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by Michael Newman

On first encounter, the visitor comes upon what looks like
a large black, irregularly-shaped building within the gallery.
Upon entering, he or she finds a place to sit, and watches
a projected video that takes the form of a documentary
about the strange life of Lindsay Seers - how she tried to
turn herself into a camera by making exposures through her
mouth, and how this may be connected to the fact that she
had an eidetic—or photographic—memory as a child. We
are told that, without speech until she was eight years old,
her first utterance, upon seeing a photograph of herself, was:
“Is that me?” An “expert” in the film speculates that because
certain children have such vivid experiences of memory, they
have no need to communicate. If, conversely, the advent of
speech results in abstraction and the substitution of words for
the vivid and immediate experience and memory of things,
Seers turning herself into a camera is presented as if it were
an attempt to recapture the fully present character of these

early memory images. The installation Extramission 6 (Black
Maria) frames this way of using photography to suggest its
quixotic character as a regard on time, and to propose a more
generative approach to the relation of memory to duration.
As a child Seers was living on the island of Mauritius,
to which she returns with her mother in the film. Unable to
remember the house in which she lived, she instead presents
photographic images of a number of possible houses, a
conceit that, in turn, destabilizes other “memories” presented
in the film. As with construction, coincidence plays a role,
too: we are told that a photo was taken by a descendent of a
plantation owner who brought one of the first commercial
cameras produced by Daguerre to the island, thus linking the
photograph on the occasion of which Seers first spoke with
the one of the earliest forms of photography. Coincidence is
a way in which past and present co-exist, as they do on the

film.
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The film—and as we shall see, the installation—is
concerned with Seers’ transition from embodying a camera
to a projector. A friend tells us of a model that Seers left
behind in Rome—now lost except for a small photograph—
which turns out to be of the “Black Maria”, the structure
built by the Edison Company in 1894 which, covered in
black tar-paper with an opening to catch the light, shot
the first moving images. This invites us to speculate on the
prosthetic mechanism that Seers wears on her head during
the documentary footage in the film, showing her “as a
projector.” It has within it references to the first film studio
in North America!, and it becomes clear to the viewer that
he or she is sitting in a reconstruction of the “Black Maria,”
and thus, in addition to watching what appears to be a
documentary about the artist’s life and work, has become a
physical part of the work.

Extramission 6 (Black Maria) positions itself within a
certain history that it also works to reconfigure. In the 17th
century it became common to conceive the mind on the
model of a camera obscura (a device through which images
would enter a dark room through a small hole, and appear
inverted on the opposite wall). Where, in the apparatus’s
visual metaphor, the camera’s room would contain a little
figure inspecting the images, a metaphor was developed for a
consciousness that is aware of its own images.” During that
same period, the Jesuit polymath Athanasius Kircher became
fascinated with magic lanterns and optical tricks that have

been seen as part of the history of cinema.? Seers turning her
body into a camera renders the camera obscura-based model
of the intromission of images literally physiological.*

Like the camera obscura and magic lantern before it,
Extramission 6 offers itself as a metaphor for the relation of
perception, memory, and consciousness - the ways in which
images enter our lives. When Seers tries to turn herself into
a camera, images are incorporated like imprints of the real.
Like the wafer transubstantiated into the “real presence”
of the body of Christ, and placed in the mouth of the
communicant, the photograph as a replacement for eidetic
memory is an attempt to stage the recapturing of what is
in effect a lost “real presence”. While this model places the
emphasis on reception, Kircher’s magic lantern and the first
film studio imply the production of images. Temporally,
a still photograph is always a registration of the past, but
a projector throws images before us, with both its title and
mechanism gesturing to the future. The two approaches
also refer to two ancient conceptions of how perception
works, with images peeling off the objects and entering
the mind, or alternatively being projected - by the mind -
through vision. While Edison was a scientific inventor, Seers
names a structure based on his “Black Maria” film studio
with the word “extramission,” suggesting the projection of
a vision into the world or the beyond, and referring us to
the prestidigitation of the alchemist, seer or magus who,
according to neo-Platonism, is one who generates images

Lindsay Seers, installation view of Extramission 6 (Black Maria), 2009
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in pursuit of esoteric knowledge, an idea that finds its
source in ancient Egypt. But it is also close to contemporary
scientific theories about the active, constructive way in
which memory functions, including the neurological basis
of the strengthening of long-term memory by attaching
associations.’ Seers use of these models and ideas questions
the “photographic” conception of memory as a passive
receiver and storage house of images, seeing it rather as a
much more dynamic and constructive interlinking of past as
present. After all, Edison’s “Black Maria” was a place where
memories were created for the public rather than simply
registered.

