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The First Industrial Revolution replaced the human body with machines and ergo changed
the very being of humanity. The Second Industrial Revolution made simulacra surpass
realities and hence altered people’s perception. The Third Industrial Revolution enabled
computation to transcend consciousness and thus suspended human history.

This exhibition revolves around the history and production relationship between
humankind and audiovisual technology. The Chinese title of this exhibition, literally
translated as “life determines consciousness,” owes much of its inspiration to the famous
quote of historical materialism from Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels. It reflects Kao Chung-
Li's oeuvre that spans 40 years—his critical investigation into industrial temporal objects
like photography, cinematography, sculpture, animation, and audiovisual machines,

as well as his indefatigable examination of his production conditions. This exhibition
comprises a diversity of technological retentions, seeking to present a place which is able
to temporalize physical perception of space and spatialize physical perception of time.
The audiovisual is a form of labor through which dominance and struggle proceed, and
the confrontation and dialectics about it take place in this exhibition.

“The only way to redeem our history and future is to develop our own audiovisual
machine; the struggle against modern enlightenment and the conclusive victory,”
said Kao.

It is exactly in the era of technocapitalism in which productivity and control evolve in
tandem that Kao’s perceptive insights into the politics within the audiovisual industry—
the emotional/aesthetic politics of optics and acoustics—acquired profound significance.
Kao invents handmade audiovisual mechanical devices by himself, grasps his relation to
objects from an alternative perspective, reconnects himself with production, and thereby
makes his own history. Just as Marx and Engels argued: “[...] people who develop

their material production and their material transactions also alter their thinking and

the products of their thinking with the actualities of their life;” and therefore, “it’s not
consciousness that determines life, but rather life determines consciousness.”

Born in Taipei, Taiwan in 1958, Kao Chung-Li is an artist whose oeuvre expresses the historical
dialectics between perception and audiovisual technologies. By dint of artistic creation, Kao
engages in media archaeology, investigates the power structures in the history of audiovisual
machines, and continues his unswerving pursuit of emancipation within the present system of
production. He invents and produces his own audiovisual mechanical devices, and combines them
with the images, negatives, and audiovisual industrial apparatus he has collected. His approach
reflects the perceptual conditions of the audiovisual on the one hand, and challenges the concepts
of audiovisual technology production on the other. He won seven Golden Harvest Awards in the
categories of 8mm experimental film, animation, and documentary five years in a row (1984-1988).
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Grooming

Kao staged his first solo exhibition of photography at the American Cultural
Center in Taipei in December 1983 at the age of 25. However, many of the atypical
“photographic works” in this exhibition left the visitors completely puzzled. “Is
this photography?” Kao recalled that a visitor at that time made such a response
in utter bewilderment. Intriguingly, the works such as Grooming and ASA to the
Power of N he presented 40 years ago embodied not only his inquiry into “what
photography is,” but also his continuing quest throughout his career as an artist.
The 1983 version of Grooming consisted of surveillance cameras and mirrors.

The 2023 version of Grooming on view here is an update using depth cameras
and webcams. The large screen in this work resembles a full-length mirror. We
look at our reflections on the screen, which is as casual as looking into a mirror.
Nonetheless, as we gradually approach the work, we find ourselves becoming the
image on the screen and watch our image walk into the mirror. “A mirror image
has no history,” said Kao. He continued: “If we do not develop the problematique
for the production of images, how can we differentiate and analyze these visible
artifacts?” Then, we'll probably mistake the inverted image in the camera obscura
for reality, just like how Marx and Engels described it. Kao distinguishes among
“objects,” “object images,” and “image objects.” “The beings that exist under
the sun in all time are ‘objects.” As the light reflected or emitted by an object
(body) forms an image on a plane, it is defined as an ‘object image’ if it is the
visible opposite of the object in the real world. As for other artifacts produced and
given meanings according to optical theory, we call them ‘image objects’.” This
exhibition precisely comprises and revolves around “objects,” “object images,”
and “image objects.”

