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into the environment—like an insect taking on the protective
colorings of foliage. but nonetheless is eaten by its prey. And
this is what [ mean abhout an eroding mathemaries, because
that eense of counting one thing and then another goes away
for the psychasthenie. For that leaking soul. the conditicn of
distinctness is gone. There is no addition of things. no adding
up. no difference. In its place is a new. disorienting sense of
seamlessness, similar in this way 1o vertigo—a dizzying rush
and compression, everythingbecoming diffuse. How close this
is to contemporary space losing the depth of depth and what
I'll call a compressionary addiction to immersive flainess: to
have space without space. lo merge with the immersiveness of
screens, which is also. by the way. the aspirational condition
of the space of surveillance. the particular optical regime of
space under which we live, And so, [ come to this image by
the Cerman photographer Rut Blees Luxemberg. Vertiginous
Ezhilaration, made in 1995,

The work was taken from the 16th lloor of a sucial hous-
ing hlnck in Shareditch, in the east end of London. The
camera used is large-format, a 4 x 5. and the picture is from a
series titled "London—A Modern Project.” which you'll find
in Luxemburg’s 2009 book, Commonsensual. In a nete to me,
Luxemburg explains that "the urban gaze of the 1990s is no
longer contemplative or panoramic but vertiginous. desta-
bilizing. exeiting.. in a hallucinogenic hue " 19g5. The year
that a new company called Amazon opened its virtual doors
and the first network wiretap was authorized. while two grad-
uate students at Stanford University, Sergey Brin and Larry
Page. began work un what they called BackRub, a search en-
gine employing PageRank that wonld soon enough become
Goagle. And therefore. our pho‘mgrapher's erhilaration can
be understood in relation to its Latin origin, hilarare, to glad-
den, here meent as a technological giddiness falling through
space, on the brink of hinding through the counter-gravita-
tional delirium of compurtation that what is below is above:; at
once a material condition of space and an optical psychasthe -
niathat bleed into one another—giddy, yes, but roller-coaster
giddy: terrifying, blurred, leaking again, rushing as the body

rushes toward its indistinctness. its scamlessness.

Gustave Caillebotte, Faris Sireet, Fainy Day, 1877

Casper David Friedrich, Uhafk Chiffs on Kogen, 1813

Luxemburg cites as her inspiration another painting by
Friedrich, Chalk Chiffs on Rigen. which happensto he another
landscape with staring figures from 1818, one in which, she
says, "the middle character ereeps to the edge and dares to
look down, barely holding on.” But something so interesting
tome in her photograph is the way one fluted wall and the top
of another in the upper part of the image serve as a framing
device, tilting the picturc up on its side. as if it were a screen
in which we perceive the appearance of foreshortened depth,
simultaneously the vertiginous rush of converging space and
the illusion of a mise en abyme, an endless reflection-within-
reflection of a strangely distorted mirror, and akin to the CGI
illusions in Christopher Nolan’s film Ineeption. with its streets
of Paris suddenly folding over one another. horizon and ground
hypnotically reversed. This very notion is captured by the art
historian Hubert Damisch in summarizing Paul Valéry's writing
about the dance studio paintings of Edgar Degas (and Degas
was, of course, a wonderful photographer, toe, looking through

the ground -glass screen of his camera), in which "the notion
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of form 1s changed—if not cast in doubt altogether—by the pro-
jection ontc the vertical plane of the canvas of the horizontal
plane of the floor.™ Luxemburg reverses this, with vertical
depth presented as a compressed horizontal, reformulating
space in her gwn way.

So it is that the past is always the path to come, and to
return to Friedrich, his daring character may still believeina
glorious, unseeable God who breathes into this human world
a mighty power witnessed in the form of depth itselt. But his
character’s vantage pointis also Luxemhnrg’s and now ourown
gazing down through a car park in Shoreditch in 19ys. There,
the conzemporary world was already rushing toward technolo-
gies of campressed spatiality, of everything once separate in
thevery idea of distance acceleratinginto virtual reach. In this
nocturnal London scene, whose vertigo is temporal as well as
spatial. there is already the spectral tracing of un-depth. of a
flattening out of perspectival lines that reach all the way back
to the Renaissance and zoom forward loward & present whose
more abstract patterns hint at the life to come.

Whar it meansto exchange depth for nearness no doubt has
to dowith the past, with our increasingly common uninterest in
the past and the sacred convenrions of memory. In their place
we now prefer all forms of breviry, technologies of closeness,
global realizatinons of panoptical principles of the immense
llattening out of individuality, nested spaces, and modernist
celebrations cf opacity, whether in the inversions of irony or
the layers of the psychonanalyzed mind. Here is the image,
Vertiginous Exhilaration, whose compressions of horizontal
and vertical, far and close, shadow and sulfurous hight upend
that train of vastness. Even the solidity of the present is falling
away, exactly as Luxemburg deseribed the way space as part of
the mudern projecl is experienced: vertiginous, destabilizing,
exciting. And it's no longer a matter of daringto look down—as
if down were fearful, as if rushing forward and immersion
aren't signs of our contemporary lives. Down is now into, and
into is now what we know, what we use. what wz are as we fuse
oursclves with the scamless streams of everything else on the
otherside cf the frame and sereen. Into is the exhilarated rush

vl our being. Tole is now through. %

1 See Yve-Alain Bois, Painting as Model (Cambridge,w MA: MIT Press. 1959¢). 25
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