Body, light, interaction, sound: A critical reading of a recent installation of Willem
B 0 s h cKiykhfidkaans

Introduction

In this article, | explore the use of digital presentation strategies in a recent installation® of
Kykafrikaans by Willem Boshoff. In relation to a dominant metaphor of our time, the notion
that digital® information is disembodied,® | take a critical stance on two key elements of the
installation, namely, the digital projection of images and the broadcast of recorded sounds. |
discuss these framing elements both in relation to themes of disembodiment, as may be
found in the installation and in terms of the conventional reception of this work in print and

book forms as embodied.

| argue that, in this digital format, the potential for a totally disembodied experience by the
viewer exists and as such, the installation raises a number of issues regarding the visual and
aural relationship of its components. By threading a reading of Kykafrikaans as a conventional
and embodied scripto-visual phenomenon through this relationship, | attempt to unpack the

operational elements of disembodiment and conclude by suggesting ways in which this

disembodimentc ont i nues a tradition of deni allexplare,d o b f
through a close visual analysis, the elements of the digital projections in relation to the
presentation of these elements in printed form.

It may, however, be considered crass to make direct comparisons between the two forms of
Kykafrikaans in which assumptions of the printed form as embodied, authoritative and
ositive6 against the digital f or m sansethingilessepoditiced i e d
may abound. My intention i s noto establishmlifférencea 6 d e

(which are, in any case, self-evident), but to explore spaces of difference between our
experiences of the two forms of the work; between its tactile, concrete and non-tactile, digital

presentations.

Using William Mit ch ehotographicrdecéntrenl subject, | atgheethatphe s t

digital projection of Kykafrikaans may well be experienced as disembodied, highly fragmented

and, as a new evocation, fundamentally different from the embodied haptically appreciated
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content and scripto-visual power of the original work. Yetinac k nowl edgi ng Mar k
critique of selected digital media works as embodied and by unpacking the implications of the

aur al soundscape in Boshoffds 1instahklmaans an, I
framing issues of both embodiment and disembodiment. | conclude by suggesting that, in the

work asawhole, Boshoff s | ong held desire forccabstet anci
meaning is re-established while, at the same time, empowering blind listeners with an

embodied experience.

The context of Kykafrikaans

Kykafrikaans was originally conceived and developed around a number of tight modes of
presentation and reception: as a series of unique typed scripto-visual pages;* as an edition of
screenprints directly processed from the originals> and asab ook or 6anthol ogy
poetrydé6 (Boshoff 2007:54), publ iuseb®EHE8). by Uit gewe

" KYKAFRIKAANS  vriim sossorr
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Figure 1: Willem Boshoff. 1980. Kykafrikaans, Cover Page. Johannesburg: Uitgewery Panevis. This book is in the collection of the author.
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Figure 2: Willem Boshoff. Kykafrikaans. PS 42, P12 (Detail) Figure 3: Willem Boshoff. Kykafrikaans. Pesbeheer, P24 (Detail)

Boshoff also intended that the work have a performative and thus affective element in which
the acoustic potential of the work would be given scope. Until 2006, this aspect of
Kykafrikaans remained largely informal.® The professional recording of the soundtrack was
done between 2006 and 2007 at the Wounded Buffalo studios in Johannesburg. The nearly
30 recordings deployed the voices of Marcel van Heerden, Jane Rademeyer, Lochner de

Kock, Hermien de Vos and Boshoff.

On 25 July 2007, Boshoff presented some of the recorded soundscapes of Kykafrikaans at a
public lecture in the Faculty of Art Design and Architecture (FADA) Auditorium, University of
Johannesburg (UJ). At the FADA lecture, Boshoff presented and discussed a number of
scripto-visual pages from Kykafrikaans in the form of digital projections and accompanying
sound recordings. Boshoff contextualised the new aural relationship with the original scripto-
visual work and it seemed that the work had, at last, fulfilled its vast and varied potential as

Boshoff had originally conceived it.

Later in the year, Boshoff constructed an installation of Kykafrikaans, as part of his exhibition
Epat at Michael Stevenson Contemporary, Cape Town. The installation space is set apart
from the rest of the Epat exhibition. On entering the sparse white space, one perceives the
scripto-visual images of Kykafrikaans projected on to a screen. The appropriate recording

accompanies each image becoming a soundscape within the installation space. At the end of



each recording, the image fades and the next image and recording are presented. The

viewers/listeners can either stay for the full presentation or leave whenever they choose.

