The Perfect Graveyard

I started my art practice as a sculptor and installation artist. Exhibiting my work to the public forced me to confront unanswerable and unpleasant questions 

My work lived only during exhibition periods, and lived half dead after exhibition periods in my document pictures. I used only a few seconds of them to make photos, organized them in a file and described each with a text paragraph. A portfolio becomes a perfect portable graveyard. I must always carry it with me and make speeches about what the - now dead - images looked like while they were alive. It doesn’t sound right to me. 

For me, documenting my work is the curse of transforming the real existence of an exhibition into the suspended existence of a picture and thus turning the present moment into the past. Even though the past did not exist as such when the documented image was recorded, we inevitably perceive it as representing a moment of the past. Since documentary pictures contain the suspended existence of the past, I realize there is a potential of bringing life back into my work. To break this curse, “time” (I will explain this while describing the concept of my animation) must be put back into the pictures. When the pictures contain time, the concept of the past is automatically replaced by the concept of the present. The suspended existence cannot last long, because time is defined by its characteristic to change, despite the pictures staying unchanged, but there is still a potential of change when time exists.

To see most of my old work as artifacts of documentation encouraged me to make the transition from the real existence of an exhibition into an existence of illusion in a square frame. I decided that instead of creating “photos of the dead” from an exhibition, I would rather use the “picture-form” to retain life in my work. I choose animation as my voice.

Animation is Time. 

Drawing is my tool to make an animation. The simple line is arranged into a motion picture. For me, to make an animation by drawing is to create time through human perception - though most people know drawing as animation, in the general definition of bringing still pictures to life. To see the concept of animation as time, we must first return to the basic function of motion pictures. According to the ability of the retina to retain an image of an object for 1/20 to 1/5 of a second after its removal from the field of vision. The film seems to move because the brain is accepting stimuli which it is incapable of perceiving as separate. The brain has a perception threshold, below which images exposed to it will appear as continuous and film’s speed of 24 frames per second is below that threshold. Persistence of vision or flicker fusion prevents us from seeing the lines between each frame
. This is a basic principle for making a film and an animation as one second contains 24 moving images.
Although, making an animation is basically the same idea as that of making a film, drawing images for one second for an animated motion picture is different from shooting one second of a motion picture with a camera. This is because in animation I begin everything with the motionless. One picture was made in a moment of time. To know that one drawing is one twenty-fourth of a second encouraged me to ponder other questions. Does drawing in animation actually represent time? If so, am I making a drawing or creating time?

Disregarding the measurement of time, indicated by a clock or a calendar which was set up by humans, we are living in a certain period of time. To understand animation, one picture cannot be evaluated as an object, but as an atom of time and therefore is not related to the human assumption of time. To make an animation is to create a period of time. If we view animation as an individual drawing, it suddenly becomes merely an object. A separate object in animation is meaningless because it functions as a fragment of a memory. We can have a flashback of someone’s face, but that doesn’t make any difference if we have no other memories of that face. It means nothing more than any other person we once passed. In contrast, the state of the drawings has been changed, when the drawings are arranged together and becoming a motion picture. From having been merely objects, they transform into a period of time, which can be seen as a complete memory. Besides being just someone’s face, a row of drawings pulled together, the small fragments of memories within a period of time, that face could be interpreted as a friend, a lover or an enemy. This sequence of time in animation is, as we all know, a story.

When drawing on paper, time is not created by a machine which projects an image of reality such as a photo by a camera, but is made by a human. The human becomes a tool in creating time by using reality as a reference. The human and the world of reality are inseparable in this relationship. A human alone has no story; in the same way as the world without humans cannot tell a story, but if you bring the world and the humans together, stories can be created. Humans live with the unreliable perception that can make each of their stories unique. A flower can be described in many different stories, but there is no true story of that flower, because perception makes every human interpret the outside world differently. Since we cannot tell accurate stories of reality, I decided to tell a story of the illusionary world inside. To tell those stories, I use drawing as a tool because for me, drawing is a direct expression of humanity. It does not tell us what the world is, but it tells us what we are.

The Story of Animation

Sometimes we hear a story which might be similar to other stories that we have heard before, but we always notice the difference. For one person, his or her story might start in the morning and end in the evening. For another person, his or her story might start at night and end the same night. If a man wants to tell the story about his dead dog, when should that story start and when should it end? Should it start from when the dog got sick or should it start from when he bought the dog? Should it end when the dog died or should it end after the dog had been dead for a week, a month or a year? 

