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Thomas Köner : Le silence au fond de l’abîme 

je ne veux rien – je ne peux rien

 „Why am i doing this? What is the point?“

These questions have arisen since the days when I started making music on "instruments". I was playing violin in a youth orchestra at the age of 8, staring at the sweat stains under the conductor's armpits (he was always wearing  tight white polyester polonecks), scared to play the wrong notes and eagerly trying not to loose track in those bleak scores, as a 2nd violin has nothing more to play than confusingly long notes and pauses. 

And the whole thing always sounded awful.

I grew up under this impression, an impression that I found to be fuelled by the teachers at the Musikschule, who seemed to compensate for their depressing situation with aggression and a harsh tone.

I do not know why I did not give up; maybe the world outside the Musikschule didn’t seem to be any more appealing than the one within, and still I loved the sound of things, even if our cat ran away in panic as soon as I approached my violin case.

This is what made me become a composer. 

  
le silence au fond de l’abîme

The music that would have pleased me was not there, so I started to look out for it: at the piano, in the stench of punk band rehearsal bunkers, on paper, in a free jazz big-band, under the lid of a X15 four-track tape recorder.

By the age of 20 I found that I could write music that was exciting to me, and also to others, and I made my first performance in public at the Planetarium in Bochum. This is now 20 years ago and I’m still using (by means of sampling technique) “small sounds”, overheard sounds and also very silent sounds (by means of amplification) as source material. I like small things and I find it important to search for beauty in situations that are normally not considered as beautiful.

 

moulin à douleur

 This is also true when I am working with images, creating audiovisual works, installations, videos.

There are no rules for the relationship between image and sound. Two senses are addressed. The rest is convention and habit. I need to learn seeing and hearing in such a way that I can develop sensitivity.

The special image / sound relationship that is not only forced by the industry, but also by many visual artists that use sound in their works is about amplification only. Sound has to amplify the image or the narration. As they cannot trust the power of their image (guess why!) they need more and more sound, electronic music, orchestras, sub-bass, 4, 5, meanwhile up to 8 channels are diffused. This is inflation and at its center is always a lack of trust and inherent quality.

It is quite obvious that I am trying to work against inflation. This is why in each work I also address the attention span by allowing image and sound the space they deserve. By stretching the attention span I can afford to see and hear subtleties and details.

Similar to physical muscle stretching, which beginners describe as painful, my works are sometimes described as boring. In the same way, this deep boredom can function as a door through which rooms are entered, rooms that are maybe rich of unseen and unheard experiences.

 

endurcir – adoucir

 I spent many winters in the North where temperatures go down to as much as – 35C. This is a kind of dangerous temperature that sets the body into a state of heightened attention / awareness. The basic physics are different: in the silence out on the snow, every sound (a step, crackling of ice) is so precise and strong. One notices that every process is slowed down by the frost. I wish that there was more awareness involved, also if there is no physical frost.

Experiencing time is the essence to me, and physical time and spiritual time seem to be very loosely connected. A whole afternoon may pass like nothing, but also there can be 5 minutes that seem to never end.

I create artworks that rely on time for their physical appearance. If my piece technically lasts 10 minutes, but for someone it seems to last like half an hour – apart from the boredom that might be involved – what about the extra 20 minutes? I see it as a miracle, a gift within our concept of a world that is constantly loosing time.

Experiencing patience would be the next step. My works are so simple and clear, but still access seems to be demanding. Probably because people got used to get many things presented in one fast shot. I would consider this a bad habit, and I try to work against it.

  
j’ai tout raté

 My main job – as being as well as artist – is to try to overcome confusion. Confusion of mind, of sound, of image. Of course this is a very personal approach, and very likely it is a futile task. One would need to be a magician to succeed in such a task. When working, I try to be clear and honest about myself. I do not mean the artworks to be a medicine, as I do not think one can heal confusion: it has a billion faces.

   
chez moi c’est tout petit

 Although I do create videos and CD I find it most challenging to perform my works myself doing performances. In a performance situation, an annoying and general attitude of entertainment is always more or less involved, and I find it satisfying to create vision and focus that stretches out beyond that. To me, such a presentation never is a preset situation. Each audience is different, and I try to be aware of the situation and create a space in which my time and work may connect to other peoples’ time: it is more like an invitation than an obligation – a guest may realise that this is not her/his party, and I am fine with that. It is indeed my party and it does not need to be a big or important party. This is why I don’t mind when people walk in or out, or talk or drink during my concerts. If there is content, it cannot really be destroyed. If there is no content, you cannot create it by shushing people, keeping the doors shut or make people close their eyes.

   

le perdant survivra

 I do not agree with those who say that there is nothing new under the sun. Of course any territory can be charted, but it seems the further I go the vaster it gets, and I am still busy with the small things. I do not assume that my contributions are of use or value to anyone. 

As I said, it is a small party.

Maybe in the meantime everyone has left, and I stand alone, recognising the void.
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Do Angels Have Suitcases With Wheels?

by Daniela Berglehn 

published: Pneuma Monoxyd, ISBN 978-3-938847-11

We are looking down on a square from a great height.

People come from different directions, cross the screen and disappear again from view. If you do not know this place, you will not necessarily recognize it again. It is the forecourt of Dortmund’s main train station. Filmed from an unknown point and from a great height.

Over the course of two days Thomas Köner spent several hours filming what was happening below him, situated in a window in the canteen in RWE Towers. This knowledge is of little use to us if we wish to understand the footage, which is now a piece of video art – but a few RWE colleagues have already started looking out the window in a different way.

We see people making their way. They go from right to left, move diagonally across the square. Their paths cross, but they never meet. All of them are on their way, but their tempos differentiate them from one another. Some have a clear goal, others walk backwards and forwards, and others have stopped and are waiting.

It is a square in the middle of the city. It is full of hustle and bustle, and yet nothing happens. The station forecourt is not a place where things happen, it is only a place people pass through. In this respect it suits Köner’s concept, his interest in the fringes/periphery.

The camera’s position remains fixed. There is no panning and no editing. Köner’s camera simply observes and leaves it up to the viewer to follow the movements within the filmed excerpt. We are not told when to start and when to stop observing and so our gaze follows people according to their tempo. It rests on those who are waiting, travels with those in a hurry straight across the screen and ambles with those taking their time. It stops, is distracted and – sooner or later – finds its way into empty space.

Köner framed the scene in such a way as to place the middle of the square roughly in the center of the picture. Almost all movements cross this center, though it is not a focal point for the action. Nothing gathers in this center point, it has no depth. Instead, the emptiness of the surface becomes the center.

In addition to this, having almost a birds-eye view gives us the impression that we are floating over the scene. We are outsiders watching and experiencing the events. We occupy almost an elite position because we are able to see what the people below cannot. They are accompanied by a white figure.

Every moving person is followed by one of these white figures. They are like doppelgaengers, except they have a transparent glow, specifically when compared to the darker figures. This immateriality quickly leads to an association with "angels", or to be more exact: guardian angels. A ghostly being, a personal companion at every person’s side who they will never be able to see. Even when guardian angels step in to save their charge, they remain invisible – although they do leave them with a sense that something is out there. Guardian angels live on their own spiritual plane, parallel to us.

It is different with Thomas Köner. His angels are the result of postponement and come about because he superimposes his film sequences onto one another causing time to shift slightly. This concept of fading, superimposing, and postponing time and space offers room for transcendence, but this portrayal of two dimensions in the same frame can have more than just a religious interpretation. All moving objects have a companion – even the pigeons. And: do angels have suitcases with wheels?

In this respect these "figures of light" do indeed originate in another dimension, but not necessarily from another world. Moreover, both angels and passers-by come from the same source, and they also both have shadows, which place them in space.

Köner does not need another world or a dramatic setting to find his subject matter. This clip is enough: He succeeds in turning the gray sadness of the station forecourt into something magic and moving. 

We see ourselves in those making their way, but also in those following them. That recognition enriches us, and in this respect is a good force – but it is not just good. It is what lies between them that makes us afraid, because we cannot make them coincide. This work is not about becoming one – whether with yourself, whether in meeting an angel. Rather it portrays the complexity of a moment and the nothingness in between. We have always either already moved past that moment or are still behind it. Never here and now. This is what needs to be endured

Dance of the empty gowns: the aesthetics of the volatile

by Christoph Kivelitz

 published: Pneuma Monoxyd, ISBN 978-3-938847-11

My camera records everyday scenes and I attempt to understand them, as if, by means of my inquiring gaze, I were able to penetrate their essence, as if there were one at all. Amongst other things, this involves a process of recognizing the way that time slips away at the very moment that it begins to slide out of our reach and to render it visible. At the same time as this moment becomes clearly visible, the layers of false time are removed, from our memories, too." (Thomas Köner)1
Thomas Köner illustrates time in its different dimensions, and as a parameter dependent on subjective feelings. He viewed even his earliest sound compositions as vessels or tools whose purpose was to observe time or rather to allow the latter to become visible and capable of being experienced in its flow. In retrospect, it appears consistent that for his first video works he used images from observation cameras. 

