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A NEW BEGINNING

“What happens when we witness time scrub away
evidence of our existence, when it covers our words
with leaves, when our language becomes entwined
with the lost tracks of animals? When letters turn
into trees, pages burst into flames, when our language
comes apart and its fragments cohere into other
shapes? When we hold time in our bodies and not
in our minds, what stories do we then tell?”
Being Human in the Thick of the Present,
Dark Mountain Issue #13, 2018.

1.
It often starts as a small irritation, a barely noticeable
glitch. Something just feels off. At first, it doesn’t seem
to be an insurmountable problem, only a slight hiccup,
easy to redress. But before long the solution creates
its own intractable problem, slowly taking everything
with it. The problem becomes systematic. The system
is the problem.
From this burning sense of urgency, a desire to start
all over again is born. An urge to wipe the slate clean.
The lure of a radical solution to the state of disarray
we’ve gotten ourselves into is almost irresistible.
Today, some (most?) look for this new beginning in
the further development of digital technology and see
a glimmer of hope in the coming transformation to a
bodiless existence (which has the added advantage that
it would make us immortal, at least as long as the box
or synthetic body in which our consciousness is stored
stays powered on). Others believe on the contrary that
the revitalization of humankind can only succeed by
stressing our physical rootedness. Our body is more
than a mere carrier for our brain, it is more than a
complex concoction of biological systems and chemical
agents, it is a hypersensitive portal through which
we communicate with a world larger than ourselves.
The body is what makes us a part of nature, what
links us with a world we share with other organisms
(small and large). Freeing us from the burden we
have laid upon ourselves, would then require to (re)
develop a heartfelt empathy towards the environment
in which we move and which sustains us. Where the
first attempt tries to sever everything that links us
to nature, the second one draws us back in. Both
attempts can be understood as typical answers to the
basic dualism that characterizes Christian religion:
the chasm between body and mind, the latter being
more valued than the former. But more importantly,
they also share something else, an even more
fundamental aspect of our Western Judeo-Christian
culture: the irrepressible belief that we are never
beyond redemption. There is always a solution, there

is always a way out. An escape, moreover, which is not
considered a humiliating defeat, but an opportunity
to do better, to become a better man. After the
apocalyptic ending in which we shed our former
identities, a new, better creature awaits, a newly
minted human, humbled (possibly) but also eager to
take on the world anew. Every collapse is at the same
time a step forward to an improved future (Hegel).
Every revolution starts with a Revelation. In this
case the Revelation was written down in two texts,
one a manifesto (or, more precise, a relentless
diatribe) against the age of technology written by
Theodore Kaczynski (aka the Unabomber), and the
second one a book, Food of the Gods, written by
the American anthropologist Terence McKenna.
Part autobiographical story, part anthropological study,
part scientific theory, part sociological analysis, part
philosophical treatise, part political pamphlet, the book
by McKenna tries to understand human civilization
through the food (and the drugs) it consumes. At its
heart lies an experience McKenna once had while
participating in a drug induced shamanistic ritual.
Instead of trying to explain scientifically what occurred
to him during that ‘trip’ or even trying to make sense
of it, he took the experience at face value, accepting
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the mystery of what it revealed. It was a worldshattering experience, forcing him to reconsider
his worldview. The ritual had broadened his mind,
opened up a new dimension, one in which he felt
carried by a deep connection with the world. He felt
boundless. What he experienced is something what
the French philosopher Georges Bataille once qualified
as the ‘inner experience’. Induced by a radical loss of
self, it leads to a (frightening and at the same time
exhilarating) experience in which one dissolves entirely:
the boundaries that define us as species and as an
individual within that species melt away. We become,
as Bataille famously declared, like ‘water in water’.
In this state of pure ecstasy, we enter in close contact
with something he called the sacred: the domain of
non-human entities, of beasts and gods.
Looking back on the gift he received from the shaman,
McKenna understood it as a possible escape from the
dreadfulness that ails contemporary society. Seeing it
as a panacea against the feeling of isolation (not only
from each other, but also from nature as a whole) that
ravages our culture, he suggests to use the shamanistic
experience and the ancient wisdom it contains to heal
our fractured society. Within shamanistic culture,
drugs are not a way to escape societal pressure, but
a tool to enhance the feeling of mutual dependence
between man and nature. It is this tradition where
mankind explicitly acknowledges his indebtedness

