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A few years ago Miroslav Tichy appeared in the world of art 1 with no career, quietly, seemingly by chance, just as though he appeared around the little town of Kyjov in Moravia, in what was once Czechoslovakia. Everyday, in the streets, near the swimming pool, on the sidewalk, in the park, discretely “actioning” his home made camera, taking pictures, marking time. There are possibly thousands of Tichy photographs suddenly here, to be catalogued, archived, preserved, selected for exhibitions, and “seen.” Taken most probably as early as the 1960s, and more frequently from the 1970s onward, his photographs – even the most recent ones – look at first glance like early nineteenth-century experiments in photography. 2 Their graininess, grayish tones, materiality and markings, as well as the blur of the depicted scenes and the “bad” cropping, celebrate imperfection and failure, analogue culture over the digital, and layer time past (the photographic technique he used) and time present (the “epoch” represented in them) so that one cannot position them clearly in any traditional history of visual culture and its production. Indeed, they function on the level of a diary, like a photo album of a life, the memoirs of a specific individual, and a very singular individual at that, and thus they function as a metaphor of autonomy and freedom from the collective subjectivities suggested by the technology of our times. It is moving and almost tragic to see the idea of the future appear in them as a reality of our past, to look at old-looking photographs of women in bikinis or leather miniskirts, women who are trying to look toward the future – the small-town dream of being part of tomorrow, of its fashions and modernity.

Why we like the work is as interesting a question as why he took the photographs he took and what they might mean to the history of photography.

To know Tichy’s oeuvre involves a leap of faith. As Tichy and all skeptics believe, the world does not really exist outside of us. It exists only in so far as we perceive it. There is nothing out there, no one there, objectively. There is only a subject in action. Clicking the shutter of a camera lens, there is only light refracting off objects, impregnating a surface of silver with a shadow. There are only numbers, as the Pythagoreans and other pre-Socratics believed, and was a mathematikoi of our time (The world is nothing but an appearance… I see forms and I transfer them into mathematics, not just optical vision), one of those that studies all. In the beginning, I used three rolls of film a day – that’s three times 36 shots a day. I didn’t predetermine that. It corresponded to the time and duration of each passing day, to the earth turning. … The world is founded on numbers. What is the highest number and what is the lowest? That’s infinity.

In the documentary by Roman Buxbaum Tarzan Retired, released in 2004, briefly mentions Arthur Schopenhauer, the nineteenth century ascetic philosopher who criticized Kant. Without this early questioning of the modern idea of scientific progress and positivistic method, Nietzsche would never have written his Inactual Considerations (1873–1876), positioning the possibility of being out of synch with modernity as a value while re-introducing the thought of eternal recurrence and circularity of time; and Freud may have never focused on the individual subject and desire (a development of Schopenhauer’s notion of “Will”) the way he did. “The world is my representation,” wrote Schopenhauer. “This is a truth valid with reference to every living and knowing being … it then becomes clear and certain to him that he does not know a sun and an earth, but only an eye that sees a sun, a hand that feels an earth; that the world around him is there only as a representation, in other words, only in reference to another thing, namely that which represents, and this is himself. … Everything that exists for knowledge, and hence the whole of this world, is only object in relation to the subject, perception of the perceiver, in a word, representation. … Will alone constitutes the other aspect of the world, for this world is, on the one side, entirely representation, just as, on the other, it is entirely will.” 3

In many ways, Tichy’s cameras became prostheses of his body moving through space, not only and not so much of his eyes to enhance visual perceptions (he carried them at waist height often, under his sweater) but more of his involuntary bodily movements, perceptions, and motions through space. Upon being asked how he decided what to print and what not to print of the many photographic negatives he developed at night (the images appear in the nocturnal realm, like dreams), he answered that he printed all of the ones that were “recognizable,” which indicates that many others were indistinct and abstract, with no recognizable figurative elements. So in his daytime dérives in the town, his body took photographs: organic, biological photographs, each an encounter and impulse toward life, each a moment marking the flow of time like the sand of an hourglass, each “take” proving to himself he was alive. He rarely engaged directly or visually with any subject of his photography, and faces are focused on directly mostly when shots are taken from the television and occasionally in the town. His photographs are at first glance like synecdoches. More precisely, however, Tichy’s body parts rather repeat and point to an infant’s fragmented view of the female body – the breast, the buttocks, a leg, a foot – hallucinatory forms of fetishization as well as the pleasures of not creating coherent objects beyond ourselves.