The starting points for my stories mostly came from small everyday cultural misunderstandings. There are many questions at issue that have influenced my way of thinking. Actually for me, there is no right answer if we don’t ask the right question. Where the question comes from is more important than what the answer is. I don’t know how many times we ignore minor misunderstandings in our everyday life and stopped asking “why”, just because we are used to it or because that’s just the way it is. We all live in the chain of reason. To pick up one flower might move a planet. It does not matter if my story endings give the right answers, as long as I make sure that people get the right questions from the story.

To understand the storytelling in my animation, I have to back-track to where my questions began. Long before educational institutions were established, the common center of study in my country was the temple. Back then, monks were responsible for educating people and storytelling was one of the most successful strategies to keep people’s attention. The main purpose of telling stories was to simplify complicated religious instructions for the various groups of audiences. At that time, since cultivating and farming were the main occupation among the people, the idea of education seemed remote to the farmers. Most people could barely read and write. Even though some of the knowledge and instructions in the society were literally written down, mostly they were taught orally to people. In the process of oral story-telling, stories can be distorted from the original version due to various causes; how flexible the storytellers are or what suits the situation. If we are lucky, we can go back to the source of origin. Unfortunately, many stories have lost their original complexity, but we can still hear fragments of those stories in various form of tales; folklore, myth, fairy tale and legends and so on.

Supernatural powers, transformations, and the idea of reincarnation, were the common elements featured in storytelling to teach ethics to the audience. Among the stories of supernatural powers, many are about flying men, telepathy and talking animals. According to dharma in Buddhism, even though many have learnt all the principles of it, only those who practice it can understand what dharma really is. The core of practicing in Buddhism is meditation. To meditate is to increase the capacity of the mind by following the principles of dharma. There are many stories about supernatural powers being developed by a trained mind. Some people claim that their mind can travel freely leaving their body, some claim that their mind can communicate directly with another over a distance, and others claim that they can recall a previous life. Also there is a myth, telling of animals with the ability of transforming themselves into humans. Even though the stories came from different sources, what they all have in common are the special mental abilities. They can usually be performed by someone who has a long experience of training his mind. The special ability of such a mind becomes a symbol of the deity. 

However, most of the stories about supernatural mental power usually have been told without an explanation of its original source, mostly being used to increase respect for the divine in the audience. Sometimes, inexplicable circumstances are powerful in helping promote moral growth in humans. This happens because the power of mysterious stories can easily invade the minds of people and infuse a higher morality through a profound layer of fear. We let morality spread into the unknown area inside humans. Besides teaching ethics, those stories subconsciously implanted the idea of a supernatural world into the audience’s mind. Even though the institution of the family is presently becoming more important than the religious institutions, the stories are still conveyed from generation to generation. However, I always doubted the role of these religious tales in our lives, beside the main purpose of teaching about an ideal world to people.

I wanna be a red fish is one of my animations that question the idea of reincarnation, which I have heard about in different kinds of stories since childhood. We are living in a cycle of birth and death following the concept of karma in Buddhism. After death, we will be born again in a different body. The idea of next life seems to be a perfect in guiding people on how to live this life. Some people might think it is an extremely remote and unrealistic idea. For me, the next life is just another form of talking about the future. Compared to the present, the same message is everywhere; even in a different cultural belief system, but it appears in the form of possibility. We are spending our present for the future. “If I work harder, I can soon buy a house.”  Isn’t this the same thing as the idea of the next life?  

In my animation, besides questioning the specific religious belief, I place the images of some well-known stories, Superman and The old man and the sea, from a particular culture to implicate the same error in the more familiar perspective of the viewers. The stories are meaningful to people who share the knowledge of them. The value of a specific knowledge, although it derives from one particular culture, but has been universally agreed on by various cultures, can be called “common values.” 

In the film, instead of explaining a whole feeling in the film, I choose to “fill” my animation with the images or representations of those famous stories that contain “common values”, thus adding to the main story by creating further layers of meaning. In part these representations create, express, and reproduce cultural values and social conventions reflecting the views of the majority of the people in a particular culture. The representations are nourished with common values, and are at the same time representing the ideal world of the people on a remote island. What do they want to do or be! Contrary to what one may think, this concept of the ideal world can’t match their actual reality and even causes their death. The images were shifted, along with the animation of a girl eagerly committing suicide. This is my way to insert one question into another question. Besides, to question the long standing traditional beliefs in my culture, I concurrently add a different aspect of the same question to other current societies that now relate to each other. 

The Functions of the Mind

Actually the mind is empty. Although mind obviously exists to us when we try logically to understand it (such as what is it?), we will immediately fall down into a mistake. Mind is emptiness without any borders. It is unreachable and immeasurable.