ASA to the Power of N

Following its debut in 1983, this work on display again here presents various visual
objects—X-ray image, polaroid, printed material, prosthesis, acrylic mirror sheet,
and the “death mask” that Kao made by taking a cast from his face. This work
employs the techniques of photography, painting, molding, and photocopying,
encompasses visible and invisible light, and even uses the common three additive
primary colors to outline the human figure, which was an early attempt in Kao's
investigation into image production methods and photographic history. In the
composition, there is also an imitation of Michelangelo’s famous 14th-century
fresco The Creation of Adam, showing the classic gesture of God'’s right arm
outstretching to impart the spark of life from his own finger into that of Adam.
Yet in Kao's work, the figures have long been cyborgs. Kao proposed the following
question: “How will the impotent, deficient group confined by the image machine
respond to the mechanical visual trinity of machine father (technology), machine

son (symbol), and machine spirit (governance)?”
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Data Cowboy / Loin de I’'Ukraine

In this work, two cowboys stand at either end of a transparent surface and
engage in a pistol duel. One of them will be shot and fall down each time they
fire their respective pistols. When the cowboy falls to the ground and the light on
him goes out, the viewers will see a cowboy still standing on the other side if they
look from the side of the illuminated cowboy. More specifically, what the viewers
see is a virtual image. No imaging technology is involved in the generation of this
virtual image. It simply appears in front of us. The standing cowboy and the virtual
image are in an intersubjective relationship with each other. Within this context,
how do we consider the relations between realities and images? This work shows
us that, when the virtual and the real image are located in the same place, a
simulacrum is created to show the absent as present and to substitute the image
for reality. Besides, it is fascinating to see the convergence of the virtual and the
real image when the fallen cowboy rises again. Such convergence suggests the
motion of image. The fast-moving image is presented in slow motion when the
cowboy stands up. Therefore, our eyes unconsciously become an image machine
which automatically records and screens the cowboy duel scene on the retina. It
is also worth mentioning that the cowboys sculpted by the artist are based on the
episode “A Fistful of Datas” in the American sci-fi series Star Trek. The humanoid
robots named “Data” accidentally connect themselves to a video game and
assume the role of villainous cowboys in the Wild West. In this work, the site of
the duel between the two Data cowboys is the newest colony and battlefield of

our time — the Moon.

robots.txt

“robots.txt” is the name of a computer-coded text file. The file is placed in the
root directory of a website and is used to inform search engine roamers (also
known as web crawlers or spiders) about which content on the website can and
cannot be accessed. The instruction of “robots.txt” holds both prohibitions and
permissions. The attribute of this function resembles the exclusive representation
of the real world by the image machine, that is, the more we perceive, the less
we see. In the early 20th century, Soviet film director Dziga Vertov famously
made the following prophetic statement: “I'm an eye. A mechanical eye. |, the
machine, show you a world the way only | can see it. | free myself for today and
forever from human immobility. [...] My way leads towards the creation of a fresh
perception of the world. Thus | explain in a new way the world unknown to you.”
In this work, the image machine and its tripod metamorphose into a spider-like

arthropod which moves in a slow, mechanical fashion.
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The “Position of Time Series” —
Benevolent Paradise, Sonata, and Mary Had A Little Lamb