On viewing the recontextualised digital installation of the work in Cape Town, | was disturbed
by what | perceived t o be embodednrew fokndoThis denceptgpome nt a
was prompted by both the digital projection and the recorded aural soundscape of the
installation of Kykafrikaans. | will unpack these in order to understand the relationship

between the digital presentation and the viewer 6 s experi ence as one of d

Analogue and digital forms

In New philosophy for new media, Mark Hansen (2004:51) writes insightfully on the embodied
aesthetic of the new media works of Jeffrey Shaw,’ describing it as dnaking technology a
supplement to the body and thus a means of expand
of indetermination and its capacity to filter images and agrees with the view of others that
Shawdés @&dusek manumlofor the world itself.6 Yet des pi tneictidhahe stile n 6 s
feels it necessary to defend the work against the determinism of those such as Friedrich

Kittler who argue that:

[i]f the digital image can be said to replace photographic, cinematic, and televisual
images with a wholly new technical image, that is because it fundamentally
reconfigures the very concept of dmaged stripping it of a correlation-by-analogy
with the human body and thus rendering it a purely arbitrary construct ... Unlike
any analogue image, the computer or digital image does not comprise a static cut
into the flux of the real; instead it captures a virtual block of nformation ...
Following its digitalization, the image becomes akin to a text composed of
individual letters, one that is, strictly speaking, unreadable. (In: Hansen 2004:72-
73)

I will return to this later as the metaphor of unreadability may ironically prove useful in
rereading the installation of Kykafrikaans for the blind, but it is also important to note here

Hansenbds (2004:71) need atwod sd esfoernkd fhriosm rKeiatdtil negr oc

the general digitization of channels and information erases the differences among
individual media. Sound and image, voice and text are reduced to surface effects,
known to consumers as interface. Sense and senses turn into eyewash.



Mitchell, (1998:57) too, asserts that images in the post-photographic era, @an no longer be
guaranteed as visual truth T or even as signifiers with stable meaning and valued According
to Mitchell (1998:85), a dvorldwide network of digital imaging systems is swiftly, silently
constituting itself as the decentered subject's reconfigured eyed In his forewor d t o Hans e
book and elsewhere (2002a:215), Tim Lenoir (In: Hansen 2004:xii) poi nt s t o Mi t c he

others@ determinist view, stating that:

é for Mitchell, in the shift to digitality the embodied human observer with her
repertoire of techniques for decoding sensations is displaced by a new abstract
regime of computer code where standards of vision are set by machinic
processes of pattern recognition and statistical sampling.

Lenoir (In: Hansen 2004:xiii) states that determined views such as these direct attention to the
power of manipulation inherent in new visualisation technologies. He argues that these views

assume the tendency of digital imaging to detach the viewer from an embodied, haptic sense

of physical |l ocation and O6ébeing therebo. And s
works on the basis of the viewerods intewok®ti ve.
elements.®

With Kittlerds O6eyWewenhdedrand sMibtf elte 161 Gass power f
to read Boshoffds installation as disembhtdi ed,
order to see how this reading occurs, threecriti cal fr ami ng el ements of E
attention: the representation of the image in ink (analogue) and light (digital); the role of the
viewer as interactive and lastly, the soundscape. These three frames often overlap and inform

one another and as such cannot always be discussed as separate or discreet.

Representation of the image

In the early forms of the work (the typed originals, the screenprinted edition and the offset
litho reproductions in book form) the physical relationship between ink and substrate remain
coherent and similar, notwithstanding subtle differences between their optophonetic qualities.’
The original typed pages have very rarely been shown by Boshoff in a public context,'® but
the screenprints and the book have been more publicly exhibited, viewed and collected. In
print and book forms, however, the integrity of the original type has been acknowledged and

visually replicated and are therefore, as optical phenomena, light-absorbing. | need to stress,
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here, certain essential qualities of the type: the physicality of the black ink in relation to the
white paper substrate which has been forced, rapidly, into its place on the page. This force,
depresses the ink into the paper which, in turn, becomes embossed, textured almost, through
the force of the hammer blow. If the substrate is thin, it will carry the embossing as indexical

6scar s 6 o fdnalliteral semsedkwriteggKatherine Hales (1999:26)

[tlechnologies of inscription are media when they are perceived as mediating,
inserting themselves into the chain of textual production ... The emphasis on
spatially fixed and geometrically arranged letters is significant, for it points to the
physicality of the process involved. Typewriter keys are directly proportionate to
the script they produce. One keystroke yields one letter, and striking the key
harder produces a darker letter. The system lends itself to a signification model
that links signifier to signified in direct correspondence, for there is a one-on-one
relation between the key and the letter it produces. Moreover, the signifier itself
is spatially discreet, durably inscribed, and flat.

