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PHOTOGRAPHY EN ABYME
LA FOTOGRAFIA EN ABISMO

By / por Rodrigo Alonso
(Buenos Aires)

What type of sentence (I asked
myself) will an absolute mind
construct? | considered that even

in the human languages there is no
proposition that does not imply the
entire universe.

Jorge Luis Borges, The God's Script

n the short story The God's Script, Jorge

Luis Borges narrates the story of a prisoner

who has been confined together with a
jaguar. In his attempt to escape, the prisoner
speculates that the animal - which has
existed and reproduced itself since the first
day of Creation — might be the bearer of a
divine code whose sole enunciation would
have a liberating effect. “| devoted long years
to learning the order and the configuration
of the spots,” the captive recounts. “Each
period of darkness conceded an instant of
light, and | was able thus to fix in my mind the
black forms running through the yellow fur.
Some of them included points; others formed
cross lines on the inner side of the legs;
others, ring-shaped, were repeated. Perhaps
they were a single sound or a single word.”
After days of exhausting efforts, the prisoner
succeeds in deciphering the secret code. But
then, has he gained access to God's word, or
has this code originated in his own capacity,
as a being-of-language, to identify regularities
and structures in the world?
Throughout his oeuvre, Leandro Katz has
explored this dialectical oscillation between
looking and reading, between the perception
and the construction of meaning. In the
manner of an anthropologist, he understands
visuality as a cultural fact, hence, an arbitrary
and historical one. His works are the product
of a thinking that withdraws within the
photographic medium in order to reflect

¢/Qué tipo de sentencia (me
pregunté) construird una mente
absoluta? Consideré que aun en

los lenguajes humanos no hay
proposicion que no implique el
universo entero.

Jorge Luis Borges, La escritura de Dios

Jorge Luis Borges narra la historia

de un prisionero que convive con un
jaguar. En su intento por escapar, el preso
especula que el animal —que existe y se
reproduce desde los tiempos de la Creacion-
podria ser el portador de un codigo divino
cuya sola enunciacion poseeria un efecto
liberador. "Dediqué largos anos a aprender
el orden y la configuracién de sus manchas
-relata el condenado-. Cada ciega jornada
me concedia un instante de luz, y asi pude
fijar en la mente las negras formas que
tachaban el pelaje amarillo. Algunas incluian
puntos; otras formaban rayas trasversales en
la cara interior de las piernas; otras, anulares,
se repetian. Acaso eran un MisSMoO Sonido
0 una misma palabra.” Tras extenuantes
dias, el cautivo consigue develar el codigo
secreto. Pero, ¢acaso ha accedido a la
palabra de Dios o este cédigo ha surgido de
su propia capacidad, como ser-de-lenguaje,
para identificar regularidades y estructuras
en el mundo?
A lo largo de su obra, Leandro Katz explora
esta dialéctica entre mirar y leer, entre la
percepcion y la construccion de sentido. A
la manera del antropdlogo, comprende la
visualidad como un hecho cultural, y por lo
tanto, arbitrario e historico. Sus trabajos son el
producto de un pensamiento que se repliega
sobre el medio fotografico para reflexionar
sobre las sutiles relaciones entre realidad,

En el cuento La escritura de Dios,
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Throughout his oeuvre. Leandro Katz has explored this dialectical oscillation between looking and
reading. between the perception and the construction of meaning. \ lo largo de su obra. Leandro Kas

explora esta dialéctica entre mirar v leer, entre la percepeion v la construcecion de sentido.

is staged bringing two gazes, or rather
three, into play: the historical perspective
(Catherwood's drawings), the perspective of
the photographer (Leandro Katz), and that of
the spectator.

On the other hand, there is in the Argentine
artist's work a persistent interest in the
tempos of the photographic process,
something we have ceased to value in the
present time of digitalization and immediate
online availability. In S(hlelf Portrait (1972),
a photographic sequence shows the artist
building a bookcase; then the series of
photographs itself is introduced into the
sequence (in the manner of a mise-en-
abyme), finally, a kind of zoom-in cuts to the
heart of the support’'s physical substance,
revealing the photographic grain. Unlike the
motorized snaps, the mise-en-abyme - a
copy of a photo shot contained in the next
shot - implies a series of complex tasks:
placing a photographic print close to the
bookcase, photographing it, revealing the
new photograph, printing a copy, drying it, and
placing it beside the previous one for the next
shot. The fifty photographs which compose
the work and which seem to capture a
not very extensive temporal sequence are
the result of long days of hard work that
“disappears” in the narrative reading.

