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“[Paul Gsell:] ‘Well, then, when in the
interpretation of movement he [the artist]
completely contradicts photography, which is an
unimpeachable mechanical testimony, he
evidently alters truth.” ‘No,’ replied Rodin, ‘it is
the artist who is truthful and it is photography
which lies, for in reality time does not stop, and if
the artist succeeds in producing the impression
of a movement which takes several moments for
accomplishment, his work is certainly much less
conventional than the scientific image, where
time is abruptly suspended.’”! While | tend to
concur with this Rodin view generally, | do not
agree with his assertion that “in reality time does
not stop.” To disagree with this assertion, | do not
have to invoke the freezing in dance and
undeath, under silence-over; | can invoke
relativity. The Schwarzschild membrane of a
black hole is an event horizon not only because
once an entity crosses it that entity can no longer
communicate back with us this side of it, but
also because from our reference frame the
entities at the horizon do not undergo any
events, being frozen due to the infinite dilation of
time produced by the overwhelming gravity in the
vicinity of the black hole. Was photography
invented not so much to assuage some urge to
arrest the moment, but partly owing to an
intuition that it already existed in the universe, in
the form of the immobilization and flattening at
the event horizon? “Windbag, watching Goulash
from a spaceship safely outside the horizon,
sees Goulash acting in a bizarre way. Windbag
has lowered to the horizon a cable equipped with
a camcorder and other probes, to better keep an
eye on Goulash. As Goulash falls toward the
black hole, his speed increases until it
approaches that of light. Einstein found that if
two persons are moving fast relative to each
other, each sees the other’s clock slow down; in
addition, a clock that is near a massive object
will run slowly compared with one in empty
space. Windbag sees a strangely lethargic
Goulash. As he falls, the latter shakes his fist at
Windbag. But he appears to be moving ever more
slowly; at the horizon, Windbag sees Goulash’s
motions slow to a halt.... In fact, not only does
Goulash seem to slow down, but his body looks
as if it is being squashed into a thin layer.
Einstein also showed that if two persons move
fast with respect to each other, each will see the
other as being flattened in the direction of
motion. More strangely, Windbag should also see
all the material that ever fell into the black hole,
including the original matter that made it up -
and Goulash’s computer — similarly flattened and
frozen at the horizon.”2 By superimposing the
reference frame of the outside observer and that
of the astronaut approaching the black hole, one
has at the event horizon a flattening and a



suspension of motion — a photograph — of the
still moving three-dimensional person who
crossed into the black hole. The universe
automatically takes the astronaut’s photograph
as he crosses its border, the event horizon, in a
sort of paradigmatic farewell. Do photographs
induce nostalgia because they show a moment
that has vanished? Both relativity, with its
spacetime,3 and Zen master Dogen, with his
time-being (uji),* tell us that that moment has
not vanished. | rather think that this gloomy
nostalgia is linked to an intuition of the
resonance of the man-made photographs with
the aforementioned naturally occurring
photographs, which signal the irretrievable loss
to the universe of the one who has been thus
photographed. From a local reference frame, an
artistic rendering in the Rodin manner of the
astronaut at the event horizon might very well be
less conventional, more truthful, than a
photograph of him; but from the reference frame
of an outside observer, a photograph of the
astronaut at the event horizon is less
conventional than an artistic rendering of him in
the Rodin manner, for at the event horizon not
only is the person flattened, but also time is so
slowed it comes to a standstill.