Yet in Boshoffds early for ms, he defies the 6s
In examples such as in Figure 4 Verdwaalkaart (detail) and Figure 5 Verskanste Openbaring
(detail), the images are also suggestive, or perhaps even signifiers, of landscapes, maps or
terrain and as self-reflexive codes, they are indexical of obsessive construction, obfuscation

and the very processes of denying this spatially discreet flatness.

e
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Figure 4: Willem Boshoff. Kykafrikaans. Verdwaalkaart, P87 (Detail) Figure 5: Willem Boshoff. Kykafrikaans. Verskanste Openbaring,
P82 (Detail)



Thus the early forms of Kykafrikaans acknowledge and embody the integrity of the original act
of typing. The light-absorbing nature of ink on paper, as an index of the act of typing the
conventions of text blocks into scripto visual images, along with their very obfuscation, are
critical for the construction of meaning in the work. The offset litho book form and even the
screenprints, which through photo-mechanical reproduction of the original typed pages
enlarges the type up to four times its original size, reproduce, with relative fidelity, the visual

and tactile qualities™ of the original.

The projected texts in the Epat installation, on the other hand, are light emitting and thus
behave fundamentally differently and would be received and read differently.’* Hayles
(1999:26) describes this difference:

The relation between striking a key and producing a text with a computer is very
different from the relation achieved with a typewriter. Display brightness is
unrelated to keystroke pressure, and striking a single key can effect massive
changes in the entire text. The computer restores and heightens the sense of
word as image i an image drawn in a medium as fluid as water. Interacting with
electronic images rather than materially resistant text, | absorb through my
fingers as well as my mind a model of signification in which no simple one-to-
one correspondence exists between signifier and signified. | know
kinaesthetically as well as conceptually that the text can be manipulated in ways
that would be impossible if it existed as a material object rather than a visual
display. As | work with the text-as-flickering-image, | instantiate within my body
the habitual patterns of movement that make pattern and randomness more
real, more relevant, and more powerful than presence and absence.

Yet we must acknowledge that the projected texts have been neither typed™® nor experienced
as such by the viewer. The nature of digital projections, and in particular the projection of
texts as images, become a product of a number of external and intrinsic factors which have
very little to do with the conventions of the original typed texts: firstly, digital projections of
texts i as images i are light-emitting as opposed to printed text which is light-absorbing. The
optical reception of the text, as projected, is therefore fundamentally different from the original
in form, density and particularly scale. Secondly, texts printed in ink are physical layers of
opaque black ink on the paper substrate (Figure 6). Light emitting digital texts lack physicality,
or better, permanence (Haylesé6 as f |l ui d as wat eandaresaicompdsite ofi s mo

overlapping red, green and blue pixels (Figure 7).



Figure6: Reproduction of 't heperl etter Figu2d:.. Mdprckd u omtki om opf the |l etter
in dots of red, green and blue.

Thirdly, the crisp-edged font of the offset litho plate (for image production in book form) or the
fine-meshed screenprint (for the print series T Figure 8) emulate the physical edge of the
typewriter hammer font (Figure 9). As the projection of the text as an image enlarges the font
many hundreds of times, the resulting pixilation of the digital image fuzzes the edges of texts.
In digital form, the integrity of the original crisp-edged font is impossible to replicate (Figure
10)as Mi t c hel |add68)pasticside.exammes graphically demonstrate.

Figure 8: A macro photo of a photomechanically produced screenprint stencil. The ink will be printed where the stencil does not cover the
mesh substrate. Source of original image: www.answers.com/topic/screen-printing reproduced with permission: Photo by J-E Nystrom,
Helsinki, Finland.

Figure 9: Paper with typed text onto Strathmore 20% cotton fiber typewriter stock with text applied by a Brother Ax-22 electronic typewriter
from a Brother correctable cartridge. Source of original image, reproduced with permission: http://aic.stanford.edu/sg/bpg/annual/v11/bp11-

Ola.jpg

Figure10: Reproduction of pixels forming part of a letter reproduced in fig. 9. Monochromatic ink on paper.
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