Katz recalls that in those years, getting to
the photographic grain, to the support's
material essence itself, had for him a
metaphysical character. The thought of the
silver salts impacted by the light, of the
atomic processes, of the convergence of
the physical transformations necessary to
obtain an image, led him sometimes to
believe in the existence of God. In any case,
photography was not for him a technigue for
a mere conceptual, immaterial production,
but rather a product with a specific body.
For this reason, he mounted his photographs
on cardboard or on other rigid materials;
he provided them a body. The units in
Sthlelf Portrait rest on rails that imitate
the bookcase they portray, while at the
same time they highlight this material, heavy
character that the artist intends to confer to
the images.

Sthlelf Portrait also emphasizes the literary
background of Leandro Katz, who approached
photography after having explored poetry
and the production of artists’ books. The
convergence of writing, image and reading
gave rise to the Lunar Alphabets (1978-

Por otra parte, hay en la obra del argentino
un interés insistente en los propios tiempos
del proceso fotogréafico, algo que en los
anos de la digitalizacion y la disposicion
online inmediata hemos dejadg de valorar.
En Sthlelf Portrait (1972), una secuencia
fotografica muestra al artista construyendo
una biblioteca; luego, la propia serie de
fotografias ingresa en la secuencia (a la
manera de una mise-en-abymey; al final, una
suerte de zoom-in penetra en la materialidad
del soporte poniendo en evidencia el grano
fotografico. A diferencia de las capturas
motorizadas, la “puesta en abismo" -la
aparicion de una toma dentro de la siguiente—-
implica una serie de tareas complejas: colocar
una copia en papel cerca de la biblioteca,
fotografiaria, revelar la nueva foto, copiarla en
papel, secarla, y colocarla junto a la anterior
para la préxima toma. Las cincuenta fotos que
conforman la pieza, y que parecen plasmar
una secuencia temporal no muy extensa, son
el resultado de un arduo trabajo de dias que
"desaparece” en la lectura narrativa.

Katz recuerda que en estos anos, la llegada
al grano fotogréfico, a la esencia material
misma del soporte, poseia para €l un caracter
metafisico. Pensar en las sales de plata
impactadas por la luz, en los procesos atémicos,
en la conjuncidn de las transformaciones fisicas
necesarias para la obtencion de una imagen,
lo llevaba, a veces, a creer en la existencia
de Dios. En todo caso, la fotografia no era
para él una técnica para la mera produccion
conceptual, inmaterial, sino mas bien un
producto con un cuerpo especifico. Debido a
esto, monta sus fotografias sobre cantén u otros
materiales rigidos, les otorga una encarnacion
Las unidades de S(hjelf Portrait se apoyan
sobre rieles que remedan la biblioteca que
retratan, al iempo que resaltan este caracter
matenal, pesado, que el artista busca conferir
a las imagenes.

Sthlelf Portrait enfatiza también los
antecedentes literarios de Leandro Katz, que
se aproxima a la fotografia luego de transitar
por la poesia y la produccion de libros de
artista. De la conjuncion de escritura, imagen
y lectura, surgen los Alfabetos lunares
(197880}, y el Alfabeto achatinella (1982)
presentado en el Museo Whitney de Nueva
York. Los primeros asignan imdagenes de
las fases de la luna a unidades linguisticas,
a la manera de un codigo de encriptacion;
el ultimo, lo hace a partir de una seleccion
de caracoles de forma homogénea pero
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80), and to the Achatinella Al
presented at the Whitney N

York. The former a ages of the
phases of the moon nguistic units, in

the manner of an encrypted code; the latter
does the same on the basis of a selection
of snails which are homogeneous in shape
but whose shells are visually unrepeatab
it 1s said that the color bands on the surface
of these shells represent the events in the
snails’ lives; Katz considers the snails the
writers of a secret autobiography

In these works, and
Borges’ prisoner, the art
to a language hidden in
God's word which he
confirmation that pushes us
universe which photogra
closer to us in such a
is expressed in Lunar S
which the fragments of
overtly declare: “Even thoug
been reduced to its own oper fu
within representation, representation has
no relation to the world, excep
intermediary of language.”