If the radical-closure work presents only
one, exclusive frame of reference, then the
crossing into such a closure happens in a lapse
of consciousness, in other words, is missed, one
finding “oneself” to the other side without having
been introduced there; but if two reference
frames are provided, then the crossing both does
not happen and is continuous! From the
reference frame of an outside observer, those at
the black hole’s event horizon are flattened and
frozen, turning into quasi photographs; but from
their local reference frame they have gradually
crossed that boundary as three-dimensional
persons. In Robbe-Grillet’s universe, from one
perspective, exterior to the radical closure, the
protagonists and the objects are frozen and flat;
but from another perspective, interior to the
radical closure, they are three-dimensional and
undergo events (“l am closing the door behind
me, a heavy wooden door with a tiny narrow
oblong window near the top, its pane protected
by a cast-iron grille.... The wood around the
window is coated with a brownish varnish in
which ... | have discerned human figures for a
long time: a young woman lying on her left side
and facing me, apparently naked.... From the left
part of the frame spreads a cone of harsh light ...
: the shaft of light has been carefully directed, as
though for an interrogation.... Yet it cannot be an
interrogation; the mouth, which has been wide
open too long, must be distended by some kind
of gag.... Besides, a scream, if the girl were
screaming, would be audible through the thick
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pane of the oblong window with its cast-iron
grille. But now a silver-haired man in a white
doctor’s coat appears in the foreground from the
right.... He walks toward the bound girl”%). If, in
the narrative, there is a subsequent freezing that
is again accompanied by a flattening, the reader
would be once again looking from outside the
radical closure. This would indicate that the
fiction writer has not relinquished the ubiquity
and omniscience of the traditional novelist, but
truly accomplished it: what could be a clearer
sign of an omniscience of the narrator than to be
able to report on what is happening to either side
of the event horizon?

There is a sort of photograph that is specific
to a radical closure: the photograph that irrupts
in it without being shot by anyone within it8.7
Were one to want to list David Lynch’s
photographs, one should include not only those
that were shown in exhibitions and/or
published,® but also Lost Highway’s photograph
of the two look-alike women, and Twin Peaks:
Fire Walk with Me’s photograph handed by the
old woman and the child, who suddenly appear
on the sidewalk, to Laura Palmer, and in which
she later appears. Similarly, in order to
complement one’s view of Robbe-Grillet the
writer and filmmaker by Robbe-Grillet the
painter and photographer, one has to include as
part of his oeuvre the paintings, ostensibly by
others (Magritte ...), that irrupted in his novels
(La Belle Captive ...),° and the photographs that
resulted from the freezing and flattening of
various characters at the gateless gates of
radical closures in his novels as well as those
that irrupted in his films, for example, the
photograph that the woman’s suitor hands her to
convince her they met the previous year at
Marienbad and that was taken by no one, not
even “the third who walks always beside you” (T.
S. Eliot) — her husband?'° While made possible
by the radical closure presented by the film,
these photographs do not fit fully in the film in
which they irrupted, making the latter a mixed
media work. The absence of any mention of, let
alone a separate section on the photographs in
Robbe-Grillet’s Last Year at Marienbad,
L’Immortelle, and The Man Who Lies; the
photographs in Lynch’s Twin Peaks: Fire Walk
with Me and Lost Highway; and the photograph of
Jack Torrance among the other guests at the July
4th ball that took place in 1921 at the Overlook
Hotel, where he apparently first arrived as a
middle-aged man sometime in the 1970s, in
Kubrick’s The Shining is a significant omission in
historical surveys of photography. Francis Bacon
frequently painted not directly from models but
from photographs of them taken by other,
camera-wielding humans (“I've had photographs
taken for portraits because | very much prefer



working from the photographs than from
models”), in the process allowing, from a
reference frame external to the radical closure,
the fashioning of the figure into a photograph at
that radical closure’s border, as in Study for Self
Portrait 1982, 1984, Study from the Human Body
after Muybridge, 1988, and Triptych, 1991, where
the figure is three-dimensional in the left panel,
but two-dimensional in the right one (what is
presented consecutively in Robbe-Grillet’s
novelistic radical closures is presented
simultaneously in Bacon’s artistic radical
closures);' or the irruption in the radical closure
of a photograph not taken by anyone,'2 often in
the form of a portrait hung on the wall (Three
Portraits: Posthumous Portrait of George Dyer,
Self-Portrait, Portrait of Lucian Freud, 1973, and
Three Studies of Isabel Rawsthorne, 1967).