As "found footage", this filmic material thus fulfils the requirements for a "neutral", i.e., non-subjective way of looking at things. It is the security camera and the WebCam that do the recording, without themselves being in a position to see and evaluate. They supply pictures for an "objective" process of setting forth evidence. Köner processes several hours of ready-made pictorial material, condensing them into a new continuum. In 2003 he produced his first three-part cycle constructed from video images taken from Internet surveillance cameras and WebCam pictures. 

His video Banlieue du vide shows snow-covered, furrowed streets, without cars, without people. The other videos in this cycle are Nuuk (2004) and Suburbs of the Void (2004). What links these works is the idea of a cold, Nordic landscape. Cold appears – even in Köner’s memories – to put a damper on all activities, with the soundtrack reinforcing the almost hypnotic quality of the constantly ebbing and flowing images. Faced with absolute emptiness, the wall of sound coming from an indefinite distance is perceived like a memory that inserts itself almost imperceptibly into the flow of images, constantly opening up new spatio-temporal levels in the latter by association. 

The heterogeneity of the sound impressions circles a momentary experience that is concentrated to a point of extreme intensity by means of the delay in temporal progress.

In all the sequences of Banlieue du vide an empty, snow-covered roadway is visible, leading into the picture at the bottom edge and leading out again at the upper edge of the picture. 

The basic structure of all pictures is identical, but in their details they are, after all, different. Only when we concentrate hard on what we are looking at do we understand that the images here that reference one another in their similarities are in fact interlinked, that they gradually merge into one another and then slowly reappear as different entities. 

All settings are blended together very gradually with the result that changes in the structure of the image only come to mind when we try to envision and remember earlier pictorial situations. The breathing rhythm at the root of this process of minimal change, adjustment and superimposition provokes the impression of a slow-motion replay. Because, normally, slow motion is used to highlight or focus on a particular event, a key situation – be it in sport or in a dramatic accident – this engenders in the viewer a state of expectation.

The moment is somehow pregnant, and the viewer finds himself at the culminating point of a set of events. However, in what follows, his expectations come to nothing. They run into a void and he finds himself on infinite hold, in the film’s endless loop. Accordingly, the subject-matter is a latent feeling of pressure for something to happen that builds up as the images wash over that is then constantly deflated.

Suburbs of the Void shows a crossroads in the metropolitan suburbs from a raised perspective. The anonymous quality of its high-rises makes it nigh-on impossible to allocate it an exact geographical location. More than 2.000 photos from a local surveillance camera have gone into this video work, images which Thomas Köner downloaded from the Internet as WebCam pictures over a period of several months and archived. 

Only comments by the artist reveal that this is a place in North Finland, close to the Arctic Circle, a location permanently covered in frost and, in the winter, almost constantly dark. Neither street signs nor billboards can be made out. Only the illuminated windows and traces of light on the street are indicative of human life. The filmic sequence is made up of individual images that have been spliced together or continually merged. 

The only noticeable changes are the various different types of light and atmospheric effects. At the beginning of the video, diffuse wafts of mist and a darkness broken up by only a few points of light convey to the viewer a feeling of disorientation and forlornness. 

The persistent, swelling noise looks to bring this unpleasant situation to a head. The threatening darkness gradually gives way to a clearly outlined image of a thoroughfare framed by high-rises. But scarcely have we made out the structures here when they begin to dissolve amorphously. Touches of color and the resultant pools of warmth mitigate the impression of cold and inhospitableness. Although the picture and sound change permanently the perspective remains constant. The street coming in from the bottom left and running horizontally through the center of the picture has been taken in a diagonal upward movement to the upper edge of the picture without touching the latter and thus indicating a continuation beyond this boundary. The dynamics associated with the street appeared to freeze here and, moreover, to relegate the viewer to an uneventful state. 

Reducing the flow of the images to minimal, almost imperceptible adjustments spawns a feeling of monotony in the viewer, a feeling, however, that, in the final analysis, is aimed at achieving a state of meditation. 

Köner creates a vibrating continuum of images and sounds where different levels of time and space are entwined on several levels so as to circle around and begin to get close to an area beyond spatio-temporal categories. Completely different times and utterly disparate locations are strung together because of structural similarities in order to put together impressions of standstill and change, identity and difference, in an image that is paradox and yet not one-dimensionally reduced. For Köner, this deceleration and reduction are a bonus. 

By eliminating the narrative components of the video he fosters an inexhaustible intensity of perception. 

 In a second cycle of videos dating from 2005, Köner stretches out the given passage of time. He extends a four-second sequence showing a street scene to make a 15-minute work. 

In this, he is, his own words, making an attempt to zoom out both himself and the images into an infinite dimension and, from this perspective, to envision the aesthetics of the inconstant, something inherent in each moment, however short it may be. Human figures come into view as if out of some spatio-temporal uncertainty. Köner splits the image and move it, figures and cars take on a transparent, almost picturesque or even graphic quality, like shadow beings between dream and reality. 

Energy accumulates and then dissipates against immediately. 

 The images for the three videos in the second cycle were recorded in Harare (Zimbabwe) Belgrade (Serbia) and Buenos Aires (Argentina). By allowing the appearance and disappearance of figures and things to convey a feeling of constant restlessness and detachment, Thomas Köner touches upon notions of the peripheral, the vagabond, in the knowledge that that the people in these countries have been forgotten, feel cut off from global developments.

In Périphériques part 3 – Buenos Aires the figures clearly approach the viewer until they are in close view and yet they remain faceless and disembodied. Here, Thomas Köner wanted to show a moment, one that seems detached, free from any purpose, but, as an empty shape, desirous of being filled with content and ideas. The silhouettes of schoolchildren in a shanty town move towards the foreground, washed to the surface like memories of childhood whose billowing, blurred quality makes them almost impossible to identify. Gradually, these shadow beings become completely flat, scurrying like ghostly white rags across the loamy street without ever coming to rest in one place. These are images from which all traces of individuality and identity have been wiped away, something between a deception and a dream, fear and longing.

By extending time, Thomas Köner achieves a deceleration that borders on dissolution, a disintegration of temporal structures, by means of which, in the final analysis, the sensations of speed and slowness, particularly in respect of their usual oppositeness, are fundamentally cancelled out. Simultaneously, the relationship between inner and outer perception has become the real subject of this piece of work.

 By considerably stretching out the projection time of this film, Köner makes it more difficult for the viewer to relate this everyday street scene to his own experiences in his own environment. Unlike the case with the customary filmic experience, in this video time appears almost to stand still, caught in a circular movement, whilst our subjective experience of time and the media perception of the latter have been pushed to the forefront of our consciousness. Because the movement has been slowed down and the urban topography reduced to a minimum, the events in the image have been compressed into an intensity that goes beyond familiar impressions, qualifying for the field of the unusual and unknown and engendering an inward-looking, almost meditative mood. 

Our feelings of loneliness and forlornness are transformed – as we now pause for thought – into a visionary concept as an alternative to our practiced ways of looking at and experiencing the things of everyday life. The rhythms of the images as they burgeon and then close up once again refer the viewer to his presence in the here and now as well as, by contrast, taking away from him all fixed points in a system of spatio-temporal coordinates, thus engendering a feeling of restlessness and, by categorically transgressing established boundaries, revealing to him happenings that point to something beyond, something not constrained by spatio-temporal restrictions.

 His most recent video piece – PNEUMA MONOXYD – achieves an even greater degree of abstraction. The footage was made in Dortmund and Belgrade. Out of a largely dark background, subtly structured in the center by grid structures, vaguely contoured figures emerge. They are evidently passers-by – filmed in downtown Dortmund – and discernible behind a veil as diaphanous structures only as shadows to completely eliminate parts of the image, and yet when moving to render the zones of light visible again. The geometrical formal frame from which they emerge remains unchanged but becomes gradually clearer and more spatial in effect, such that the film develops an almost narrative component and reveals a scenic setting. 

The hustle and bustle of a marketplace,  taken in Belgrade, blends with the Dortmund shopping scenes to form a spatio-temporal synopsis that suddenly exposes the similarity of images, patterns of behavior and values on a global scale:

"I can travel to the end of the world and yet all I can buy in the shacks there are Nike and Coca Cola. Everything is consumption and brainwashing, that is an immense loss and symbolic of great decay."

In the final instance, this linkage strengthens the impression that we are witnessing somnambulist motions of creatures that can hardly be regarded as physical, and without any will of their own drift with a delay through the picture or are drawn through it as empty shells. 

In slow motion the bodies seem weightless, liberated from gravity. Different spatio-temporal levels are superimposed and in this melding form a new shape to reality that cannot be given a name, a concentration of brightness and contrasts, on the one hand, and of darkness, on the other, that only in the center of the pictorial field allow us to sense the outlines of an action. 

Time is manifested in this process as the struggle between darkness and light and by the process of superimposed levels of brightness, which in their constant contrast and merging finally open up a unique dimension of reality that is removed from lived practice.

In Thomas Köner’s video works we can to a certain extent see the expression of a meta-temporal notion of time. 

A notion of time structured on the category of progress and a rational concept of space are juxtaposed here to a spiral-shaped, perhaps indeed labyrinthine concept of time and space. 