“Space” makes nothing in the same place, whilst “image” deprives everything

of position. Everything in space is little more than visible, describable being. In
perception, therefore, the world is primarily the sum of representations constituted
by the interplay of optical and acoustic conduction. Nonetheless, we tend to

use our spatial perception, i.e. vision, to confirm the authenticity of our sensory
experiences. For example, the accepted “evidence” precisely refers to what is
seen through the eyes. However, such a view is actually a result of conditioning.
Given that vision always affects sound sources, how can we render the auditory
field as authentic as the visual field that resembles a static photograph? Or, how
do we transcend the confines of visibility? In the “Position of Time Series,” the
industrial temporal objects like vinyl and phonograph were products after the
Meiji Restoration in Japan. The phonograph was invented in 1877. It recorded
traces of sound in amplitude and frequency. This invention was as much important
as the appearance of the first machine-generated image in 1826. Both machine-
generated images and machine-produced sounds can be stored outside of the
human body. Reproducibility amplifies their effects. Their products are materialized
time that immediately becomes a new weapon of cultural colonization. “We
cannot conquer Germany without a megaphone,” said Nazi Fihrer Adolf Hitler

in 1938. Later, German composer Wilhelm Richard Wagner’s musical scores were
recorded and broadcasted to boost the morale and patriotism of the German
troops and civilians. The result will be a fusion of aesthetic, political, and

industrial issues.
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Ballet Mécanique

This work is a piece of the “24x18. half” series. It features a projection of images
taken with a half-frame camera, with the heads and tails of these half-frame
negatives joined together. To put it another way, this is not a moving image
constructed by the strip technique of film negative recording, but a “continuous
playback” of the photos taken by a half-frame camera with half-frame negatives.
A "half-frame negative” refers to a “24 x 18 mm” frame, which is half the size
of a common 35 mm negative. This is why Kao titled this series “24x18. half.”
It's worth noticing that the frame size proportion of the half-frame negative is
equivalent to that of the earliest 35 mm film negative. It can be traced back to the
general specifications of film negatives developed by inventors William Dickson
and Thomas Edison in the late 19th century. It prompted Kao to put forward the
argument: “Material determines technology and concept. Cinematography would
be impossible without material science.” Half-frame negatives were then used

as a more economical form of still photography in the 20th century, since a roll

of half-frame film affords 72 photos vis-a-vis a roll of 35mm film that allows 36
photos. The machine-generated images in Image Machine Ballet include Kao’s
family photos, his animations, action-photography pioneer Eadweard Muybridge’s
burst-mode photos of animals in motion, as well as King Kong and the Empire
State Building in New York. These technical images can be further categorized
into still photographs, animations, burst-mode photos, and cinematic frames.

At the light source behind this projector are rotary blades designed to conceal

the frame change of the negatives, so as to create the illusion of continuous
motion when the images are projected. Therefore, when we admire this work,
we can see cinematography and photography simultaneously, and meanwhile
contemplate the motion and static frame of the images. The sui generis quality

of Kao's works thus finds vivid expression. They always involve essential concepts
of “cinematography” and “photography” together with profound reflections.
These works can be ergo described as the “photography of photography” and the
“cinematography of cinematography.” The titles of Kao’s works, en passant, tend
to owe their inspiration to movies. The work Image Machine Ballet is titled exactly
after French painter and film director Fernand Léger’s experimental film Ballet
Mécanique (1920).
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The Waltz in the Showa Era

Purposive texts, images or objects tend to constitute time capsules. They are

also considered as memories and archives attached to a specific space-time.

Even if they are discarded, they are constantly resurrected in new identities as
relics, ready-mades and found objects. What remains unchanged is that they will
always occupy a physical space with their own materiality. When these objects
are installed in the episcope and transformed into visible images in the exhibition
venue, we can see a “quasi-material” moment between these physical objects
per se and their projections. Soviet film director Lev Kuleshov’s famous image
experiment was to demonstrate that episcopic images can get the viewer into a
"quasi-" state and context of empathy, and this is what images can do for us —
to create a “quasi-,” in-between state. This phenomenon occurs in the exchange
structure between perception and cognition, so that the editing of images blunts
the effect produced by the lens. In this work, which is part of the “Object Book
Series,” the projected “originals” are ready-made 3D sculptures of Emperor
Showa, the Imperial Japanese Air Force, and a student in a pair of geta. On the
two episcopes is a maquette of the Peace Statue in commemoration of the atomic
bombing of Nagasaki. Nothing is so perfectly able as visual technology to present
such a complex interplay between the real and the virtual.

