The MacGuffin Beyond Humans

Laurent Grasso'’s futuristic images

Text: Nikita Yinggian Cai

Laurent Grasso, in an interview with Claire Staebler, brought up the notion of a silent
China: “In relation to my work, China has always been quite a silent space. | have no
mental images of it, and as | like to make images in situations of absence, and to construct
things that don’t give much, it was interesting to find myself there.” But this remark sounds
at odds with the impression most of us share — the fact is, for many outsiders the Asian
metropolis looks more like an all-day multi-channel theater, a noisy and chaotic place
largely beyond their ken. Such incongruity of observation, however, points us to the way
one may take to decipher Grasso’s idea of “silence”: it is more a psychological
repositioning in compensation for a certain visual void than a visual experience
empirically recognized. In contrast to the cosmopolitan image projected by the global
media — that, for example, “the Statue of Liberty stands for New York” and “the Eiffel
Tower means Paris”, which are all icons of popular culture almost commonsensical to us
— the image of contemporary China is complicated and unfathomable. There lacks a
perceptible “switch” that will light up in an instance the various images of China, which,
owing in part to language barrier, are almost always untranslatable and inhospitable even
for those who are inside of them. They look just like a flux of symbols too hastily
condensed and edited, their meanings indefinite and undirected. It is in the wake of this
peculiarity that we may consider Radio Ghost, a 2003 video installation of Grasso, a series
of image in want of its voice, or a string of voice in want of its image.

In Politics of Friendship Jacques Derrida introduced to his readers an anomalous friend:
“this friend does not show itself, so much so that it is invisible. It doesn’t seem to speak or
is spoken of. It has no physique, no name. It is neither man nor woman, neither me nor
another ‘self” of mine. It is not a substance, not a human. It is the being — the Dasein —
that exists besides the self, the being that, through what it hears, carries with it another
being.” In Grasso’s Radio Ghost, these invisible friends, or the silent “Others”, are
transformed into some garrulous, whispering spectres. Looking from above, Hong Kong as
a place so overfilled by human traces is largely “dehumanized”; it is bathed, instead, in the
many unverifiable, impalpable discourses. In another of Grasso’s video installation, The
Horn Perspective (2009), there appears in the exhibition hall a variety of solid “horns” in
dissimilar size, of obscure identity and with dubious intention. But the most arresting
imagery in the video is the birds — a flight of birds that keep flying deep into the forest, as
if summoned by a power behind the scene. They might have been a mimicry of
Hitchcock’s aggressive “birds”, though it seems more befitting to say that they are flocking
to a MacGuffin outside of the realm of human. Laying aside the traditional realist
perspective of an omnipotent narrative, the work is a forthright simulation of a nonexistent
(the horn’s) point of view.

Here the “suspense” and its ineffectuality are irrelevant: the audience of Grasso is not the
innocent lot of petite bourgeoisie we had for the Lumiere Brothers’ Arrival of the Train at La



Ciotat but a worldly herd of middle-class well trained by Hollywood blockbusters. By
constantly deferring, and even dispelling, the so-called “truth”, Grasso drives his audience
back to the 19™-century vision of “the other world”, one that is to be revered and feared.
Modern education and technological universalism have made science an ordinary part of
life, and the estrangement of science entails no exposition of the suspense and its logic.
At the other extreme of empiricism, Grasso takes the step to cast away the illusion of
science, forever procrastinating the ultimate imagination of science fictions. What we call
the fictitious elements in a science fiction are plotted to set up a certain logical relationship
between the world in being and the possible world. It may have evolved, as an inevitable
consequence, from technological advancement, which brings about those “hard” science
fictions that stress upon the progress and expansion of science as a specialist discipline; it
may also be an outlandish fancy of a high-tech human society, as in the many “soft”
science fictions. Sci-fi characters, whether or not optimistic about the future of technology
and the human society, invariably look for some forms of “salvation”; even non-human
characters are pondering, in the final analysis, the question of what a world after humans
would mean to human beings. With this, one is again urged to confront more questions: if
humans, in a post-apocalyptic world, cease to be the agent of retrospection, what is the
meaning of a retrospect? Who, in this arena, is looking back on humans from a yet-to-be-
known perspective?