Different concepts of reality are absorbed from different lived or experiential contexts, linked by things perceived in the inner and outside worlds, and assembled in a multi-layered process to form a lattice of images that can no longer be grasped in any linear sense. The matrix initially conveys the impressions of a shadow reality, evoking observer situations similar to that in Plato’s allegory of the cave. Yet what initially resembles the reflection and gleam of an ideal reality, gradually takes the form of an insight in which the copy and the original image, the idea and the notion fuse, becoming intertwined such as to be undistinguishable from each other. We cannot doubt the existence of the swaying, stuttering, freezing and then dissipating figures. Instead, what is important is to grasp the moment of their being as the mean of past and future, as the almost untenable, eminently fragile interface between the no-longer and the not-yet. 

 In the extreme condensation of temporality, the rhythmic flash of moments of motion, we can see the reflection of a dimension of infinity, to use Thomas Köner’s term. The artist’s topic is not "now", understood as the eye of the needle between past and present through which time flows, but the point in time that is abraded between past and future. 

 Thomas Köner is more interested in the moment in which past, present and future combine and in Kierkegaard’s sense time and eternity blend.3 By means of metamorphoses and the constant recurrence of the similar he creates a vibrant rhythm that enables viewers to immerse themselves aesthetically in the work. 

Ludwig Wittgenstein writes with reference to the desire to create such a moment outside time: "If by eternity is understood not endless temporal duration but timelessness, then he lives eternally who lives in the present." Thomas Köner ties the viewers of his videos into the situation of a permanently retarding holding loop in order (ever anew and never finally) to lead them to a "present fulfilled" in this way and thus convey an idea of an "aesthetics of the inconstant".

 By virtue of the fact that in his videos standstill and movement, acceleration and deceleration slowly ebb and constantly regenerate themselves, Thomas Köner with a conscious insistence on the impossible re-presents Zeno’s paradox of the "flying arrow": "If everything when it occupies an equal space is at rest, and if that which is in locomotion is always occupying such a space at any moment, the flying arrow is therefore motionless."

Christoph Metzger: on 3 media installations
Thomas Köner’s media installations Banlieue du Vide (2003), Suburbs of the Void (2004), and NUUK (2004)  thematize, in impressively reduced fashion, acoustic and visual perspectives concerned with traces in urban spaces and landscapes.  

While the titles of the works point to suburbs and the peripheries of centers and the film sequences at first glance create a special melancholy, these are broken up by broad acoustic passages of a polyphonic white noise and by the sounds of playing children. Köner creates breathing images. Acoustic and visual atmospheres blend over, comment upon, and interpret the almost static images. Their black-and-white compositions cite a historical look. Only in Suburbs of the Void – at more than 13 minutes the longest of the works – do colored fields of light break up the monochromatic iridescences.

Köner uses sequences of images from webcams as raw material, which remains constant in his basic focuses. He has traces of people and their vehicles come to appearance acoustically, but not visually. The shift from day to night and the influences of the weather give motion to the segments. In this way, in his shortest work NUUK, which lasts just over 6 minutes, he condenses a total of 3,000 individual web images taken from the Internet into one scene. Despite the cinematic motion of the image, it seems like a still photo.

 With the cinematic panorama, he shows the changing light of the urban scene in time-lapse. The documents condense into almost monochromatic grayish-white film stills. Here, acoustic movements emerge with special plasticity. In the montage of visual and acoustic perspectives, movements take place on the surface of a snow landscape; it is no coincidence that it resembles a projection screen. 

The winter scene of the city comes alive as an acoustic atmosphere and thematizes sensory relationships between eye and ear, such as were already described by the English theologian and philosopher George Berkeley (1685-1753) in his An Essay Towards a New Theory of Vision (1709): According to Berkeley, the eye and the ear do not perceive differently. “Sitting in my Study I hear a Coach drive along the Street; (...) By the Variation of the Noise I perceive the different Distances of the Coach, and know that it approaches before I look out.” 

 Köner trades in Berkeley’s window for the camera. Traffic on the nocturnal street leaves acoustic traces – contemporary ones now – that, in their condensation, require artistic montage in order to take on shape. The nocturnal scene calls upon the viewer to grasp the relationships of the artistically composed condensations as a process. 

Köner thereby enlarges and reduces the natural relations that would correspond to our direct perception of the scene, creating an artistic difference from the images of the webcams.

 With the raised standpoint of the camera, he places us in the harsh, dry winter of northern Finland, near the Polar Circle. He thereby reminds us of the preconditions of perception and of the interplay between eyes, ears, and the surface of our skin. 

“Constant cold is associated with the deceleration and sharpening of perception. Hearing, too, perceives tones and sounds more clearly. In this way, a boredom arises that is like a door through which one enters rooms.” The impression of boredom is intended. The aspects of freezing and of reduction indicate intense experiences that move acoustic events in particular to the foreground. 

Köner is inspired by Lars Svendsen’s A Philosophy of Boredom, which recalls motifs of the perception of time among children and youths. And thus the children’s voices in Köner’s works are to be understood as positive ciphers. 

Precisely the composed polyphonic white noise offers manifold possibilities for individual listening perspectives that call upon us to hearken beyond our accustomed listening experience. Köner here shifts the significance of the artist in favor of a process. 

The viewers, readers, and listeners assume directorship over the work, which is first created in its active completion. His artistic phenomenology is shaped by the investigation of visual and acoustic events that name urban and landscape sujets as the objects of art. Köner’s oeuvre thus unfolds a referential system in which individual elements refer to each other in the manner of cinematic montage. 

Common aspects can be found in the various emphases of his work; these explore the laws and peculiarities of our perception with the sujet of solitary regions in his media installations. Weather, light, humidity, and their changes determine his staged urban solitudes. His sujets and their technical realization put him in artistic proximity to artists like Michael Snow, Antony McCall, Andy Warhol, James Turell, Richard Long, and Alvin Lucier.

Christoph Metzger
Beauty is a fleeting phenomenon

by Hans Günter Golinski

published: Pneuma Monoxyd, ISBN 978-3-938847-11

Thomas Köner’s music and pictures are characterized by an almost dramatic emptiness; in his art, real sequences of events are transformed into uneventful proceedings. We recognize everyday situations and noises but visible and audible interventions to remove their already minimal temporal and spatial context have allowed them to evaporate. His audiovisual work in particular, stimulate a process of visual hearing and audio seeing without allowing more to become visible than we hear – and vice versa. Instead of illustrating each other, the music and the pictures are concentrated into autonomous sound pictures and picture sounds. The picture acquires its capacity, inherent in sounds, for developing and dissolving itself in time through the medium of film or video. States of movement and repose, sounds and silence are combined to form a nonhierarchical continuum. 

Using this individual concept, this media artists provokes various different attitudes in his viewers and correspondingly controversial interpretations, with readings ranging from media-critical discourse to the experimental techno picture, from a boring lifestyle to spiritual contemplation. 

Thomas Köner should be adequately familiar with Paul Virilio’s "Aesthetics of Disappearance" since the latter’s apocalyptic visions are present as a not-to-be-ignored warning enabling representatives of his generation to manifest a considered proficiency in and even a certain matter-of-fact instrumentalization of the new media.

Seeing a criticism of civilization, a symbol of the victory of technology over mankind In a work such as Banlieue du Vide, as Ute Vorkoeper suggests in an article in weekly magazine Die Zeit, would mean imputing moral or ideological tendencies to this art. Admittedly, Virilio does complain about the way that the new media desensitize the eye, but despite minimal changes and its slowness, Thomas Köner’s video work does not restrict itself to the function of an alternative "exercise in perception". It does not attempt to be didactic.

On the other hand, with her sensitive description of the viewer and listener and of the effect of the video work on the senses, the author does hit upon a crucial aspect of Köner’s work. "A wall of sound and pictures do not illustrate each other. […] 

Instead, he has worked through both media, video images and sound, independently for himself and shaped them into a whole where one element complements the other. 

The weird thing about this is that traditional expectations have been switched. For in the pictures Köner consistently produces the kind of spherical expanse and emptiness that are otherwise associated with sounds. The sound becomes almost physically tangible […]." 

As a contemporary media artist, Thomas Köner follows in the traditions of art history. 

Ute Vorkoeper interprets the deserted winter landscape as an antique or baroque memento mori.

By means of fast motion and cross-fading the way that snowy streets ice up and the way the ice melts is visible as a continuous metamorphosis. This constant change in nature could be read as a symbol of transience. The trilogy Périphériques shows schemata of people that solidify into pictures only to evaporate again and vice versa.

 Here, too, a symbolic interpretation with religious motivation would seem obvious, "commemorating death" but this only matches Thomas Köner's intention to a certain extent. 

His art has no religious background even if some images can be imputed to Christian ideas. 

The movements and formations of people in his videos produced in Harare, Belgrade and Buenos Aires may be reminiscent of religious processions – the human schemata and shadows could be seen as souls. 

But Köner's spirituality remains abstract, if anything, comparable with that of a Barnett Newman. For him, as a painter from a Jewish background, the presence of the divine is to be found in boundless space, space from which shapes and things and, in the final analysis, material itself are banned. Formal similarities between the paintings and the video work are to be found where the linear axes can be continued infinitely upwards and downwards or where surfaces extends to all sides beyond the edge of the picture. The intersecting lines and the open areas have an intangible appearance. In Barnett Newman’s pictures, color frees itself from the function of illustrating or pointing out. They thus allow transcendence to be experienced through immateriality. 