The scientists at the space program had
asked the astronaut to take a fitting pose once
he was almost at the event horizon, as he would
appear, from an outside reference frame, as a
photograph (that would look increasingly dimmer
and redder as he got ever closer to the event
horizon from their reference frame), and had
programmed the main computer on the
spaceship to provide him when he had gone
beyond the Schwarzschild radius with a
convincing simulation of a photograph showing
him at the event horizon. Some perverse
engineer had even arranged for the click of a
camera to be suddenly audible as the spaceship
crossed the event horizon. Supposedly, by
looking at this photograph, he would still feel
himself to be virtually outside the event horizon.
A few psychiatrists and a thinker cautioned him
that it would be unsettling to look at a
photograph that uncannily reproduced one that
could exist only in a frame of reference from
which he was excluded, warning him that he
would have the impression of being at two places
or even three places at the same time: in the
spaceship inside the black hole, where he would
actually be; back at the event horizon; and in the
reference frame, at a distance from the event
horizon, from which his freezing and flattening
would be observable.'3 They cautioned him that
by seeing this photograph in his spaceship
beyond the event horizon, indeed by merely
knowing of its existence in his spaceship, he
would feel dissociated. But was such a warning
really necessary in this peculiar case? If, as
Bergson avers, memory is not localized and
preserved in the brain, but presupposes the
subsistence of the past, and if “whenever we are
trying to recover a recollection, to call up some
period of our history, we ... replace ourselves,
first, in the past in general, then, in a certain
region of the past” where “little by little it comes
into view like a condensing cloud ... [and] from
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the virtual state passes into the actual,”'* how
can the person who crosses the event horizon
continue to have his memory if by crossing it he
becomes disconnected from the spacetime to
the other side? According to Kip S. Thorne, Paul
Davies, and other physicists, setting aside the
intensifying gravitational tidal forces,
hypothetically the astronaut would not feel
anything special at the Schwarzschild membrane
or just after he crosses it. But, since the
spacetime outside the event horizon is no longer
available to the astronaut who crossed that
boundary, my contention is that starting at the
event horizon the astronaut suffers an
automatic, instantaneous loss of memory. There
is thus a weighty difference between the
traditional photograph taken by a human using a
camera, and this other photograph into which he
or she would turn at the edge of the universe, the
event horizon: while we still have our memories
when photographed by humans, the person
whose photograph is taken at the event horizon,
as it were by the universe, loses memory (as a
result of being separated from the spacetime to
the other side of the event horizon he has just
crossed). To the other side of the event horizon of
a black hole, a photograph showing the astronaut
would not elicit any nostalgia from him or her
because he or she would have become amnesiac
— and because such a photograph might be an
unworldly, ahistorical entity that irrupted in the
black hole as a radical closure. (Similarly, to the
other side of the gateless gate of the radical
closure in Resnais and Robbe-Grillet’s Last Year
at Marienbad, the photograph her suitor
presents to the woman and that shows her in the
hotel in Marienbad does not elicit any nostalgia
from her not only because she has become
amnesiac but also because it is an unworldly,
ahistorical entity that irrupted in the radical
closure.) Many physicists resort to robots in their
description of what may happen to the entity
that crosses the event horizon (Kip S. Thorne:
“The spin of the [black] hole intrigues you. Never
before could you observe a spinning hole up
close. So with pangs of conscience you ask for
and get a volunteer robot, to explore the
neighborhood of the horizon and transmit back
his experiences”9); is this merely to allay the
empathetic reader’s concern by sparing the
human astronaut, his semblable, death by
gravitational shredding? Or is it possibly because
they intuit that only one of the two forms of
memory that Bergson differentiates (“The past
appears indeed to be stored up ... under two
extreme forms: on the one hand, motor
mechanisms which make use of it; on the other,
personal memory-images which picture all past
events with their outline, their colour and their
place in time”1%), “the bodily memory, made up of