In the Retroprojection series (2008), Grasso duplicates on some silvered ink silkscreens six
illustrations of Camille Flammarion’s epic Astronomie Populaire (1880), including the
plates of eclipses, aurora and comet. The 19" century was a fruitful epoch for modern
astronomy as the breathtaking progress of telescope technology made possible the
development of astrophysics. Scientific discoveries in this period have been so influential
that they still, two hundred years after their birth, serve as the basis upon which we
envision the future, and especially the future of the cosmos, as expressed in science
fictions. This is precisely what Grasso makes clear in Retroprojection: “future is the
projection of the past”, and that “the world beyond (and after) humans” does not come
“after humans” in the literal, time-progressive sense; it is, in lieu, a parallel, undetectable,
purposeless world devoid of narrative. All the images — Kepler’s supernova (Stella Nova,
2010), the pollens that swirl senselessly around the Berlin Television Tower (Polair, 2007),
the flock of birds that sway in the sky of Rome (Les Oiseaux, 2008), the wall that deadens
sound (Anechoic Wall, 2008), and the wordless footballers on the field (Missing Time, 2002)
— pay no heed to the gaze of humans and attend to nothing of their ideologies. They are
not even the “Others” waiting to be shaped or recovered of speech. They are but the
purposeless showing of self.

In Melancholia (2010), a film by Lars von Trier, the doomsday is pictured within a secluded
world — the mansion of Justine’s brother-in-law, a backdrop without societal interaction.
It is quirky in that melancholia, a state of virtual absolute quietness, is presented as the
only positive human reaction in face of purposeless deed, and while it shares the same
theme — comet collision — with many Hollywood movies, such reaction is at stark
variance with the saleable heroism and topsy-turvy spectacle of, like, Falling Fire. The
reason behind melancholia is less the fear of doomsday than the loss that humans feel the
moment they find the logic by which the universe is interpreted goes astray. If humans,
and the traces of humans, are obliterated, what does the world mean? Resting on this
premise, every writing or narrative is essentially retrospective, but the paradox lies on the



inability of humans to look back in a world beyond humans, and therefore to reflect, on
absolute terms, upon their deeds and the meaning of such deeds. We may well consider
science the conceptual element that runs through Grasso’s creations, only that it is not to
be thought of as a body of knowledge nor a discourse on technology. It is, in the end, a
mirror of the tipping point between the knowable and the unknowable.

" Interview Claire Staebler/Laurent Grasso/Christophe Kihm, “My Life in the Bush of Ghosts”, P28,
Laurent Grasso; The Black-Body Radiation, published by Les presses du reél, 2009

? Jacques Derrida. Politiques de I'amitié ; suivi de L'oreille de Heidegger[M], Paris: éditions galilée,
1994

? In Hitchcock’s films, MacGuffin is referred to as something nonexistent. It is a simple topic, plot
or idea to which the protagonists follow fervently without apparent reason. The efficacy of
MacGuffin leads directly to the audience’s relentless quest for reality and, in consequence, the
seeming fallacy of the logic behind a character’s motive and his/her behavior.

* Here the definitions of hard and soft science fiction rest on the following classification: “Hard
Science Fiction” (Hard SF) is a subset of science fiction, the main idea of which is established out of
respect and admiration for the spirit of science. Hard SF is characterized by the pursuit of (every
possible) scientific accuracy and details, and its plot has much to do with the development of
natural science and technology. “Soft Science Fiction” (Soft SF), on the other hand, is a subset of
science fiction that focuses on philosophy, psychology, political science and sociology in its plot
and theme. It is therefore comparatively inattentive to science, technology and physical laws, and
the subject matter it deals with is often regarded as of a soft-science or belonging to humanities.
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