Something similar could be said about the work of Thomas Köner. The fleeting quality of his pictures and sounds give rise to "emptiness". This state of affairs could equally be paraphrased with the Western idea of the sublime and with the Asian "Nirvana", the subjective nothingness.

 In the kind of emptiness striven for in Zen philosophy things lose their fundamental boundaries. Without ontological boundaries all things flow together, reflecting one another in the infinite expanse of nothingness. 

The specific thing about Thomas Köner's work, the continuum, displays aspects of this Eastern world view. Different times and various locations, people and things permeate it without resistance, "come into being from one another like ghosts and die away again."

 Both his music and his ‘sound films’ and video-works are permeated by a melancholic undertone. Melancholy, a constant theme in art history, is not typified by a depressive sense of impotence, but by a refined refusal to accept purely rational thought. In his print Melencolia I Renaissance artist Albrecht Dürer presents an encrypted reflection on art and existence. That engraving marks the beginning of the Modern age, comparable with a dramatic change in history, similar to that Virilio discerns in the present. 

The Christian faith falls out of certainty into the dubious multiplicity of signs. We see a turn toward the subject, and a consciousness arises that includes a form of melancholy which no longer finds redemption in the insightful ascent to God. Dürer contemplates this, without feeling sinful, desperate or to have failed. In this context, the media artist takes a stance that is in principle close to that of Dürer and specifically to the latter’s approach to time. 

Hartmut Böhme points to the symbols of time in Dürer’s image: the hour-glass, the bell, the Jupiter panel. This connotation gives rise to an impression of "time halted". "For this moment, when time stands still – ‘time between times’, this too can be melancholia." 

Thomas Köner expressly distances himself from an art that points to "past and future points in time" in order to achieve a "direct confrontation with sound that references the contemporary world" and thus an image.

Melancholic contemplation on art and existence is also to be found in the work of Caspar David Friedrich, whose pictures Monk by the Sea and Sea of Ice might come to mind when watching Banlieue du Vide just as might the landscapes so drenched in meaning as were painted by Edvard Munch. 

The people hurrying past one another in Périphériques (Belgrade) who unwittingly look into the camera or view us viewers without seeing us, are similar to Munch’s frontal, outlined faces in Four girls in Aasgaardstrand or The family at the road. 

Finally, in this connection let me quote Gottfried Benn, who defined the "vantage point of the ego" from the midst of melancholy: "No one [...] has risen up out of nothing, which we try to escape, dissolving into nothingness that closes around us.[...] – a matter of a day, so ephemeral." Thomas Köner is interested in precisely this "ephemeral state of being", for what he wants to create is a "sound that references the contemporary world", and this likewise applies to his audio-visual art. 

He develops a method that differs strongly from the customary avant-garde in order to eliminate anything event-like from his art. Instead of repeatedly lining up new aural and visual relationships, working with melody and rhythm, he relies on the principle of redundancy – aesthetically balanced between "pure kitsch and random aural presentation". 

This radical concept enables the senses to consciously experience the fleeting moment and creates completely new ideas of music and images. At the same time, we can read this as the realization of traditional philosophical and aesthetic notions, to which, for example, Zen philosophy aspires. 

Thomas Köner himself gives the trilogy Périphériques the subtitle Annica, a notion taken from Buddhism and which we could translate as instability or transience. Japanese philosopher Daisetz T. Suzuki writes on its meaning: "I do not know whether this sense of transience is unique to the Japanese mindset or to a certain extent can be traced back to the Buddhist world view; but beauty is a phenomenon of the moment and where we do not perceive and grasp it in the moment of its full vibrancy, there it is mere memory, its vibrancy lost. Beauty is so vibrant because it knows neither past nor future, only the present." 

Thomas Köner succeeds in creating a form of art that is designates some event intrinsic to art and does not refer to such. Image and sound are "self-satisfying". "The very positioning of two essentially different sounds next to each other creates a dialog that I do not want in my works. These contrasts that generate tension and then possibly dissolve it merely reduce the intrinsic effect of the sounds." 

By synthesizing sound and video to form a "self-satisfying" artwork, thanks to the use of new media he offers the viewer an unknown aesthetic and yet existential experience comparable with a painting such as Barnett Newmann’s Who is afraid of red, yellow and blue. 

Experiencing color as pure color, sound as pure sound can be a horrifying experience as it brings with it via the potential confrontation with this emptiness the danger and opportunity of encountering yourself in the direct present. 

 By realizing "self-satisfaction" in his works, Thomas Köner has also achieved a state of intentionlessness. In the metaphorical sense, his concept can be considered to have an aspect to it critical of the media and of society; cameras that serve surveillance become instruments that enable us to experience freedom.

Holger Birkholz: Suburbs of the Void
Catalogue Biennial on Media and Architecture, Austria 2005

 

The sight of a crossroad surrounded by houses, which Köner shows in his
video Suburbs of the Void, is absolutely faceless. There is no hint where this place could be. There are no street signs, not even billboards.

Also, there are hardly any traces of human life. Some illuminated windows and blurry light spots on the street give a hint to existence of people. The picture is mute, it tells no stories. It is just the picture of a town. A street, a parking lot can be seen. The weather changes now and then. Wafts of mist move over the scene, very slowly. 

There is nobody.

The sequence of pictures results from single images, indicating a temporal course but won’t stick to it in the final analysis. Köner used 2.000 photographs for Suburbs of the Void. The visual material belongs to a traffic security camera. It transfers the pictures via the Internet, where Köner collected them and arranged them into a video. 

The town is situated in Northern Finland near the polar circle. Permafrost and, in the current season, darkness dominate the sight most time of the day.

For Thomas Köner, the permanent cold is connected with a general slowing down leading to a sharpened attention. Also, the detection of sounds is clearer. In this way boredom comes up, like a door, rooms are entered through. 

The sound track of Suburbs of the Void supports this aspect.
Sometimes one can hear slight noises of playing children in the background. In front of the complete emptiness, these sounds must appear like memories, hardly discernible telescoping from the distance into the picture.
For Lars Svendsen boredom results from the mourning over a lost childhood. “We refuse the acceptance that we have to leave little by little the magical world of childhood, which contains so much new and exciting. We stay somewhere between childhood and adulthood, in an eternal puberty, which is marked by boredom.”

 Köner tells us, that he himself grew up in one of these suburbs, where the night is fostered by the wish for a better
morning.

BACK FROM THE FUTURE - Thomas Köner's opera digitale The Futurist Manifesto (2009)

by Inke Arns

catalogue text: exhibition .move new european media art

Halle, 9. - 25.10.2009

The last sound has faded away. 

Splinters have fallen to the floor as if in slow motion and the dust has settled. Stifling space. Silence. 

The absence of light. Images of explosions, before the inner eye. 

Slow floating – in zero gravity. Darkness. 

The absence of movement: immobility like the zenith of a flight path. The stars in heaven that Marinetti himself implored. 

Then – a barely perceptible plummet into layers of sonic sediment. And a look back at once awe-inspiring cities, now razed to the ground. 

A voice speaks in  feverish sleeplessness. A ghostly voice articulated by a human medium. The female voice sounds metallic; is alternately that of a human being then of a creature from outer space. The voice appears to belong to the Futurist Filippo Tommaso Marinetti.

He is repeating vaguely remembered snatches of ‘The Futurist Manifesto’ published in  Le Figaro, in 1909. 

Exactly one hundred years later, the words return seemingly in a delirium of fever, to unfold in sinister manner as a retrospective reappraisal of the world: 

 

‘The beauty of speed / Aggressive action / A feverish insomnia / The mortal leap / Great crowds / Gay incendiaries with charred fingers! / Set fire to the library shelves! / Time and Space died yesterday/ Eternal, omnipresent speed / We will glorify war / Scorn / We will destroy the museums / Our successors, will come from far away / But we won't be there / At last they’ll find us / One winter’s night / In open country, beneath a sad roof drummed by a monotonous rain / They’ll storm around us, panting with scorn and anguish / Violence, cruelty, and injustice / Erect on the summit of the world, once again we hurl defiance to the stars!’

 

To this day, ‘The Futurist Manifesto’ provokes ambivalent reactions: the reason for which is probably Marinetti’s ambiguous respectively polysemous position on the phenomena he 

describes: Is this a case of irrepressible longing for some form of ‘purifying violence’ as in ‘war—the world’s only hygiene’; is he delivering ‘only’ a cynical, factual account of the world; or, is it indeed a premonition of the fate (two world wars, no less) that awaits the world? 

In the last third of the ‘Manifesto’, a sober statement is made about how – as a logical  consequence of Futurist thought –present day Futurists will be destroyed by their successors, the second, even crueller generation of Futurists. 

This shift between unbridled desire, soberly cynical description and clear-sighted or perhaps even admonitory vision recalls Nietzsche’s ambivalent description of Zarathustra: 

‘And ye also asked yourselves often: “Who is Zarathustra to us? What shall he be called by us?” And like me, did ye give yourselves questions for answers. Is he a promiser? Or a 

fulfiller? A conqueror? Or an inheritor? A harvest? Or a ploughshare? A physician? Or a healed one? Is he a poet? Or a genuine one? An emancipator? Or a subjugator? A good one? Or an evil one?’

