connects with the historical legacies

of the Romantic era and German Idealism, and the kinds of theories that emerged in
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response to the philosophy of Kant (whom Welsby discusses in terms of the ‘thing-in-

itself’).’* Hegel comments in the Logic that

Thoughts, according to Kant, although universal and necessary categories, are only
our thoughts — separated by an impassable gulf from the thing, as it exists apart
from our knowledge. But the true objectivity of thinking means that the thoughts,
far from being merely ours, must at the same time be the real essence of the
things, and of whatever is an object to us. (1975, 67-68)

The ‘objectivity of thinking’ and that something is ‘an object to us’ has been variously
embodied in the questions I discuss throughout, but they are also evident in film and
video works alongside questions between the natural sciences, physical nature and a

philosophy of nature through the aesthetic.

The working through of technical possibility realises diversity and possibility in the
image. In considering these ideas liquidity, flow and interval have been central elements
of my own work. Whilst other elements of natural phenomena feature — cloud
formations, trees etc. — the principle referent is water, in that fluidity is intrinsic both to
ideas of time and change, and to the nature of digital media. In the next chapter, I show
how ideas of motion and ‘becoming’ in Hegel’s dialectic bring various connections to
both ancient and modern ideas of stasis and liquidity, and introduce a number of other

works where these ideas appear.

18. Stone writes that the ‘...negative picture of romanticism is being made increasingly untenable by the
growing body of work reassessing romanticism’s theoretical sophistication and political complexity, as well
as its decisive influence upon European philosophy since Kant.” (2005, xvii)
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2. Dialectics and the Temporal Image

... motion is existent contradiction itself.'

...t is not in time that everything comes to be and passes away, rather time itself is the
becoming...”*

In this chapter, I will draw some selected comparisons between Hegel’s ideas of
‘becoming’, and how both practitioners and theorists in the fields of film and video have
expressed this term in the ontologies of the moving image. Hegel writes firstly in the

Science of Logic and secondly in the Philosophy of Nature that

Being, pure being, without any further determination. In its indeterminate
immediacy it is equal only to itself...It is pure indeterminateness and
emptiness...Being, the indeterminate immediate, is in fact nothing, and neither
more nor less than nothing... Nothing, pure nothing: it is simply equality with itself,
complete emptiness, absence of all determination and content...Their truth is,
therefore, this movement of the immediate vanishing of the one in the other:
becoming, a movement in which both are distinguished, but by a difference which
has equally immediately resolved itself. (1969, 82-83)°

The dimensions of time, present, future, and past, are the becoming of externality as
such, and the resolution of it into the differences of being as passing over into
nothing, and of nothing as passing over into being. The immediate vanishing of

1. Hegel, Science of Logic, pg. 440
2. Hegel, Philosophy of Nature, pg. 70

3. Hegel’s also writes that ‘Being, as Being, is nothing fixed or ultimate: it yields to dialectic and sinks into
its opposite, which, also taken immediately, is Nothing.” (Hegel, 1975: 126). For a detailed discussion of
this opening section of the Science of Logic and its philosophical contexts see Houlgate (2006). Adorno
discusses the abstract nature of this text and others in his essays on Hegel. For example, ‘...the subject too
is not static like a camera on a tripod; rather, the subject itself also moves, by virtue of its relationship to
the object that is inherently in motion — one of the central tenets of Hegel’s Phenomenology.” (1993, 99).
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these differences into singularity is the present as Now which, as singularity, is
exclusive of the other moments, and at the same time completely continuous in
them, and is only this vanishing of its being into nothing and of nothing into its

being. (1970, 37)

These ideas evoke provisional analogies to the time-based processes explored by artists

working with film and video (and the movements of natural phenomena in such

images). There is ‘movement’, ‘becoming’ and ‘immediate vanishing’. The ‘Now’ is both

exclusive and continuous. How might, or indeed can these links manifest further in

relations to the moving image? In what follows I consider some of the ways that these

ideas relate to the works of artists/filmmakers, explaining some contexts where Hegel

uses the term ‘becoming’, and how such terms have been echoed (and directly

referenced) in the writings of others on the film and video image.

In the Science of Logic there appears a compelling, almost cinematic reference. In a

striking visual analogy Hegel writes that

...one pictures being to oneself, perhaps in the image of pure light as the clarity of
undimmed seeing, and then nothing as pure night — and their distinction is linked
with this very familiar sensuous difference. But, as a matter of fact, if this very
seeing is more exactly imagined, one can readily perceive that in absolute clearness
there is seen just as much, and as little, as in absolute darkness, that the one seeing
is as good as the other, that pure seeing is a seeing of nothing. Pure light and pure
darkness are two voids which are the same thing. Something can be distinguished
only in determinate light or darkness (light is determined by darkness and so is
darkened light, and darkness is determined by light, is illuminated darkness), and
for this reason, that it is only darkened light and illuminated darkness which have
within themselves the moment of difference and are, therefore, determinate being.

(1969, 93)
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Neither light nor dark, being and nothing are determinate, as pure light and pure
darkness, they are as yet both nothing (two voids); it is only their dynamic that reflects
determination, their movement into one another. This conjures images of film frames —
the image and frame line - in the whirr of the projector mechanism illuminating motes
of dust, or the charge sparkling images to motion from the darkness of the Liquid
Crystal Display as millions of pixels change. It is in the interplay of these elements, of
this ‘seeing’, that the image-in-time could be speculatively thought, from its
indeterminateness, to transition, and the questions of many artists’ works towards light,
time and motion (where light and dark are developed towards new questions of seeing,

and the visual as a means of new knowledge).

This relevance of light and darkness (in an aesthetic sense), engages both the literal
(projection/screen technologies, RGB values, silver halide crystals and Charge Couple
Devices (CCD) etc.) and the analogical (relations of light and darkness in theories of
knowledge and perception). Where illumination and enlightenment have stood for
knowledge, darkness has often represented the opposite. Dialectic shows both to reveal
knowledge, and to have value, in their determinations (‘distinguished only in
determinate light or darkness’). A remark by William Blake near contemporaneous to
Hegel’s 1807 Phenomenology of Spirit encapsulates this. In his commentaries on the
writings of Sir Joshua Reynolds from 1808, Blake annotates Reynolds’s statement that
‘A picture should please at first sight, and appear to invite the spectator’s attention;...’

with the comment, ‘Please Whom? Some Men cannot see a Picture except in a Dark

Corner.’ (1972, 476).

Light and dark are central and subtle connections. Seeing, vision and meaning are
interconnected with knowledge, reality and representation. On ‘motion at a stan