Les Carabiniers

As a piece in the “Object Book Series,” this work features industrial temporal
objects of all stripes that exude an aura of materiality (e.g., dry plates of
anonymous owners and extremely short clips of French director Jean-Luc Godard's
Les Carabiniers), the traces of human activities (e.g., gas masks and flags), as

well as represented objects (e.g., ehagaki, pictures, and diaries). Similar to its
counterparts in the same series, this work is a form of labor in which all physical
objects are treated as documents and archives to deliver their own content.
Philosopher Bernard Stiegler pointed out that our connection with industrial
temporal objects is essentially one between the stream of consciousness and

the stream of time. Industrial temporal objects consist of elapsing time. Our
consciousness is temporal in nature as well, and it often corresponds to the
flowing time of temporal objects. For instance, when we watch a movie or listen
to music, our consciousness will dance to the tune of the audio-visual effect, being
immersed in it and intertwined with its flowing time. Our consciousness may even
be mobilized to achieve a kind of control over the time of consciousness and that

of the body. This is why the aesthetic war remains first and foremost a war of time.
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Sans Soleil

Prostheses are substitutes and extensions of the human body, and technologies
exactly possess the characteristics of prostheses. For example, industrial temporal
objects such as records and photographs are the externalized artifacts of our
memories. In this work, the five prosthetic legs move back and forth in their own
way with the interplay of light and shadow. These prosthetic legs were actually
used by Japanese soldiers during the Second World War. What created the
prostheses on view here? We can look at the original accumulation of capital and
ideology that Japan achieved in the process of modernization, and investigate how
imperialism initiated the mobilization for war through the audiovisual industry.

In this sense, prostheses are not only Janus-like artifacts of war violence, but also
traces of capitalist expansion. The light source in front of the work throws a huge
shadow against the wall. This scene is reminiscent of a 17th-century illustration by
Dutch painter Samuel van Hoogstraten, who used footlights to produce towering,
frightening shadows in order to depict a tale of gods and monsters. Here, we can
see that this work also creates a theater of light and shadow without the need for
any image machine. The walking prostheses directly cast a shadow animation.

Hiroshima Mon Aamour

Comprising a total of 12 slide projectors, this installation projects more than

900 slides inwards. It can be deemed a multi-projector version of Kao's iconic
slideshow machine. When the viewers walk into the center surrounded by these
slide projectors, they’ll hear the unceasing mechanical sound of changing slides in
a variable rhythm and see the continuous switching of the projected images. The
most significant set of slides is edited and remastered from Hiroshima Mon Amour
(1959), the magnum opus of French New Wave director Alain Resnais. This film
recounts a French actress’ romantic affair with a local male engineer in postwar
Hiroshima. The war is over, yet the heroine remains in a land of war nightmare
from which escape is nowhere on the horizon. The lingering bitterness and the
indelible imprint of the war are evident in their relationship. The spatio-temporal
connection between history and memory is further inquired in the scenes of the
hospital, the Genbaku Dome, the victims, and the protest. Kao collected a copy of
this film and manually edited it frame by frame, turning it into a static slideshow
that altered the strip form of the original. He then set this static slideshow in
motion through the 12-projector carousel. According to art historian Jonathan
Crary, “the movement and temporality so evident in the camera obscura were
always prior to the act of representation.” Crary also pointed out that “movement
and time could be seen and experienced, but never represented.” Many of Kao's
works can be considered as responses to this argument. He attempts to reveal the
operation of movement and time through the image machine rather than through
machine-generated images. Hiroshima Mon Amour was released in Japan under
the title of 24-Hour Love Affair. However, Kao only collected part of the film copy,
namely a shortened version of the film, and ergo he titled this work 76-Hour of
Love Affair in Chinese.
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