 

In his opera digitale, The Futurist Manifesto, Thomas Köner interrogates chief Futurist 

Filippo Tommaso Marinetti. 

He questions him about the current state of the world and thereby calls the text of 

‘The Futurist Manifesto’ as a crown witness, so to speak. 

Thomas Köner reads the ‘Manifesto’ quasi, as a description of the state of the world today, in our post-industrial era: a society that finds itself far removed from the summit from which the Futurists hurled their defiance to the stars. Everything that the ‘Manifesto’ predicted  ultimately has come to pass. We Futurists have proved ourselves, today more violent, more cruel, more unjust than the preceding generations – be it with regard to human beings, the natural environment or morality. 

We are the very embodiment of the logical consequence of Futuristic thought: 

and Marinetti saw us coming.

One might join Russian cultural theorists Boris Groys and Michail Epštejn in saying that we – the peers of Thomas Köner and audience to his opera – are now returning from an era of 

radical or even militant ultra-modernism (which is to say, from all that the Futurists foresaw) to the present. 

This post-utopian and post-futurist return from the future implies a change in perspective:

‘In revealing the indeterminateness of meaning in the classical texts of the past, deconstruction reveals itself to be the mirror image of avant-garde constructivism, which posited rigid and absolute meanings in an as yet un-constituted future’. 

Deconstruction – which is at work also in Thomas Köner’s opera – regards the past as being basically undetermined, incomprehensible and polysemous: as open-ended, in short. And 

therefore discovers in the past potential moments of difference, of that which is resistant – in this case in Marinetti’s ‘Manifesto’. 

In addition to textual sources, video is used in the opera to convey a visual impression of 

Marinetti’s retrospective on the twentieth century.

 

 

In this medium too, the source material from film archives – sequences from the year 1909 and earlier – is subject to conspicuous deceleration. 

The act of decelerating, halting, freezing a moment represents for Thomas Köner the ultimate Utopia and is of great significance also in his other work. 

With these (audio and visual) recording techniques he makes perceptible that which normally is not perceptible – something that Walter Benjamin in ‘A Small History of Photography’ (1931) described as ‘the optical unconscious’. 

This is an unconscious dimension of the material world, which in the normal run of things is filtered out by a person’s social consciousness and therefore remains invisible; yet mechanical recording techniques can be deployed to render it visible: 

‘While it is common that, for example, an individual is able to offer an account of the human gait (if only in general terms), that same individual has no knowledge at all of the human 

posture during the fraction of a second when a person begins to take a step. Photography, with its devices of slow motion and enlargement, reveals this posture to him. He first learns of this optical unconscious through photography, just as he learns of the instinctual unconscious through psychoanalysis’. 

With regard to Thomas Köner’s work one might well follow Benjamin’s cue and speak of ‘the sonic unconscious’, of a Utopia of deceleration in defiance of the cult of ‘ubiquitous speed’ – which brings us back to the opening scenes of the opera. In the overture titled ‘The Gates of the Impossible’ one hears that, ‘a futuristic, colossal baton beats time to mark tempo for the orchestra: 4 bpm (beats per minute)’. A rhythm, it appears, to which we present day Futurists will have to accustom ourselves in the future.

 

Traces in Vinyl

by Maija Julius
published: Pneuma Monoxyd, ISBN 978-3-938847-11

Observing Thomas Köner’s oeuvre one is struck by the effortlessness, indeed poetry of his works. Although he has his roots in music, as early as 2001, as a result of its visual strengths and conceptual approach, his record Unerforschtes Gebiet (uncharted territory) went well beyond the purely musical. Audio and visual experiences act as stimuli for Köner to produce new works; by means of composing he aims to discover something about his past or his relationship with the world.

 Fifteen years after his initial enthusiasm for a travel report about a failed expedition to the North Pole1, in the accompanying map of the Arctic, which was approximately one hundred years old, Köner discerned a musical score, which he then took for his record Unerforschtes Gebiet. The picture disc displays the terra incognita, symbolically portrayed in white, which lends it its name, a vast uncharted expanse around the North Pole. In different ways the two compositions, each lasting around 20 minutes, combine and modulate the same material. It is significant that the work was realized as a record, as the primary source of its sound is the recording of a record needle scratching across the vinyl of an empty picture disc. 

The artist compares the needle moving to the center of the record with that of a sleigh heading across the ice towards the North Pole. The main conceptual sound, a hissing with minimum tone, blends with other sounds that cannot be identified more closely: A light sound structure then follows a denser, low-frequency sound pattern; a grainy hissing yields to a sound similar to that of steadily falling rain. Dark grainy interludes overlap wind-like noises, while behind others one could surmise the gentle, steady rattle of a train. Smooth, light, and dark passages, reminiscent of drones, rise up before ebbing away again, overlaid at times with crackling. All this is permeated with softly imploding sounds, a distant rumbling that leaves a sense of vastness: Sounds that fade in and out remind one of objects approaching before moving away again and create the impression of acoustic imprecision that is difficult to fathom. Do these minimal shifts actually take place, or do we just imagine them? 

In addition to the works of James Turrell, Köner cites as a reference for his artistic activity Claude Monet’s series depicting Rouen Cathedral: “You can see so clearly in the pictures of the cathedral how the object portrayed, the light coming up, and the colors act totally independently of each other, indeed float. In itself, I find the object portrayed boring, but I like it when it floats.”3 The object retreats from the impression we have of it; in this way it remains unaffected by the way it is portrayed. In the same way the uncharted territory retains its secret: Is that the sound of ice cracking, or is it that of a storm brewing somewhere? Can we hear wind blowing across the ice, or rather the echoes of an industrial area?4 
For Köner, the real source of the sounds is not definitive; he uses then on account of their concrete qualities. An, as it were, painterly treatment of sound is characteristic of his compositions. His range consists primarily of fractured tones that have emerged from a treatment of the original sounds that includes lengthening, amplification, echoing etc. Köner gives the sounds a tactile quality, like that of snow crunching under the soles of shoes. By means of combining these transformed tones he achieves an extremely complex, monochrome overall effect. The music is as varied as the idea behind the piece in question permits. In this context Köner creates a fascinating abundance with a minimum of source material.5 Listeners only cotton on to this by opening themselves up to the sound. By concentrating on sound per se, through the lack of melody and rhythm, Köner achieves a high degree of presence now. He undermines expectations of the future continuation of rhythms and he banishes the mental repetition of past melodies from our memory. The openness in the sound’s progression and the lack of predictable occurrences enable listeners to liberate themselves from any expectations and to listen from one moment to the next. 

By probing these subtle changes the time spent listening seems to slow down. Real times becomes perceived time. This is what Köner had to say about this aspect: “Experiencing time is of the essence for me …. If a piece of music of mine technically lasts 10 minutes but to the listener seems to last half an hour …, what about the extra 20 minutes? I view it as a miracle, a gift within our concept text of a world, in which we are constantly losing time.”6 

Paradoxically his music causes listeners to gain time and at one and the same time lose themselves in it. Unerforschtes Gebiet also benefits from Köner’s close attention to natural time-related phenomena, with extremely slow rhythms such as the transition from day to night or inhaling and exhaling, which is present in everything. The composer does not achieve calm primarily through reducing the volume but by creating a peaceful, easy atmosphere.

Extreme cold makes our senses extremely vigilant, any sound, such as for example ice cracking is perceived extremely clearly. Köner transports the experience of heightened perception he made himself in temperatures as low as –35 °C to his compositions and evokes them in his music by combining low volume with minimum modulation. He uses this heightening and slowing down of perception to prolong the passage of time to achieve something which, “is like a door, through which one enters new spaces.” These can be intermediate areas between the inaudible audible and audible inaudible, as well as associative approaches to undetermined terrain. Though Köner prefers not to illustrate facts and as such for Unerforschtes Gebiet he deliberately resorts to using an out-of-date map. Even the titles of his works are an indication that on a more abstract level he is interested in peripheral areas and emptiness. “Emptiness has so many forms you cannot describe it“. The 2001 record is one of Köner’s numerous approaches to calmness and expanse. Listeners can fathom non-comprehensible and enjoy the ephemeral, which repeatedly escapes them as they listen to the record. 

The calmness it offers is in subtle opposition to loud, fast effects. Köner’s work is free of implied meaning, it does not adhere to a “concept of proclaiming something“. Rather, the artist is concerned with “searching for beauty in situations that are not normally regarded as beautiful. … I do not agree with those who say that there is nothing new under the sun. Of course any territory can be charted, but it seems the further I go the vaster it gets, and I am still busy with the small things. In fact every moment is rich with detail.”7 

Köner penetrates the depth of the sounds and gets as far as possible away from any center. In his efforts to get round it, however, on the periphery he always discovers new temporary focal points, which, as soon as he reaches, he leaves again. Like his advances, the record needle nears the hollow middle, the empty zero point, around which everything revolves. The artist is in search of what comes then, of what lies in store, of what happens if one probes ever deeper: “That is the puzzle: would you fall off the disc, if you go as far the horizon – if you could get to the very end?“

For Unerforschtes Gebiet, Köner deliberately chose a picture disc as the medium; its vinyl is softer and every time it is played wears away more than traditional record material, such that the quality of the reproduction deteriorates continually. Since the main source of the sounds used is the recording of the non-embossed picture disc, every time the composition is played it gets closer to its goal, the record’s original material. The sounds of emptiness are already contained in the music, which morphs itself back into the scratching of the needle over the pure ice. Ultimately in acoustic terms one has come full circle. “The music approaches the music.”

