all the things between
‘Photography’s referent…  is not optionally real; it is necessarily real… Every photograph is somehow co-natural with its referent’.

Roland Barthes

Photographs… are not just indexical because light happened to be recorded in an instant upon a piece of photosensitive film, but because, first and foremost, they were taken’.





David Green and Joanna Lowry 







It is a platitude to note how under the rubric of ‘globalisation’ market capitalism, supported by new distribution and communications technologies, has led to new levels of exchange between East and West - both in kind and in intensity. But it is perhaps less commonplace to observe how these exchanges have made questions of translation and transmission once more pressing points of issue – not simply at the level of speech and writing, but more broadly in relation to wide-ranging cultural, technological and visual practices, and to translation itself as an activity. For as Walter Benjamin and other critical thinkers have sought to remind us, the act of translation should be understood as an art - the art of creating relations between things.
Issues of translation have in many ways always been to the fore of visual arts practice. Conceptions of spatiality, temporality and narrative, alongside claims to embodiment, immanence and authenticity, are conventionally seen as contingent upon specific objects, sites, acts and events, with transformations involving the latter implying modifications in the former. What is perhaps different with regards to contemporary practice is the way these long-standing concerns are now being consciously re-inscribed in relation to the concept of the ‘transvisual’ (to coin a phrase from Lydia Liu’s notion of the ‘translingual’). Which is to say that visual arts practice today provides one of the primary arenas for thinking through the ways in which notions of spatiality, temporality, narrative, and embodiment operate within the trans-national, trans-cultural contexts of a global (art) market and an embryonic (yet fast developing) global culture industry. 

It is consistent with this problematic of the ‘transvisual’ and translatability that the eight artists showcased in all the things between should make lens media (namely photography and video) central to their practice, or at least central to this travelling exhibition. In doing so, they not only gesture to the role of translation in art, but, more explicitly, to the emblematic role of the camera itself as a translator of the ‘real’ and to its claims to ‘authenticity’. What is referred to here is, of course, the fabled indexical nature of lens-based imaging systems in their capacity to register light rays reflected from objects in the visual field. The apparent disposition to truth inherent in this mechanism of detaining light, and its generic claim to ‘capture’ reality, has elevated the photographic apparatus to the status of a universal visual translation machine. From Beijing to London, Moscow to New York, Tokyo to Madrid, modern subjects are bombarded with an infinite array of singular but endlessly reproducible images whose commonality rests in the claim of each to stand as a unique and authentic sign of some original object, scene or event; to stand, as Barthes puts it, as “a certificate of presence”.

The stance of the artists in all the things between in relation to this constitutional claim on the real is ironic and problematical. In their different ways, each seeks to challenge the real as any simple and secure referent, refusing fixed positions, equivocating on possible meanings, tolerating ambiguity. In doing so they emphatically point beyond the straightforwardly indexical to underscore how photography’s truth claims are mediated by the wider discursive contexts in which it is practiced. It is an exercise which, in its own quiet and contemporary manner, echoes the dialectical encounter between the indexical and the discursive which marked the troubled beginnings of photography in China.
The first use of photographic apparatus in China appears to have been in the service of the Anglo-French military expedition in the Second Opium War. As such it confirms the idea of photography as a ‘universal translation machine’ of the visual, operative under the conditions of globalism, and profoundly linked with the development of Modernity and the making of its epistemologies and regimes of seeing. For it is hardly coincidental that the invention of modern photographic processes in the 1820’s, and their subsequent rapid development, occurred during the founding period of modern market-based globalisation - the height of 19th century (Western) imperial expansion. Western societies, irrevocably committed to industrialisation and its cultural formations, avidly sought-out technologies that could not only condense and communicate across the dimensions of time and space, but which could also aid them to reliably document, record and assimilate the colonial experience of distant civilisations. Photography perfectly fitted this requirement, both in its apparent ability to faithfully (i.e., mechanically) incorporate the particularities of time, space and place within a scene, and in its potential for the resulting image to be copied and reproduced on almost industrial scales. 
Felice Beato, a photo-journalistic pioneer, was appointed to the campaign that became known in the West as the Second Opium War. And it was Beato who, in 1860, had the dubious privilege of photographically ‘capturing’ parts of the vast estate of the Qing Imperial Gardens in Beijing, a truly immense treasure of Chinese material culture and of incalculable import, just shortly before the British unit charged with burning to destruction the entire site began its work. Beato’s images (whose sense of presence was heightened as a direct result of the obliteration of the monument) fed the colonial imagination in a vicarious trans-spatial, trans-cultural ‘decoding’ of the embodied cultural practices of the ‘Other’. A symbolic act of possession in which colonising domination was performed through the very acts of photographing, viewing, and thus appropriating, the otherwise incomprehensible presence of this hallowed location. 
The artists in all the things between confront the ‘truth status’ claims that accompany lens-based media by foregrounding the performative dimensions of translation - the presentational circumstances of the object or scene, the apparatus itself, the act of taking a photograph or video, as well as the broader interpretive formations that lead to the subject being selected and ‘taken’ in the first instance. (And this includes the wider popular imagination that continues to invest in lens-media as a guarantor of truth - in spite of the ways in which digital technologies, by modelling optical properties to produce non-indexical ‘photographs’, have progressively undermined this status). None of the encounters these artists’ stage can therefore be straightforwardly understood as representations of some original object or scene. Nor necessarily even as confrontations between the logics of distinct ‘realities’ (the object or scene photographed and the photograph itself as artefact). Rather, the projects in all the things between resemble visual feedback systems in which the real is made to confront its own meaning-effect, with each artwork attaining a particular aesthetic and semiotic resonance at the threshold between pattern and legibility, randomness and noise. That we, as spectators, help ‘perform’ these works by entering into their loops as interpreters is fully understood and accepted. 
If there is an ethical dimension at play here it is in the way that the artworks in all the things between explore the predicates of a visual modernity whose early colonial phase still haunts us. In doing so they speak of how we are all becoming (in fact always were) translators, and of how we must become better translators - able to creatively interpret the doubling movement of the ‘real’ between what can and what can’t be said; between the self and the social; between the local and the trans-national; between the needs of life and the needs of a voracious market consumerism; between the effects of history and the possibilities of writing the future. Above all, translators who are able to tolerate (indeed, enjoy) the ambiguities, misapprehensions and misunderstandings that are an inevitable consequence of cultures learning to coexist within a global system. 
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