Monk Duli Atulo
.

According to the definition of the mind in Buddhist philosophy, the mind is empty. To understand this concept, we must first understand how the mind functions. The coming into existence of the mind needs something external to help it exist, because the mind is not in a state of actual existence. If there is no reason for the mind to exist, the mind returns to nothingness. This function is similar to the function of a shadow. Although we can see the shadow and we know that it exists, at the same time it is not in a state of existence. The shadow appears because there are objects, light, and ground. Shadow exists neither in the objects, in the light, nor on the ground. However, together, these causes, when the objects block the light coming to the ground, temporary shadows are created. The shape of the shadow can change depending on changing of the causes, form of the objects, direction of the light and the surface of the ground, and it can disappear when one of the causes are eliminated. The changing and appearing of shadow within the combination of causes can be called “impermanence.” (Anicca) The state of impermanence in this case also implies the state of “no-self” (Anatta) of the shadow which we should not rely on
.
The state of “impermanence” and “no-self” is hiding in many things around us. Mind is one of them. Most people have the delusion that we have only one mind. Different people locate the mind in different places. Some might think the mind could be in the brain, others in the heart or in the middle of the chest and so on, actually, the minds appear like a chain. Shifting among themselves, minds have a great speed and they are almost unnoticeable. One appears after another disappears. The continuing of appearing and disappearing depend on duration of what causes the mind to function.

I have never seen anything changing as fast as mind does.

(Eknibat 20/9)
.

The mind in itself is nothingness, but together with a body, the mind functions through perception or sensation. For instance, when we see forms, the mind comes into existence at the moment we see something and disappear when we close our eyes. When we hear a sound, the mind exists the moment we are listening, and disappear when silence returns. This is “impermanence.”

Nature of mind is struggling, unstable and irresistible. 

Dharma 24/17

In Buddhist philosophy, “impermanence” is a state of unreliable illusion. We should not trust it neither should we trust the mind. 

“Today, I like something. Tomorrow, I might find it boring. I look for something else!” One mind creates an illusion of liking something at a particular time. Sooner or later, this liking will certainly disappear because this illusion of the mind cannot last forever. It could take an hour, a month, or a year, depending on various causes. Even though we know that the mind is tricky, why do we still treat it as the most valuable treasure? Because the mind is enormously powerful, we buy new clothes or a new car to fill what the mind desires. We meet friends to make our minds feel less lonely. We eat delicious food and go to the cinema to satisfy the mind. Most of the time, we let the mind control us and do everything to make the mind happy, and we have to do that our whole life. We all experience the feeling of endless need. If we cannot satisfy the mind, we have to struggle with the illusory feeling of sadness or disappointment which the mind create to punish us. This is an endless cycle of mind power. Every time we try to search for what or where the mind really is, we are in the illusion of “impermanence”, and we will never find it. Just like a shadow, no matter how hard we try, we can’t possibly catch it. 

Combined with the body, the mind uses the senses as a path to connect itself to the outside world. Appearing of mind can be categorized into three aspects: feeling (vedana) - happiness, sadness and neutral mode, perception and recognition (samjna) -recognizing form or sound etc, mental formations* (samkhara) - anger, greed, hate, love, intension etc
.
In conclusion, besides perceiving and recognizing, the mind  consists of mental formations. We cannot trust any of these aspects, because they are part of a mind which exists solely as a response to different stimuli. Apart from considering these aspects in the “impermanence” state, those responses are vain and unreal because they come from a process of the mind which is unreliable. Buddhism denies the existence of the mind, which would imply that there is no self and also suggest that perception of the outside world, through the responses of the mind, cannot be trusted. 

Living with Perception.

Nowadays, there are many scientific studies tying knowledge to the perception of the mind. Science, which we all understand as the study of reality, derive mostly from experiments which depend highly on observation. Perception is a crucial tool when exploring a mysterious reality within the subjects. At the same time, science ignores whatever cannot be proven by perception and categorizes it as unreliable phenomena.  

Living together as a group of humans, it is important to avoid conflicts. Punishment for the one crossing boundaries of another individual helps society to function properly. Administration of justice relies heavily on witnesses and evidence, so to speak right or wrong is decided via human perception. Interestingly, the visual evidence is considered the most concrete, such as photos or a video. “I believe it, when I see it.”  Sight is truth. The vision seems to be considered the most accurate tool of perception among humans. 

Since human are very mobile, diurnal animals that roam through space with the help of binocular vision, a large proportion of their sizeable brain is dedicated to mechanisms of seeing, as well as in their private mental life a prominent role is played by visualization, mental imagery and visual dreaming. Seeing becomes the most important sense in their living. As most people always say “Seeing is believing”.