Nicole Gingras: Banlieue du Vide
"To see" is often based on a balance between staring, which means that you concentrate your attention on an object right in front of you, and the mobility of a look that could be qualified as absent-minded.

 This balance is at work in Thomas Köner's installation Banlieue du Vide (2003) which uses webcam pictures of winter landscapes.

 "During last winter I collected (via the Internet) about 3 000 pictures taken by surveillance cameras. The images I selected show empty roads at night, covered with snow. The soundtrack consists of grey noise and traffic sounds, created from memory. The only movement that is visible are the changes of snow covering the roads."

Although the piece deals with surveillance and the Internet it doesn't refer to connotations like suppression or controlling. 

Banlieue du Vide is much more a series of pictures of snow-covered landscapes which are becoming subject of a patient and unspectacular observation. We are invited to observe time passing.

 The artist shows us snow-covered landscapes, slowly appearing and disappearing through a delicate process of fading in and out. 

A feeling of transition and disappearance comes both from the slow movement of the pictures the artist has chosen and also from the sound composed by Köner. Both together gives the piece a timeless character. Banlieue du Vide refers to an existential quality of everything that is in the process of disappearing. 

Waiting and absence define our existence: what we are looking at is always fading away from us. Thomas Köner is underlining the importance of the trace, the erosion and also the time that is passing.

A self-portrait. 

Nicole Gingras

Taken from "Une affaire de regards", in Regarder, observer, surveiller, exhibition catalogue published by Séquence Gallery, Chicoutimi (Canada), 2004.

Pausing in the stream of perspective or: the asymptote as a symbolic form

by Susanne Ackers

published: Pneuma Monoxyd, ISBN 978-3-938847-11

After addressing the time-based media of music and film, Köner once again turns consciously to the medium of photography, as a non time-based medium in his 13 photo works presented for the first time at the [plug.in] in Basel. 

His works show urban views oriented around classic perspectives. These black-and-white views with endless quantities of gray tones reject the idea of colorfulness that characterizes images of current-day cities in their use of sandwich boards and neon or the kind of LED-illuminated advertising that is now popular. 

One element heralded in the time-based media (e.g., in "Banlieue du Vide") is his work with film stills that, through scarcely perceptible transitions, are transformed into an – extremely slow – sequence of movements. This is now developed in his photographs where moving images have come to a standstill. Köner adds blurring, cross-fading and fuzziness to the digital photographs of urban landscapes and the people in them in a post-production process. 

In this way, the issue of time is broached in the stills, with a story developing gradually over time or the overlapping of several stories becoming visible at a glance. In the acoustic domain, a corresponding reduction occurs. Whereas his video works are accompanied by a reduced and decelerated noise background, now, in the medium of photography, the soundtrack is completely missing and the viewer is surrounded by silence.

At the beginning of the 20th century, art historian Erwin Panofsky interpreted the central perspective as a symbolic form of the Renaissance worldview. A process of rejecting the "blurred" quality of human vision (perspectiva naturalis) in favor of the purpose-driven concept of a finite mathematical pictorial space in which every point is defined (perspectiva artificialis).

Since then, this clear way of looking at things with its focus on central perspective has influenced perception, not only through the use of this symbolic form in painting, but more, through the inherent existence of this symbolic form in every image of reality produced using photographic or filmic technology with the result that today our understanding of reality is often equated with purpose-driven, clearly-defined representation. However, as phenomenology studied a number of decades after the publication of Panofsky’s article, the perspectiva naturalis is a part of human perception that should not be neglected: "In normal vision, on the other hand, I direct my gaze upon a sector of the landscape, which comes to life and is disclosed, while the other objects recede into the periphery and become dormant, while, however, not ceasing to be there," writes Merleau-Ponty. 

Köner’s pictorial spaces – both the moving and the stationary ones – cannot be subordinated to the classic definition of the central perspective-oriented pictorial space as a mathematically closed space. In them, many points have more than one definition, or at least so it seems. The central perspective has been abolished. There is no goal, no plan. By contrast, one moment flares up with much overlapping and many dimensions. This instant is substantial, full of significance, without a clear spatial point of reference, without an objective, without time, with people who stand for stories. Köner assembles the blurred, smudged things in our environments that have become pushed to the side and, in his works, he stages them, draws them into the picture, to the center of our attention. He paints digital pictures of a concentrated perception.

 He paints a standstill in the maelstrom of our fast-moving times. The standstill in the asymptotic journeys between the parallels that admittedly only meet at the vanishing point of central perspective in the pictorial space of painting and photography, but that represent infinity as a mathematical construction. Four years after Panofsky, Walter Benjamin compared the painter’s tools with those of a violinist, stating that both are free in their respective choice of color and sound and that they constantly re-produce the latter. At the same time, as he sees it, both the photographer and the piano player are bound by the laws inherent to their instruments. The application of art presupposes knowledge of these rules, in order subsequently to be able to test and to transgress these boundaries. The advent of digital media has blurred the distinctions that could still be made at the beginning of the 20th century. The media artist who produces an image of reality based upon the perspectiva artificialis using a digital camera and following the laws of central perspective can, in a post-production process, change the resulting picture at will.

 The asymptote stretching out into infinity as a development of the symbolic form of central perspective does not make an appearance in its temporal dimension until the age of the computer and of digital data processing. Rendering movement visible by means of the figure of the asymptote results in a continuous shifting of foreground, middle ground and background. In Köner’s pictures there is no recognizable goal and, consequently, no approach to the latter. Instead, there is an effect that is only tangible in terms of time. 

As we approach, the abstract goal, the vanishing point, does not get any closer, but moves backwards. 

Köner concentrates this figure of infinity into a moment. He halts the flow of time – in his videos, by means of deceleration and cross-fading, in his photos by manipulating the center of the image, the place where, if rules were followed, the vanishing point of central perspective would be located. The viewer initially notices that the pull exerted by the picture has been arrested and begins to examine the content of the pictorial space. 

In the picture Knez Mihailova something in the middle of the background seems to explode: The target point is blurred and not recognizable. In the picture "Trg", both the center of the picture and the horizon are blurred. Although the photographs remain recognizable as images of reality they escape the documentary character of the medium by means of their blurred quality and their reduction in the details. Unlike the documentary image of a moment that is clear and static with a central perspective, they possess complex dynamics. 

The closing scene in Stanley Kubrick’s 1968 film 2001: A Space Odyssey begins with a flight into the depths of the picture, towards a vanishing point in infinity. Using the video technology resources available at the time the movement from the foreground into the depths is illustrated by grid-like lines that fall away from the foreground of the picture and continue ever further into the center of the picture. This pull into space is still in evidence today in the aesthetics of a large number of computer and video games. Our gaze – and thus our understanding of the world – sees the physical world extended into the pictorial space of the non-material. The movement is into the picture and towards infinity.

In the 15th century, this movement of the gaze into space was interpreted exactly the other way around. The Dominican order commissioned Leonardo da Vinci with a wall fresco for the refectory in the monastery of Santa Maria delle Grazie in Milan. This well-known Last Supper fresco also continues the central-perspective vanishing point of the pictorial space into infinity just past Jesus’s slightly bowed head. However, at the time, this was seen as a symbol of an opening to the kingdom of God which, so to speak, from Infinity and through the person of Christ, actively exerted its charisma on and was permanently illustrated for the monks who gathered in the refectory several times a day. The secular, material reality of the late 15th century – as exemplified by the refectory – was enriched by the charisma from the divine sphere. The pictorial space and the central perspective served the Dominican order as an illustration of the movement from infinity to reality. 

 Köner arrests the process of vanishing into the pictorial space with his photographic works, allowing for a moment’s pause to perceive what then remains.

 He shows that the goal aimed at is blurred, out of focus, not existent, if not constantly redefined. The moment becomes the compressed time of an instant. The existence of mankind is not located in the permanently developing technology of modern art but in a growing awareness of the complexity and quality of the unfocused dynamics of intricacy.

Die verschwundene Menschheit

Ute Vorkoeper

DIE ZEIT 5/2006

Die Aufnahmen von Überwachungskameras hat Thomas Köner zu einem eiskalten Video zusammenmontiert, aus dem nicht nur die Menschen verschwunden sind. Es erzählt auch vom Ende des Menschseins von Ute Vorkoeper
Das riesige Videobild strahlt Kälte in den Raum. Verwischt und düster krümmt sich eine verschneite Straße vom Nirgendwo ins Nichts. Aufgenommen von schräg oben zieht das Bild seine Betrachter unwillkürlich auf die eisige Fahrbahn. Erst mit leichter Verzögerung bemerkt man, dass sich die Szene ändert. Zwar gibt es nicht die leiseste Bewegung im Bild, dafür aber zwischen Bildern. Man traut zunächst den eigenen Augen nicht, bis man wie von ungefähr vor einer anderen Ansicht der Straße steht. Dann allmählich sieht man sich ein und wird aufmerksam für die langsamen Bildwechsel. Helligkeiten nehmen zu und ab, Randlinien werden deutlicher, verwischen wieder, verschwimmen unmerklich, bis sich ein anderer Straßenlauf abzeichnet. Eine Kreuzung verliert sich in einer schnurgeraden Straße, Reifenspuren bilden sich aus dem Weiß heraus, werden kurz darauf wieder von Schneewehen überlagert. Gleich - aber eben doch unterschiedlich - bleibt, dass verschneite, leere Fahrbahnen zu sehen sind, die am unteren Rand ins Bild hinein und zum oberen Bildrand wieder hinausführen. 

