Restless ways of Worldmaking

Waiting

Photography is about waiting for things to happen and about waiting for them to end. One might recognise here two different kinds of patience, two “times of time’s absence”.
 The first relates to the expectation, to being aware of what is to come (Latin exspecto, to look out for). The other refers to the time of the exposure’s unfolding (aperio). Both have a necessary presence in the work of any photographer as well as in the image itself. Like the many museum attendants portrayed in the works of Ville Lenkkeri, forever witnessing the busy (or sometimes nonexistent) flow of visitors passing by, images themselves are also always about watching things pass, incessantly.


Photography waits and photography stands on guard. Such are the reservations of the image, and the image’s potent reserve. 


Usually images claim to show something, but sometimes they manage to show something that is not what it is. This is true of a miniature, a model (truly showing a model world – and like all model worlds, it is not only ideal but also frightening). Images defer vision to somewhere else, uneasy about their time and place. If these images “show” us the Antarctic it is not because the photographer has been there, no more than the painted palm trees and rainbows are present in the dilapidated room. It is only because we are there when photography is taking place, taking its place.  


Many of the images show spectacular sites and things out of time. They preserve a style or mode, a now outdated design, or present distant, almost forgotten creatures. In this way the images’ time is also out of date, beyond the traditional scope of photographic time. 


Lenkkeri’s images are not about repetition. Instead, they have inscribed into them two different pasts: a past of reference and a past of manufacture. They push our vision back to the historic scenes and natural sights, to all that we think we already know. Recognition is at play here (the recognition of a historic event), and nevertheless it can only ever be a misrecognition (“no it cannot be”.) The ancient statues, the skeletons, the dictators, the kings, the beasts become restless when brought before our eyes. They are mis-placed. Extending out of place, they salute our world and the world of the image, professing that images themselves are akin to salutations, ancient signals, more than they are meanings, more than they are messages. Images are gestures. And like the strongest gestures they carry a threat, they threaten our vision. Vision is the corridor to whose threshold the photograph can take us, upon which it presses.



Often it has been said that one of the things that distinguishes photography from verbal propositional language is the absence of negations. In images it is not easy to say that something is not, that “this is not a pipe”, that it is just an image. With Ville Lenkkeri’s pictures it is surprisingly easy to say that “this is not a zebra, an elephant, a Greek temple”. A “not” is a part of these images as if it were a filter covering the lens. These images thrive on interdiction disguised as artifice.


Nothing bespeaks for falsity. Artifice is not propagated in these images; they merely announce acts of imaging. There is no manufacturing of falsehood, no distortion of truth. Or maybe distortion in the sense one thinks of in mathematics: when the shape changes but continuity is not breached: an elongation of a circle into an oval, shapes changing before our eyes, but with nothing lost.


To see that a view is painted on a wall, or arranged behind a glass – the realisation that the image or view so obviously is not what it represents – only turns back on the photograph itself, to reveal something about every photograph: Photography never gives us what it shows. Here the usual exclamation (when seeing a photograph) “look, it’s a…” is short-circuited and transformed into “look, someone has made an image of…” New facets of imaging are revealed, like in the double portrait in which a stuffed animal (a taxidermist’s work) and its assembled skeleton are set side by side. (Very different appearances, a visible surface and an underlying scheme, can be the same thing’s iconic images in C.S. Peirce’s sense of the term.) 


Amidst the many scenes of unease, of pressure to go beyond the frame, there are also many images that depict states of rest, of repose. In the dioramas things have been carefully arranged and composed. The scenes might have been made for a family pastime, to show unusual things in good order. However, when unusual things become ordinary and are fixed in their place, they often also rediscover themselves as strange.  An otherness opens up from out of the calmness of the setting and from out of the privileged points of view within reach of ferocious beasts.


Although often focusing on such breaking points and seams in presentation and seeing, it is fair to say that many of these images are also a compassionate homage to the work of many meticulous taxidermists, natural historians, model builders – all kindred spirits of the photographer, arranging things for us to see.

Gravidity of the Image 

Vision is often about the things we do not see, weighing down our sight. It is as if a heavy mass existed just beyond the edge of an image. From there this heavy object would exert a gravitational pull on our way of looking, guarding its movement, like the moon controls the tides. 


Images are about scales in every possible sense of the word: adjusting the size of things, putting things in place. And weighing them. 


Many of Lenkkeri’s images reflect the uses of the objects depicted in them, thus enabling a transformation of tools and materials, allowing the construction cranes and docks in a harbour model to reflect on the construction of the casing itself, perhaps also monstrating something monstruous – as Jean-Luc Nancy might say
.  The big in the small and vice versa, shifts in scale enabling the reassignments of functions, ordering another look at the world, and a reassessment of the glimpse we already have had. 


The human eye adapts to different lighting conditions. Man (and images too) are made to adapt, endure and be resilient. In these images things are sometimes seen with a clarity of vision appropriate to museum showcases and sometimes as if only the artificial wavelengths in the spectrum were visible, in a murky twilight of a distant past. This fusion of electric light and the light of the long exposure puts things “in a different light” as it is customary to say.


The things showcased (and photographed) are at a distance, from distant times or distant places. The presentation gives them their own weight, and sometimes their own dignity. A bust makes a statesman out of an ape.


Humour and lightness spring from the suggestion that things are not what they seem, that a composed exterior can harbour “canned heat” within the glass casing, the person, or the image itself. These are no mirrors and no windows, but there is something to do with glass in these images. In their gleam we might recognise ourselves (our vision – to put it more precisely).


The showcase contains death in vitro. Glass is just as much the representative of transparency as of reflection. This is true in literal as well as in metaphorical terms. We are allowed to see many wonders through the glass, as well as the make-up of our own wonderment. The showcase splits our vision: like it separates the two visions of the pensive museum guard with his back turned to the glass: looking away from the showcase, his reflection appearing to look the other way, at the encased model of the train.


Maybe something is, after all, also repeated by the displaying of different things. Slowly a dual figure of what is preservable and what is presentable emerges. It is not only that some things in this world rot and decompose, it is also that some things only leave a whiff of a visual trace. A long exposure transforms passers by into transparent spectres and an overexposure a projection screen into a blinding display of history. And, alternatively, the map of scrapes and traces on the walls of an empty rhinoceros pen at the zoological gardens attests to a heavy presence. Photography, it seems, works at decisive moments as well as recording decisive movements.


Photographs, like museums, set the orders of things. They also overlook – as if from atop a rampart – the way worlds are delivered, sometimes far away, sometimes in the temporal pockets within themselves. A photograph is always expecting, always surprised by itself.
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