Tichy’s art is topical today because it suggests the value of singularity as opposed to “identity.” The 1980s and 1990s postmodernist culture of “identity politics” was often about indicating subjects as belonging to this or that specific group, ultimately homogenizing individualities. In doing so, to appreciate Tichy’s art is to redefine the relevance of a marginality not characterized by a group identity, radically removed from the commodified art world. Thus Tichy’s art is an art of futility and failure. By performing photography for no productive or good reason and by resisting success, which is a primary value of productive society, Tichy’s lack of direction transforms his figures into phantoms, rarely recognizable, photographed over and over again. In today’s world that is no longer just a society of spectacle, as Guy Debord had described it in the 1960s, but has become a society of communication pervaded by systems of communication everywhere and where communication itself is the ultimate product of consumer culture, Tichy’s photographs communicate nothing but are suspended in a state of potentiality, phantoms of photography, always poised on the verge of telling us something, on the outer rim of communication.

Italo Svevo’s character Zeno in La Coscienza di Zeno (Zeno’s Conscience, 1923) could never stop smoking. Set in Trieste on the periphery and edge of Europe in the first decades of the twentieth century, in a world poised for World War I and surging forward in a mad rush toward the future, progress, productivity, and wealth, Zeno was a failure, an anti-hero and a non-willing witness and participant to the tragic and grand historical events unfolding.

From the late 1950s on another “edge” of Europe, in an Eastern Block country wedged between western Europe’s postindustrial “miracle” and the Soviet Union’s competitive “Leap Forward,” in the small town of Kyjov, Tichy could not stop taking snapshots of the world, of people in the streets and parks around him, mostly of women. Tichy was originally a painter and draughtsman and had gone to Prague to attend art school in 1945. But after the Communist takeover in 1948 he was dismissed from school; he returned to his parental home in the heart of old Europe after his military service in 1950, never to leave again. A rebel and anti-conformist, he even pulled out of what would later be known as the landmark “modernist” exhibition of painters, against dominant “social realism,” the Brno Five group show of 1957. He also spent years in prison and mental hospitals, a typical series of events for any non productive radical in Eastern Europe at the time.

In a society of spectacle and of communication, as is today’s world of so-called “globalization,” Tichy’s withdrawal draws our contemporary sensibility. Paolo Virno has recently suggested withdrawal as a strategy of resistance in “Virtuosity and Revolution”: “Only those who open a way of exit for themselves can do the founding; but, by the opposite token, only those who do the founding will succeed in finding the parting of the waters by which they will be able to leave Egypt.” 4 It is a strong fascination and pull toward the possibility of freedom embedded in anonymity, as well as toward the presence that such an absence from visibility was able to create – a flow and universe of photographic gazes, a wealth and richness of the familiar, looking over and over at the same streets, pavements, parks, poolside, year after year, never taking exactly the same shot. Tichy’s art and life are a celebration of the Whatever person, and of the desires of the Whatever person, in the sense by which Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben has defined it over recent years: “The Whatever in question here relates to singularity not in its indifference with respect to a common property (to a concept, for example: being red, being French, being Muslim), but only in its being such as it is. Singularity is thus freed from the false dilemma that obliges knowledge to choose between the ineffability of the individual and the intelligibility of the universal. … What - ever is constituted not by the indifference of common nature with respect to singularities, but by the indifference of the common and the proper, of the genus and the species, of the essential and the accidental. Whatever is the thing with all its properties, none of which, however, constitutes difference. Indifference with respect to properties is what individuates and disseminates singularities, makes them lovable (quodlibetable). Just as the right human word is neither the appropriation of what is common (language) nor the communication of what is proper, so too the human face is neither the individuation of a generic facies nor the universalization of singular traits: It is whatever face, in which what belongs to common nature and what is proper are absolutely indifferent.”5

We celebrate and idealize (as well as romanticize) the singularity of Tichy’s his apparent Franciscan nature, the possibility that we are not always and necessarily subjects of statistics and marketing – and that a “hidden” practice can exist in the world, even in an age of surveillance and Google Earth, and that that subjectivity can have a strong form of agency that is not directed toward productivity.

The sheer flow of unimportant events and people in Tichy’s photographs, as well as the empowering nature of his homemade cam eras, also recalls Michel de Certeau’s writings since 1980 on the practice of everyday life (“the bricolage (the artisan-like inventiveness)” of ordinary life). Certeau dedicated his book “to the ordinary man. To a common hero, a ubiquitous character, walking in countless thousands on the streets”6 and argued that it is the personal usage and re-invention of usage of standardized elements that allows for emancipation from the standardization of consumer culture and modernization.

The surreptitious “capturing” of unknowing people’s daily lives may recall Walker Evans’s photographs of people secretly shot in the 1930s in New York City subways with a 35mm camera hidden under his raincoat, as well as, more recently, Sophie Calle’s investigative and performative practices enacted as artworks since the 1980s. The fluidity and intimacy of the endless sequences of Tichy’s images also recall the flow of imagery of daily life presented by Wolfgang Tillmans in his snapshots.