Vision is direct and immediate, and very much under individual control. I shut my eyes and the world disappears. Amazing! I open them again, the light pours in, and everything is there just as before. More amazing still! Light or dark when I decide, without even having to press a switch. Sure there are optical illusions and mirages, but these are nothing compared to the ongoing epistemological miracle of sight 
.

As already indicated, some scholars claim that the predisposition to express knowledge concepts in terms of analogies pertaining to vision is in fact a quirk of modern Western culture, which is alleged to be distinctively biased in favor of vision at the expense of the other senses8. This peculiarity, variously labeled visualism, ocularcentrism, or hegemony of the visual, has (been) traced back to medieval idea of vision as the noblest sense and geometry( of which the science of optics was considered a branch) as the perfect model or reliable knowledge9.

According to the previous idea of human perception, it insisted in that humans should trust and rely on their senses for knowledge. However, some simple visual experiments have been conducted, researching how accurate the human senses are. Surprisingly, the results of those experiments go in the opposite direction showing human perception to be less reliable than previously believed.
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What I do and what I believe. 

To study at a Fine Arts program and coming from a Buddhist background lead me to ambiguousness in my own beliefs. 

In the art world, perception does not function only as a tool to understand reality, but it also becomes a sacred entrance to another world. A world that increases the ability of mind giving it full power of control is very different from the Buddhist view of the mind as nonexistent. Since art does not function as one plus one equals two, it usually implies several dimensions of meaning. To understand art, the mind needs to create other layers of interpretation. Contrary to the idea of nothingness in Buddhism, there is a possibility of multiple interpretations in art, expanding the potential of creating illusions in the mind. At this point, I am standing between two parallel lines. One is what I do and the other is what I believe. It seems important to me to find a link between those lines. 

According to the definition of my animation, earlier in the essay, an animation contains a sequence of time which is a story in itself. However, to tell a story in an animation, there is nothing relating to the reality of the world, but only to the reality of humans. To understand the reality of the human, we inevitably pull ourselves into the ocean of the mysterious mind. For me, to study the nature of mind through Buddhist philosophy is not to find the answer to what the mind really is, but to find the right question to what the story of humans is.

Working with animation, the visual language plays a significant role, while the basic idea is that the actual mind in itself is empty. To depict an idea of the mind is just like chasing a shadow. Since the mind is in a state of nothingness, can I visually project an actual mind? The next question is if I made an image of the mind, can it still be a mind? If I try to make the mind visible, am I going to fall in to the trap of perception again? 

However, as I see the connection between the story of mind and animation, both embody conflict and appropriation. According to the state of “impermanence”, to use a combination of visual and sound techniques, it is possible to turn animation into a giant wall that blocks viewers from getting close to the reality of the mind. On the other hand, since the actual mind is empty, to tell the story of the mind, perceivable elements are necessary when insisting on a state of “no-self” of the mind.  Surprisingly, the solution to this paradox is reaching the core of the mind come through visual disability in humans, blindness. 

Instead of creating blind characters, I chose to invert human disability into the error of the surrounding space in my animation. “The invisible city” is an animation project telling the story of an actual mind based on Buddhist philosophy. The “city” is an invisible space for the viewer, but this does not mean it’s an empty area. It still functions as it should. Without seeing the surrounding area in the animation, viewers can understand the idea of the mind through watching the simultaneous corresponding gestures of two characters, a man and a cat. Both characters are placed in a manner enabling viewers to understand the invisible city, by using the connection of two different points of view as references. Wandering about in the invisible city of the man and the cat is a metaphor of understanding the nature of the mind, but entering the concept of “no-self” of the mind used in another layer. The man and the cat are placed on different sides of a split screen, and they are not aware of the existence of the other through their perception. In the end, they are able to recognize that there is something beyond their ability of perception, through understanding that the invisible city is just an illusion created by an unreliable perception. 

A specific time can be said to contain a story of every existing person. In the lifetime of each person, there are millions of overlapping stories, one on top of another. We are living in the story of the other stories. Although we all have our own stories, there are links between the individual stories. The existence of life in time is like the ripple effect. One story can cause changes in the other stories. How many stories of a person’s life have ever been told, and how many of them lie just behind vague memories. I am only someone who decided to tell some of those stories from a certain time. For me, animation lies on the same horizon as “impermanence”, on which nothing can rely. To tell a story is not creating reality or truth, any more than the fact that a person needs food and warm clothes every day. At the same time, it is no less important than a person’s need of hope.
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