the sum of the sensori-motor systems organized
by habit,'” [and which] is ... a quasi-
instantaneous memory”18 — the only one
available to the robot, indeed the one that the
robot embodies’® — continues to be available to
the entity that crosses the event horizon?
Convinced by Bergson’s views, the astronaut was
less apprehensive of being shredded by the
gravitational tidal effects or the singularity to the
other side of the event horizon of a gargantuan
black hole than of suddenly becoming amnesiac
just as he crossed the event horizon. To appease
him, some scientists “explained” to him that
since the brain is the locus where the traces of
the past are preserved through a series of
modifications to the circuits of that complex
biological organ, the entity that passes to the
other side of the event horizon maintains its
memory up to its death by enormous tidal forces;
and a philosopher told him that there was a
conflict between the largely spatialized time of
relativity, especially in its Minkowski rendition,
and the unextended time of Bergson, and that he
had to choose between the two: “If time is
unextended, then you cannot be separated from
it by a border in space.” He was not convinced,
exclaiming: “Can one cross beyond the end of the
universe and conserve one’s memory intact?”
Deleuze on Bergson: “The present changes or
passes. We can always say that it becomes past
when it no longer is, when a new present
replaces it. But this is meaningless. It is clearly
necessary for it to pass on for the new present to
arrive, and it is clearly necessary for it to pass at
the same time as it is present, at the moment
that it is the present. Thus the image has to be
present and past, still present and already past,
at once and at the same time. If it was not
already past at the same time as present, the
present would never pass on.”20 The two different
frames of reference with regard to a black hole
manifest the two consequences of a present
divested from the past, which “is preserved by
itself, automatically,”?'" and which allows the
present to pass: at the event horizon of the black
hole, and from the reference frame of an outside
observer, the present that does not pass, in the
form of the freezing of the astronaut as well as
any object whatever; inside the black hole, from
the reference frame of the astronaut who
crossed the horizon, the present that is not
preserved, thus an astronaut that not only is
amnesiac but also irrupted fully formed
ahistorically, so that if he or she does not at
some point suddenly perceptibly disappear, this
would be only because he or she is being
recurrently created. While of the view that
modern physics is not Leibnizian, since it
contains many absolute borders, for example,
relativity’s light cone,?2 which makes “the

05.07.14 / 13:15:24 EDT

04/08

A Hitherto Unrecognized Apocalyptic Photographer: The Universe

e-flux journal #55 — may 2014 Jalal Toufic

connexion of all matter in the plenum”
(Monadology #62) impossible; and since, as is
made clear by quantum physics’s Bose-Einstein
condensate, it contradicts Leibniz’s principle of
the identity of indiscernibles, the astronaut
nonetheless wondered what would happen to
him at the border of the black hole in case he
were a monad. One could consider the world
delimited by the event horizons of all the black
holes as the expression of monads. What is
outside the incorporeal monads is not the world,
which is enfolded in the monads, but what is
external to the world, what borders it: invisible
black holes. This side of the event horizon, there
is no world out there, but only its expression by
the incorporeal monads; beyond the event
horizon, there is an external world, but, given
that black holes do not allow what renders
visible, light, to escape, one that can be detected
this side of the event horizon only indirectly,
through the effects, enfolded in the monads, of
the mass, electric charge, and angular
momentum of what ostensibly imploded or fell
into the black holes. At the event horizon, there
is an abrupt switch from one extreme closure to
another: from the monad, which has “no
windows, by which anything could come in or go
out” (Monadology #7), to the black hole, a
spacetime region that is radically closed.23 What
we have around the event horizon is the ever-
increasing unfoldings of the monad, which
contains all the information in the universe past,
present, and future (“each created monad
represents the whole universe” [Monadology
#62], in other words, “every substance ...
expresses, although confusedly, all that happens
in the universe, past, present and future”
[Discourse on Metaphysics, I1X]). A monadic
entity’s camera-less photographic portrait in the
vicinity of the event horizon is also that of the
photographer, the universe:24in the vicinity of
the event horizon, we have, from an external
reference frame, a photograph of the astronaut,
or, to be more accurate, the astronaut turned,
through flattening and freezing, into a
photograph; but also, through the infinite
unfolding of what he, as a monad, enfolds, the
baroque photograph of the universe. While in the
last moments before one’s death, one’s whole life
reportedly flashes before one, at the universe’s
end, at the event horizon, all the universe’s
events unfold. From this perspective, any
monadic entity that ostensibly crosses the event
horizon, but certainly a human being, is an
apocalyptic event. Jorge Luis Borges wrote in the
“Afterword” to The Maker (1960), “A man sets out
to draw the world. As the years go by, he peoples
a space with images of provinces, kingdoms,
mountains, bays, ships, islands, fishes, rooms,
instruments, stars, horses, and individuals. A