If Tichy’s photos are blurry and do not instantiate external reality at all (the indexical nature of photography that “proves” reality by indicating it), their uncanny nature lies in the way they perform a reverse procedure: they instantiate the viewer by their own physical presence – underlining the paper onto which they are printed, which is cut, torn, folded, and altered. They are thus anti-photos that suggest the here and now of the viewer who touches them, picks them up, sorts them, mesmerized by the sheer quantity, like when you find a treasure in a thrift shop. While they seem at first glance to be images of people, one soon understands that it is the photographs themselves that are bodies, as Tichy draws the world of mere appearances toward himself and condenses them into the materiality of his withdrawn world. He uses the old art of retouching the image in its original sense, touching them with his hands and using a pencil to accentuate the contour of eyes or complete the line of a girl’s hair that might have been lost in the blur. The illusion is literally drawn into the real, creating a unique presence (he usually only printed one image from each negative – too busy and keen to move on to the next), which carries a form of sensuality and removed sexuality, a suspension of desire yet a satisfaction of desire in the nocturnal printing and manipulating of the photograph.

One of the main problems of a society of communication is simplification and the quest for the definition/clarity of the messages. Thus it is the “high resolution” and HD nature (High Definition) of visual culture today that itself creates a problem of visibility; overvisuality, too much detail, destroys visibility. Tichy’s images look more alive because you are very aware of their materiality. Low definition, the fact of being somewhat obscured in one’s vision, allows you to see better because there is more space for the viewer’s projections and the activity of interpretation. To see a crowd as a crowd is more open and relaxed than seeing exactly where each member of the crowd is going and what each of them is doing. A certain purposelessness of vision, a lack of intent, and of factual information, allows a space to the viewer.

The sensuality and materiality, the Arte povera quality, the sense of continuous failure and celebration of that failure, and the overt manipulation of texture in Tichy’s works bring to mind the textured and rough surface of William Kentridge’s drawings in which the erasure and successive redrawing celebrates an endless excavation, never reaching any “final” or ultimate drawing, a “workingthrough”  (durcharbeiten) of the material suggestive of a neverending search and process.

It is interesting to note that the formal lowres and analogue nature of Tichy’s photographs (the vagueness of the images, their blurriness, and the apparent presence of developing and fixing liquids) runs parallel to some of his favorite subjects: poolside images. The women by the pool – sunbathing, wading in the water, in leisurely states and conversations, their bodies “washed” in the sunlight – are subjects of pure enjoyment, far from their specific jobs and productive lives; Tichy’s women are indistinct singularities undefined by profession, property, and class. They are specters in leisure and daily activities.

It is water and liquidity that both affirm and deny representation, affirm and deny perception and pleasure (Tichy also said, I don’t exist at all. I am a tool of perception. Pleasure is a word I reject.); it is the locus of potentiality as a space for acting without agency, clicking the shutter of the camera one hundred times a day without direction. Again, on the Whatever, “Of the two modes in which, according to Aristotle, every potentiality is articulated, the decisive one is that which the philosopher calls ‘the potentiality to not-be’ (dynamis me einai) or also impotence (adynamia). For if it is true that whatever being always has a potential character, it is equally certain that it is not capable of only this or that specific act, nor is it therefore simply incapable, lacking in power, nor even less is it indifferently capable of everything, all-powerful: The being that is properly whatever is able to not-be; it is capable of its own impotence. … The perfect act of writing comes not from a power to write, but from an impotence that turns back on itself and in this way comes to itself as a pure act (which Aristotle calls agent intellect). This is why in the Arab tradition agent intellect has the form of an angel whose name is Qalam, Pen, and its place is an unfathomable potentiality. Bartleby, a scribe who does not simply cease writing but ‘prefers not to,’ is the extreme image of this angel that writes nothing but its potentiality to not-write.”7

Tichy’s photos, although melancholy in their solitary making and appearance, are photos of joy, of people being happy together. They suggest a distant and remote happiness and are precursors to the feeling of the flow of digital images. The happiness lies also in their continuous flow, in the flood of images themselves, again a reference to liquidity and the erotic. Our sensibility today is ever more adapted to the notion of a flow of images that need not all be retained: the lightness of huge digital archives that often never get printed and from which any selection is partial and impossible, the sudden freedom connected to the flow of possibilities of watching old and rare films from the early twentieth century that are constantly being uploaded in low-res on YouTube: a flood of images from the past suddenly becoming a part our most contemporary and up-to-date experience. This is what it is like when you go through the thousands of Tichy photos, potentially present in all the exhibition spaces, in all the galleries, in all the museums of the world. Like having found the source of a river. While speaking about his dusty old paintings – Tichy was indeed also a painter – he said, The pictures are so dusty you can’t see them. You wet them with a sponge and you can see them, but as soon as they dry you won’t see anything. It’s the water that makes them transparent. One bucket a day.
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