to a realm that transcends him (populated as it is
with ancestors, divine animals, godlike creatures,
sacred plants and revered objects and places alike),
which McKenna would like to regenerate. In other
words: the path to a better future can only happen
by taking a step back, by turning to our (shared) past
for inspiration. But to which past should we return?
Looking back at our history, there doesn’t seem
to be too many promising candidates. All previous
civilizations are in one way or another lacking in
basic humanity. Therefore, a radical idea. If we have
to start over, the point in time to return to is the one
before time became history. Going back to what the
author calls the Archaic, implies returning to the state
of human development before the advent of (written)
language, of culture. Following the path of the shaman
we find ourselves naked and vulnerable at the doorstep
of history. We need to return to the Stone(d) Age,
according to McKenna, the period before the great
divide between nature and culture.
2.
Using photography to visualize prehistoric times,
seems surprisingly appropriate. The other arts
—literature, painting, sculpture—seem fundamentally
inadequate to reveal us the deafening silence in which
prehistoric mankind roamed the world (there is too
much noise, too much meaning, in the products of
100 these art forms). They are all part of a culture of
storytelling. Photography on the other hand seems
a better candidate, for two intertwined reasons.
One: photography is the act of showing, not of telling.
The photographer points his camera to the world,
selects a part of it (frames the subject) and takes the
shot. Pointing and framing are of course conscious
acts which suggest an inkling of intentionality (and thus
attach meaning to the photograph), but this layer of
meaningfulness into which the photograph is wrapped,
cannot conceal the sturdy allure of that what finds
itself inscribed in the photographic emulsion. Who is
speaking through the photographic image: the world
itself or the photographer? It is an insolvable question.
The force of a photograph resides precisely in the
impossibility to put clear boundaries between what
the world presents and whatever the man (or woman)
behind the camera adds. Two: the photograph has this
eerie quality because it is basically an image produced
by an automatically operating apparatus. As the
French film critic André Bazin once famously stated,
in photography we joyfully celebrate our own absence.
It is this kind of absence which makes it particularly
suited to imagine a radically different way of being in
the world. Through photography the world regains its
fundamental otherness. It becomes once again that
Other, a strangely attractive object which resists any
easy appropriation. In photography the world remains
distant, unknowable, a hidden treasure to conquer.

Photography has a strange relationship with time.
Every photograph contains a condensed particle of
time, putting it at odds with our understanding of
time as one continuous movement. This idea is often
expressed in the notion that each photographic image
makes a cut in the fabric of time. But what are the
consequences of this cut, of this ripping apart of the
fabric of time? At the very least, the use of the word
‘cut’ suggests photography is a ferocious, destructive
force, breaking forcefully with the linearity of time.
Pressing the shutter does not merely disturb but
destroys the smooth flow of time. The photographer
experiences this firsthand. From the moment his
finger touches the button, he is irrevocably jolted
out of time. One could go even so far as stating that
every photographic act splits the photographer in two
radically different persons. There is the one before
taking the shot, the one who thinks he is in charge,
and then there is the one after the act, the one who
realizes that somewhere along the line he had to
surrender his control to an apparatus. This moment
of blindness that accompanies every photographic act
– which is precisely the moment when the image is
made, when light enters the camera and the apparatus
takes it over from the photographer –, is a moment
of hesitation, of uncertainty, in which the regular
course of time is (however briefly) suspended. From the
arrested past in the photograph, a myriad of possible
futures arises. The camera functions a little bit like the
box in David Lynch’s Mulholland Drive: after our gaze
is sucked down its black interior we exit into a world
which is seemingly the same and yet also strangely (and
ominously) different. This is what photography does:
instead of being a stable bridge between a past event
and future eyes to behold it, it produces a radical open
and extremely malleable version of whatever ‘event’
it captured. Photography shows an imagined past for
an imaginary future.
Several developments in contemporary photography
seem to coalesce around this new understanding
of photography as a radical and time-bending
medium. This becomes first and foremost visible in a
conscious shift away from strategies linked with social
documentary photography, a photographic practice
which was largely dominant from the 1930’s onwards
until the early 1980’s. In retreating from the forms
and formulae of social commentary, contemporary
photography questions the notion of historical time
and, as such, puts the role of photography as the
pre-eminently ‘witness of our time’ between brackets.
Instead of being confronted with factual statements
that would result in an acute understanding of the
historical times in which we’re supposed to be living,
we’re surrounded today by images that are steeped
in allegorical suggestiveness. The linear time of
history, where future events are defined by what
preceded them, is being replaced with another idea

of temporality, based on circular, mythological time.
Breaking the mold of time goes hand in hand with a
rather dramatic shift in tone and scope. Photographic
images start to function as tokens of larger themes,
no longer linked to a specific social group but to
the human condition as such. Dismantling the once
prevalent distinction between documentary aloofness
and social engagement, present-day photographers
create images that are more open to interpretation,
that are prone to establish a dialogue with the audience
instead of merely informing them from a singular
viewpoint. Hence their preference for a less rigid
formal strategy, mixing different genres and different
styles, instituting a way of working with images
where the world is explored through analogy and
association, rather than through objective (or scientific)
description. This explains also the peculiar ‘emptiness’
of much of present-day photography, which is not to be
considered a negative trait (expressing the absence of
something) but rather a positive aspect, acknowledging
the impossibility of photography to reveal the inner
secrets of what is only superficially touched upon.
It also speaks of a certain reluctance towards
presenting a tightly controlled message and the explicit
desire to leave room for the viewer, who has to develop
his own understanding of what these images mean.
Rather than stating an indisputable conviction, these
images want to start a conversation. This conversation
starts between the images themselves who entertain a
lively discussion with each other and then spills over
to the viewer whose task it has become to make sense
of their quarrels and agreements.

101