short time before he dies, he discovers that that
patient labyrinth of lines traces the lineaments
of his own face”;?% one can paraphrase his words
thus regarding a monadic astronaut in the
vicinity of the event horizon. “A man sets out to
draw the world. Years go by as he travels to the
nearest black hole. Then some extremely long-
lived patient futuristic outside observer
discovers, as the years go by from his or her
reference frame, that the labyrinth of lines into
which the face of the monadic astronaut a short
time before the latter crossed into the black hole
and died in his local reference frame indefinitely
unfolds traces the lineaments of provinces,
kingdoms, mountains, bays, ships, islands,
fishes, rooms, instruments, stars, horses, and
individuals; that ‘there is a world of created
things, of living beings, of animals, of
entelechies, of souls, in the minutest particle of
matter’; that ‘every portion of matter may be
conceived as like a garden full of plants and like
a pond full of fish’; that ‘every branch of a plant,
every member of an animal, and every drop of the
fluids within it, is also such a garden or such a
pond’; and that ‘although the ground and air
which lies between the plants of the garden, and
the water which is between the fish in the pond,
are not themselves plants or fish, yet they
nevertheless contain these.’?6” To be precise, the
portrait of the universe that unfolds, from an
outside reference frame, as the monadic
astronaut approaches ever closer the event
horizon would take an infinite time to do so fully
since the wavelengths of the electromagnetic
signal, which undergo gravitational redshift,
keep rapidly increasing, with the consequence
that some of them “take forever long to climb out
of the hole’s gravitational grip”?7 — by which time
the world, according to numerous scientists,
would have imploded in a Big Crunch or endured
a Heat Death.