Das Betrachten von Banlieue du Vide (Vororte der Leere) ist eine Wahrnehmungsübung und eine Übung in Geduld. Die Reglosigkeit der Bilder und die fast unerträgliche Langsamkeit der Veränderungen täuschen zunächst ein Kontinuum vor, einen lückenlosen Zusammenhang in Zeit und Raum. Aber das Gegenteil ist der Fall. Die Unterschiede zwischen den Einstellungen sind erstaunlich groß. Thomas Köner hat völlig verschiedene Zeiten und ganz unterschiedliche Orte aneinander gereiht. Doch es gibt keinen einzigen Scnnitt im Video, d.h. nirgendwo stoßen unterschiedliche Ansichten direkt aneinander. Alle werden vielmehr ultralangsam überlendet*, entstehen geisterhaft auseinander heraus und vergehen wieder. 

Ebenfalls erst mit einer gewissen Verzögerung bemerkt man, wie unglaublich laut das Bild ist. Der Raum vibriert durch die an- und abschwellenden Klangwellen eines dumpfen, nervigen Sounds. In ihn hinein gestreut sind Geräuschfetzen, Motoren heulen auf, man vernimmt unverständliche Stimmen, vereinzelte Rufe, unbestimmte Alltagsgeräusche. Sie klingen wie kleine, helle Spitzen aus dem fast greifbaren, massiven Grundton heraus. Die Geräuschbruchstücke verweisen auf alltägliches, städtisches Leben, doch sie erzählen weder eine Geschichte, noch wird das Geschehen durch einen Rhythmus gegliedert. Der Klang ist ein paradoxes (widersinniges) Gemisch aus einer anhaltenden Langeweile, dem Grundton, und kurzen Momenten, den Alltagsgeräuschen. Statt der kalten, leeren Straße die abwesenden Menschen zurückzugeben, entleert auch der Sound sich immer aufs Neue. Was wir hören sind nur die gespenstischen Spuren eines sich entfernenden oder bereits vergangenen Lebens. 

Klangteppich und Bilder illustrieren einander nicht. Hätte Thomas Köner das gewollt, dann hätte er in sphärischen Tönen geisterhafte Kälte beschworen. Oder er hätte in den Bildern vorbeihuschende, vergehende Menschen gezeigt. Stattdessen hat aber er beide Medien, Videobilder und Ton, je für sich durchgearbeitet und zu einem sich wechselseitig ergänzenden Ganzen geformt. Verrückt ist dabei, dass die traditionellen Erwartungen vertauscht werden. Konsequent nämlich hat Köner in den Bildern eine sphärische Weite und Leere erzeugt, wie sie sonst Klänge entstehen lassen. Der Sound wird fast körperlich spürbar und berichtet von den Menschen, von ihrem Verschwinden. 

Videobilder und Klang beruhen auf Fundstücken aus dem Alltag. Die Bilder stammen von Überwachungskameras, die Thomas Köner im Winter 2002/2003 aus dem Internet gesammelt hat. Das Material für das Video wählte er aus 3000 Ansichten verschneiter Straßen in Banlieues aus, den gigantischen, tristen französischen Vorstädten. Berühmt sind besonders die rund um die französische Hauptstadt. Kaum ein größerer Kontrast ist denkbar als der zwischen den öden Straßenläufen der Beton-Schlafstädte und der spektakulären Schönheit der Metropole Paris. Die Banlieue selbst steht für soziale und kulturelle Verarmung, Langeweile und Kälte. Die Straßen sind die Rettung der Peripherie (Randgebiete): Sie verbinden den Vorort mit dem Zentrum. In Thomas Köners Bildern aber ist genau diese Bewegung ausgeblendet. Seine leeren, eingeschneiten Straßen am Rand des Zentrums, am Rand des eigentlichen Lebens, stehen damit auch für das Ende der Verbindung, für doppelte, endgültige soziale Erstarrung und Leblosigkeit. 

Hier herrscht ein Menschenvakuum, in dem nur noch Bewegungsspuren und verhallende Stimmen wie energetische Reste an die früheren Bewohner erinnern. Dieses eisige Vakuum breitet sich über die Bildränder hinaus aus. Die Kälte sprengt das Bild - wie gefrierendes Wasser einen schwachen Behälter sprengt. Sie verbündet sich mit dem massigen Sound und bringt die Betrachter im Bildraum zum Erstarren. Man ist in die endlose Eiszeit einer unwirtlichen, menschenlosen Zukunft geraten und kommt nur schwer wieder frei. Das verschwommene Schwarz-Weiß der Bilder aus den Überwachungskameras nährt diese Vorstellung noch: Netzgesteuerte Kameras sind von Menschen unabhängige, maschinelle Beobachter, die die Bilder aufgenommen haben könnten, nachdem der letzte Mensch längst verschwunden war. Angeschlossen ans Netz, gespeist von Restenergien, senden sie ihre Beobachtungen der Leere und Verlassenheit in eine von Menschen verlassene Welt. Banlieue du Vide ist ein beklemmendes, doppeltes Memento Mori: Das Video erinnert nicht nur an die Sterblichkeit des einzelnen Menschen, sondern an die Vergänglichkeit der Menschheit. Es zeigt - in quälend schöner Zeitlupe und mit verlangsamendem Sound - eine flüchtige, selbst schon schwindende Erinnerung an den modernen Menschen. 

* Überblendung oder Fade nennt man den kontinuierlichen Übergang von einem Filmbild oder Take (einer Aufnahme) zu einem anderen, von einem Sound zum nächsten. Der Begriff wird in der Audio- und Videotechnik benutzt. Man spricht von Fade-in bzw. Fade-out, je nachdem ob etwas ein- oder ausblendet wird. Banlieue du Vide ist eine einzige, fortdauernde Überblendung von Bildern. 

Zurueck aus der Zukunft - „Das futuristische Manifest", Opera Digitale von Thomas Köner (2009)

Inke Arns

„Ich wandle unter Menschen als den Bruchstücken der

Zukunft: jener Zukunft, die ich schaue."

(Friedrich Nietzsche, Also sprach Zarathustra. Ein Buch

für alle und keinen, Reclam: Stuttgart 1985, S. 131-132)

Das letzte Geräusch ist verstummt. Splitter sind wie in Zeitlupe zu Boden gefallen und der Staub hat sich gesetzt. Luftleerer Raum. Stille. Das Fehlen von Licht. Bilder der Explosion

vor dem inneren Auge. Langsames Schweben - Schwerelosigkeit. Schwarz. Das Fehlen von Bewegung, Bewegungslosigkeit wie am höchsten Punkt einer Flugparabel. Die Sterne am Himmel, denen schon Marinetti zurief. Dann kaum wahrnehmbares Absinken durch sonische Sedimentschichten. Der Blick zurück auf die ehrwürdigen Städte, die niedergerissen wurden.

Eine Stimme spricht in fiebriger Schlaflosigkeit. Eine Geisterstimme, die sich durch ein menschliches Medium artikuliert. Die weibliche Stimme klingt metallisch, sie changiert

zwischen der eines Maschinenmenschen und eines Außerirdischen. Es scheint der Futurist Filippo Tommaso Marinetti zu sein, der spricht. Er repetiert halb erinnerte Fragmente seines 1909 in Le Figaro publizierten Futuristischen Manifests. Wie in einem Fiebertraum kehren diese Worte nun, nach genau einhundert Jahren, auf unheimliche Weise wieder, um zu einer rückblickenden Beschreibung der Welt zu werden: 

 

„Die Schönheit der Geschwindigkeit / Die angriffslustige Bewegung / Fiebrige Schlaflosigkeit /

Salto Mortale / Die große Menschenmenge / Die lustigen Brandstifter mit ihren verkohlten

Fingern / Legt Feuer an die Regale der Bibliotheken / Zeit und Raum sind gestern

gestorben / Die ewige, allgegenwärtige Geschwindigkeit / Wir wollen den Krieg

verherrlichen / Die Verachtung / Wir wollen die Museen zerstören / Unsere Nachfolger...

von weit her werden sie kommen / Aber wir werden nicht da sein / Sie werden uns 

schließlich finden / in einer Winternacht / auf offenem Feld, unter einem traurigen Hangar,

auf den ein eintöniger Regen trommelt / Sie werden uns alle lärmend umringen, vor Angst

und Bosheit keuchend / Heftigkeit, Grausamkeit und Ungerechtigkeit / Aufrecht auf dem Gipfel der Welt schleudern wir noch einmal unsere Herausforderung den Sternen zu."1 

 

 

Bis heute löst das Futuristische Manifest ambivalente Reaktionen aus. Der Grund dafür ist wohl die doppel- bzw. mehrdeutige Haltung Marinettis hinsichtlich der von ihm beschriebenen Phänomene:2 

 

Handelt es sich um das unbändige Herbeisehnen einer ,reinigenden Gewalt‘ („Krieg - die einzige Hygiene der Welt") oder liefert er ,nur‘ eine zynische Zustandsbeschreibung der Welt - oder handelt es sich gar um eine warnendvisionäre Beschreibung dieser Welt (der immerhin noch zwei Weltkriege bevorstanden)?