The film included in Extramission 6 offers a combination
of memories and speculations. Characters who are presented
as Seers’ mother and a male friend recall her past life,
which a psychosynthesis practitioner and a historian try to
interpret, although the enigma - also a question of how we
relate to images, including the images that we are seeing as
we sit in the “Black Maria” - remains. As far as memory is
concerned, Seers’ turn from ingestion to projection, and
from intromission to “extramission” suggests that images
don’t simply record memories, like photosensitive paper,
but are the creation of a dynamic time or duration in which
past, present and future are not on a line from a “before”
through a punctual “now” to an “afterwards”, but rather co-
exist.® Seers installations are spaces where past, present and
projection into the future interpenetrate.

The “Black Maria” as a place for the production of
memory recalls the Renaissance idea of the “memory
theatre”.” Seers’ subsequent installation, /¢ Has To Be This Way
(2009), makes explicit reference to the Renaissance “memory
theatre,” which also formed the subject of another work
by Seers, The Truth Was Always There (2006). The Warburg
Institute scholar Frances Yates argued that the esoteric
geometry of the memory theatre influenced Shakespeare’s
Globe Theatre, thus providing a way of relating the stage to
the universe. Seers’ 2009 installation incorporated the idea
of a memory theatre into its structure, as a way of relating
personal and cultural histories through images in the form of
videos positioned to create a physical experience in time and
space.® Seers” presentation of the narratives and documents
within the frame of an artwork invites us to question their
status: do they refer to things that really happened, or are
they constructions by the artist? What, in particular, is the
relation between narrative and photographic imaging? Does
the reference of the photograph to the reality in which it was
taken secure the historical truth of what is being told, or does
the sometimes-fantastical narrative unfix the image from its
reference, inviting other kinds of interpretation? In Seers
installations, the alternative to the connection of the image
to its referent, and therefore to an origin in the past, would
be the relation of images to each other through a system of
similarities, resemblances and associations. The potentially
endless spiraling of images is grounded not by reference
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to reality through representation but by coincidence and
encounter, the infraction of a “real” that is associated with
injury, violence, death, and love.’

An artist book was given to visitors of the two versions
of Ir Has 1o Be This Way, and in it we find various ways
of interpreting photographic and other images, including
reading them as if they were Tarot cards.'” Through
similarities and other uncanny connections, the series
of images across the two stories seem to circumscribe a
void, which may be related in /r Has 10 Be This Way to the
disappearance of Seers’ step-sister after losing her memory as
the result of an accident while shooting video from a motor
scooter, and similarly the images in the film of Extramission
6 seem to revolve around her mother’s story of a psychic on
Mauritius saying that Seers “had suffered a trauma” at birth.
The mention of this is followed by a ritualistic sequence
reminiscent of the 19th century “spirit photography,” where
the camera was supposed to have captured ectoplasm and
ghosts, and which, whatever the trickery involved, figure an
uncanny return to the past in the photograph.' If turning
herself into a camera was Seers’ attempt to recapture the
“original” eidetic character of her childhood memory,

the hint that this may itself have been a response to the
trauma of birth, would figure it as an attempt to return
to an “impossible” origin before there was any subject of
experience. As in the film’s interviews and voiceovers, the
soundtrack includes scraps of speech that seem to well up
from another place. The screen becomes something like that
of a dream-projection, and, as in dreams, images repeat and
correspond with each other around a core that provokes
interpretation by defying it. The psychological, the psychic,
and the historical are intertwined with the history of media.
If Seers turning herself into a camera renders literal the
metaphor of the body as a melancholic crypt for images,'?
her turn as a projector replaces the tomb with a quest and in
Extramission 6 we are given images of ships which signify the
role of travel in her narratives. By inviting us into the film’s
featured structure, which resembles a mausoleum and recalls
a production studio, Seers creates an installation in the form
of a mise-en-abyme that opens the inside to an outside and
folds the outside into an interior, enabling our participation
in a journey that is both an allegorical search through the
layers of duration, and a bodily experience.

Lindsay Seers, installation view of /t Has To Be This Way at Nikolaj Copenhagen Contemporary Art Center, 2010
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