He had first seen her in a cafe at the space
program. She turned when someone called:
“Shanna!” A couple of days later, he wrote the
following letter: “In Duras’s India Song, is the
French vice-consul of Lahore Leibnizian or
enunciating a Leibnizian truth during his
conversation, in voice-over, with Anne-Marie
Stretter: ‘I didn’t need to dance with you to know
you. You know that.” ‘Yes.’ ‘There’s no need for us
to go any further, you and I. We haven’t anything
to say to each other. We are the same.’ ‘| believe
you’? Sitting at nearby tables at the cafe, he felt
they were two monads, windowless, and that not
only all that had happened or would ever happen
to heris plicated in him, albeit as quite confused
perceptions, but also that all that would ever
happen to him was folded in her who might
refuse his advances. Which did he prefer: to meet
her in a world where one learns about others
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through observation, writing that receives
through creation the aparté, French kisses, slips
of the tongue, in short, intercourse? Or, rather, to
express a Leibnizian world in which he never
meets her, a world where each monad, himself
included, expresses the universe, Shanna
included, past, present, and future? Which did he
prefer: to meet her in the former kind of world
and know that whole zones of her life will remain
totally unknown to him? Or never to meet her but
for both to be monads, with the consequence
that he expressed her past, present, and future,
though in a confused, unconscious manner?” He
did not end up mailing or giving in person the
letter to her. They were soon after chosen for the
first mission to a black hole. Along the training
process, they became lovers. They quickly came
to view that coming trip into the black hole as a
double suicide. She began avidly reading any
biographies and letters she could find of Heinrich
von Kleist, who shot himselfin 1811 in a suicide
pact with Henriette Vogel. He surrounded himself
with reproductions of Francis Bacon paintings,
since for him that painter’s work made gravity
visible. He was particularly attracted to Bacon’s
triptych Three Studies for a Crucifixion (1962).
Like Bacon, he was not interested in crucifixion
from a religious point of view. It rather captured
his interest as the fate awaiting himas a
consequence of the quick increase in the
excruciating difference of the gravitational pull
on various parts of his body that he would suffer
as his spaceship approached the black hole. He
told her: “We will be together until the end of the
world.” And indeed at the event horizon, they
were, from the reference frame of an outside
observer, together until the end of the world;
notwithstanding his aversion to being
photographed, he could not refuse her a
photograph with him at the event horizon since
they both became, from the reference frame of
some outside observer, a photograph. But
immediately beyond the event horizon they were,
in their own reference frame, separated from
each other as no two sane living humans were
ever separated. The only kind of separation that
might be equivalent would be that between
oneself and one’s double, who is oneself divested
from all the others with whom one is, insofar as
one is alive, intermingled.?® He was preparing
himself to possibly encounter alien beings and
exotic kinds of matter to the other side of the
event horizon, but the first things that he
encountered as alien were the other astronauts
in his spaceship. The one who crosses the event
horizon is divested of the world, not only because
he can no longer cross to the other side, but also
because he or she is then no longer a monad, no
longer enfolds the world. By crossing the event
horizon one exits this universe, but also the



universe exits one, in the sense thatitis no
longer enfolded in one, that one is no longer a
monad. In which case, no information is lost to
the black hole, because the astronautas a
monad never crosses the event horizon, and
because anyway all the information is enfolded
in each of the other monads “outside” the black
hole. The separation he had to accept inside the
supermassive black hole was not only with the
universe to the other side of the event horizon,
but also with the other travelers on the
spaceship, no longer feeling any affinity with
them: they presently gave the impression of
being, indeed were possibly, ahistorical,
unworldly entities that irrupted fully formed.
Moreover, to the other side of the event horizon,
the astronaut, now no longer a monad, could
notice all the unworldly entities that were
irrupting in the black hole.?° That we do not
perceive the irruption of unworldly entities in a
world that physics tells us has absolute ends (in
the form of the singularities of the Big Bang and
black holes) could be either because such
entities are localized in black holes or because
we are what Leibniz considered us, monads, and
the entities that irrupt do not belong to the world
all monads express. As monads, enfolding the
same world, at the most basic level we are
always only in our own company.30 As they,
monads, ever so closely approached the event
horizon, unfolding ever more, they appeared from
outside reference frames to be less and less
distinguishable, since they both expressed the
universe; but to the other side of the event
horizon, and from their local frame of reference,
they, no longer monads, immediately became
alien to each other. Looking at his beloved as
they crossed to the other side of the event
horizon, he felt that she is as alien as a sphinx. |
envision the sphinx of Bacon’s Oedipus and the
Sphinx after Ingres, 1983, asking a twenty-first-
century Oedipus, now an astronaut, a different
riddle at a black hole’s event horizon: “What is it
that conjointly crosses a gateless gate and
doesn’t, is two dimensional and three
dimensional, and although ostensibly the same
totally alien?” Some time after they had crossed
into the massive black hole, he was again
gradually getting acquainted with her, but the
intimacy was gone since it was no longer the
case that whatever happened to her was folded
in him (albeit in such a manner that for the most
part he could perceive it only in a confused way).
He realized now which of the two alternatives he
had listed in his Leibnizian letter to her he
preferred — by far.

X

This essay is from the second edition of Jalal
Toufic's Forthcoming, published in 2014 by e-flux journal &
Sternberg Press.
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