 Im letzten Drittel des Manifests wird in nüchtern konstatierendem Tonfall beschrieben, wie die Futuristen von ihren Nachfolgern, der zweiten, noch grausameren Generation der Futuristen, vernichtet werden - eine logische Konsequenz des futuristischen Denkens. Dieses Changieren zwischen heißem Wunsch, nüchtern-zynischer Beschreibung und hellsichtiger, gar warnender Vision erinnert an Nietzsches ambivalente Beschreibung Zarathustras:

 „Und auch ihr fragtet euch oft: ,Wer ist uns Zarathustra? Wie soll er uns heißen?‘ Und gleich mir selber gabt ihr euch Fragen zur Antwort. Ist er ein  Versprechender? Oder ein Erfüller? Ein Erobernder? Oder ein Erbender? Ein Herbst? Oder eine Pflugschar? Ein Arzt? Oder ein Genesener? Ist er ein Dichter? Oder ein Wahrhaftiger? Ein Befreier? Oder ein Bändiger? Ein Guter? Oder ein Böser?"3 

 

In seiner Oper „Das Futuristische Manifest" befragt Thomas Köner den Chef-Futuristen Filippo Tommaso Marinetti.

 Er befragt ihn zum gegenwärtigen Zustand der Welt, und er zieht hierfür den Text des Futuristischen Manifests als Kronzeugen heran. 

Thomas Köner liest das Manifest gleichsam als Zustandsbeschreibung unserer heutigen postindustriellen

Welt. Diese Gesellschaft befindet sich weit jenseits des Gipfels, von welchem aus die Futuristen ihre Herausforderung den Sternen zuschleuderten.

Letztendlich hat sich all das realisiert, was das Manifest vorausgesagt hat. Wir Futuristen haben uns heute als heftiger, grausamer und ungerechter als unsere Vorgängergeneration erwiesen - gegen den Menschen, gegen die Natur, gegen die Moral. Wir sind diejenigen, die die logische Konsequenz des futuristischen Denkens verkörpern - und die Marinetti hat kommen sehen.

 

Mit den russischen Kulturtheoretikern Boris Groys und Michail Epštejn könnte man sagen,  dass wir - als Zeitgenossen und Publikum von Thomas Köners Oper - nun aus einer Zeit

der radikalen, gar militanten Ultra-Moderne (nämlich all dessen, was die Futuristen vorausgesehen haben) in die Gegenwart zurückkehren.4 

Diese post-utopische, oder postfuturistische 

Rückkehr aus der Zukunft ist eng verknüpft mit einem Perspektivwechsel: „In revealing the indeterminateness of meaning in the classical texts of the past, deconstruction reveals itself to be the mirror image of avant-garde constructivism, which

posited rigid and absolute meanings in an as yet unconstituted future."5 

 

Die Dekonstruktion - die auch in Thomas Köners Oper am Werke ist - betrachtet die Vergangenheit als prinzipiell unbestimmt, unverständlich und polysemisch - d.h. als prinzipiell offen. 

Und entdeckt so potentielle Momente der Differenz und des

Widerständigen in der Vergangenheit - in diesem Fall in Marinettis Manifest.

Jenseits des verwendeten Sprachmaterials geben die in der Oper eingesetzten Videos einen visuellen Eindruck von Marinettis Rückblick auf das 20. Jahrhundert. Auch in diesem Medium fällt die extreme Verlangsamung auf, der das Bildmaterial - wie auch der Sound unterworfen wird. 

Das Verlangsamen, das Anhalten, das Einfrieren ist für Thomas Köner die ultimative Utopie, die auch in seinen anderen Arbeiten von großer Relevanz ist. Mit diesen (visuellen wie auditiven) Aufnahmetechniken macht er etwas wahrnehmbar, das normalerweise nicht wahrnehmbar ist – 

etwas, das Walter Benjamin 1931 in seiner Kleinen Geschichte der Photographie als „Optisch-Unbewusstes" bezeichnet hat. 

 

Dieses Optisch-Unbewusste ist eine unbewusste Dimension der materiellen Welt, die normalerweise vom

gesellschaftlichen Bewusstsein des Menschen herausgefiltert wird und somit unsichtbar bleibt, die aber durch den Einsatz mechanischer Aufnahmetechniken sichtbar gemacht

werden kann: „Ist es schon üblich, dass einer, beispielsweise, vom Gang der Leute, sei es  auch nur im groben, sich Rechenschaft gibt, so weiß er bestimmt nichts mehr von ihrer

Haltung im Sekundenbruchteil des ‚Ausschreitens’. 

Die Photographie mit ihren Hilfsmitteln: Zeitlupen, Vergrößerungen erschließt sie ihm. Von diesem Optisch-Unbewussten erfährt er erst durch sie, wie von dem Triebhaft-Unbewussten durch die Psychoanalyse."6 

 

Hinsichtlich Thomas Köners Arbeit könnte man vielleicht in Anlehnung an Benjamin auch

on einem ,Sonisch-Unbewussten‘ sprechen, von einer gegen den Kult der „allgegenwärtigen Geschwindigkeit" gerichteten Utopie der Langsamkeit, die uns an den Beginn der Oper zurückführt. 

In der mit „Die Tore des Unmöglichen" betitelten Ouvertüre

heißt es dort: „Ein futuristischer, riesenhafter Taktstock zählt einen Takt vor und gibt dem Orchester das Tempo an: 4 bpm (beats per minute)."

 Ein Takt, an den wir heutigen Futuristen uns wohl in Zukunft gewöhnen müssen.

Annie Zimmermann: Banlieue du Vide
Si, comme l’écrit Jacques Rancière,“le propre de l’art est d’opérer un redécoupage de l’espace matériel et symbolique”, alors l’artiste Thomas Köner suit cette voie.

Dans sa vidéo,il donne au temps un nouveau cours,en associant dans un montage fluide des moments et des lieux discontinus d’une banlieue banale du nord de l’Europe, dont les habitants ont été soustraits.

Nous sommes dans une zone urbaine du nord de la Finlande, près du cercle polaire. Semblable à des centaines d’autres banlieues d’Europe, celle-ci n’a pour particularité que sa couverture de neige, qui neutralise les couleurs, voile les contours; la rend encore moins identifiable. 

Glacis, nappes luminescentes des congères, la vision prolongée de ces masses froides engourdit l’esprit, ralentit la pensée, la suspend par moments : c’est sur ce mode de la discontinuité – bien que sous forme d’enchaînements fondus – que Thomas Köner a choisi de restituer en vidéo une mémoire de ces lieux isolés.

Il a composé avec un matériel visuel sélectionné sur Internet : 3 000 vues nocturnes enregistrées par des caméras de surveillance. 

La suppression, lors du montage, de toute image où se manifeste une présence humaine a annihilé la connotation de contrôle de ces documents. D’ailleurs, l’iridescence de la neige dans les halos de l’éclairage, le flou ou l’indistinction des formes dans les zones obscures confèrent aux paysages un caractère d’irréalité, d’évanescence, qui semble exclure toute éventualité d’événement.

Le travail de l’artiste a consisté à fausser le continuum du temps, à rendre la chronologie incertaine. Car si les images se dissolvent sans rupture les unes dans les autres – et l’impression d’ensemble est bien celle d’une lenteur (d’un ennui qui ouvre la voie vers d’autres espaces”) - les temporalités sont condensées, les images raccordées de manière elliptique: des traces apparaissent et disparaissent sans que leur auteur ait été vu, la vie ne se manifeste qu’à travers les signes de son passage. 

Et ces indices sont si ténus qu’il faut faire preuve d’une grande attention pour les déceler. Ainsi, de semblable en semblable, nous passons lentement d’un lieu à un autre, d’un temps à un autre, sans en être vraiment conscients. 

La bande-son participe de la même volonté de délier temps et lieux pour ouvrir de nouvelles perspectives: sur une remarquable composition polyphonique de “bruits blancs” (white noises), nous entendons par instants des voix d’enfants, des ambiances quotidiennes, des bruits de circulation, retravaillés. Le décalage d’avec l’image modifie la perception de ces sonorités familières : elles semblent issues d’une mémoire, d’un stock de données anciennes, expriment des présences éphémères plutôt qu’installées, dans des espaces aussi instables qu’incontrôlables.

Par-delà la grande qualité plastique – picturale – de son travail, c’est notre engagement social que questionne aussi l’artiste, notre capacité à dépasser la nostalgie d’un monde révolu et à retrouver des assises, personnelles ou partagées, au fil des évolutions rapides qui affectent nos existences.

Dans cette Banlieue du vide, les routes sont ascendantes, l’horizon est invisible, la destination open.

Annie Zimmermann 
"Banlieue du Vide" Revue Urbanisme No 343 France 2005
