Bill Jones: TheLand of Silent Light
By Thomas McEvilley

I thought of playing a tune and then | felt ashamed in front of the other world, the one that watches me
from beyond the night within my light...
—George Seferis

A caption of a photograph by Bill Jones from 198yss “transparent materials...were placed direotly
the enlarger as if they were photographic negativds terms of its process, this simple description
applies to much of Jones’s most characteristic vgorke 1982. His pictures are, in other words,
photograms. In a photogram by, say, Man Ray, osaldark room or space; this corresponds to the lig
tight-body of the camera. A sheet of photographiggu is exposed in the darkness and an objecidegl
upon it. Then a light is flashed from behind thgeoh at the object and the paper it lies uponirAage

of the shadow of the object is retained on the papeomparison with the process of the camemdfijts
there is no lens involved, but everything elsénég¢: the dark box, the paper, the independentbbje
being photographed, and the controlled admissidiglof. Only the lens is missing.

In much of his recent work Jones has used a vaioamt of the photogrammic method. There is the dark
room there is the paper lying exposed in the dagkdomeone lying back and awaiting a lover,
vulnerable but protected by darkness. And theréleréenses—perhaps an actual photographic lens or
two but perhaps in consort some other transparaterial, such as a glass globe or the base of ptam
and there is the controlled admission of light. Bulones’s case, unlike Man Ray’s there is another
element missing from the process: there is no eatabject. The external object of course, is teenent
which in ordinary photography, is the whole potht object that one desires to possess an imagjeeof,
object which completes the subject-object relatijmsn Jones’s method the subject remains pure
subject, without the object; the process does aivtt put at the world at all, but solipsisticallyitself
alone. It is the distortion of the passage of itjet by the lens that leaves an impression on #pep It is
the light itself—not the dark shadow of an opagbject—that enters as the lover and fulfills the
beloved’s vulnerability. The photographic momemag of this world; it is a rendezvous in a darkmo
with a being of light, a being whose substancegl litself. The paper lies back like Psyche, “niind
openly awaiting intervention, till the arrival ofigid, the light penetrating desire.

Acting as he does as an intermediary between mreflight and a realm of darkness, or as the
impresario of their coming together, Jones mightddeed a metaphysical or occult photographer—the
word occult pointing to an art which evokes ghogtlgsences. Kasmir Malevich, in describing his
Suprematist images, remarked that they showed tlineensional objects just as they were fading into
the fourth dimension. They are liminal, in otherd® just accessing a threshold from one metapdlysic
realm to another. Whereas Malevich's images shgwréis just fading into a higher realm, Jones’s work
reverses the passage over the up-down path, sheigitgrs from the higher realms as they make brief
evanescent appearances here below—Ilike a poeredrgé&Seferis about the reappearances of ancient
gods among us.

Man Ray entitled his essay on photography “The éfgeight,”? as if this were a cosmically ordained era
like, say the Trita Yuga in Hindu cosmology. Spieeilly, the Age of Light must be an era when higher
brings enter our world and transform it by theegance. Light is the substance of angelic realnts, a
when a visitor from an angelic realm crosses thinahg lens into our world, it begins, in its owmlra,

as a body of light. But in our world the body aftit cannot survive with full integrity, so the bgin

arrives hereon our side of the lens, “like,” as NRay put it, “the undisturbed ashes of an object
consumed by flames.”



In the Egyptian Book of the Dead the blessed dehdse who make it through the transition-ordeal,
passing through the lens from our ashen worldéactiurt of Osiris amid the circumpolar stars—aid s
to eatlight! Plato concurs when he says in Phaedrus that eathas a star that is its vehicle in the
supernal realms. In the creation myth of the Boo&@nesis the first event upon the earth is précibe
visitation of a celestial light-being whose appeagain response to the first fiat causes time girbén
the realm of light itself, as Einsteinian theoryprecariously close to demonstrating, time eithersdnot
exist or is something other than we experience.Hitglish poet Percy Shelley put it succinctly: “Bm
like a dome of many-colored glass/Stains the wiaitkance of eternity.” In terms of Jones’s type of
photography, the dome of colored glass is the etisits distortion, like the stain that it acqusria
passing through the glass in Shelley’s simile. Bkagn, or distortion of the passage of lighttself the
image rather than one of the conditions under whitsther image might be seen. Light passes through
the dome of colored glass like a visitor from aeottealm putting on a garment for here below, like
Seferis’s ancient gods and goddesses hiding dutriman bodies for slumming in the realm of gross
matter.

The angdl s are white flaming white and the eye that would confront them shrivels.
—Seferid

The initial goal of art seems to have been pregiged desire to contact beings from other realnas an
induce them to intervene in one’s affairs, or tiaies of ones community. This at least, is what th
accumulations of artistic relics from the Cro-Magraultures of the Magdalenian and Aurignacian
periods would seem to suggest. Interestingly thibse took place in dark caverns deep in the efkih,
the darkened body of a camera or the space whegghtitogram is to be made. The flickering torchligh
imprinted the images on the minds of the initiste®n the sensitized paper.

The purpose of ancient rites to establish suchaod was to get concessions from the beings cattac
But in Jones’s photography it is not a matter tefréilly wresting concessions from extra planareisi It
might more readily be conceived as an experiendeinfy blessed by their presence, except that one
knows that their presences are not literal, they tire in a sense pretended. It is, shall we s#\g direct
experience of blessedness. There is much morefraith than of realization. The artist makes a
gesture; not even as enduring as coherent astesbeance of the gesture passes through the alddence
a fume of smoke that leaves nothing solid behind.

Remember how we used to twist breathlessly through the alleys so as not to be gutted by the headlights of
cars.
—Seferié

The history of photography is like some strip ofigtiousness on which the spectrum of possible views
of reality is imprinted visually. At one end of tepectrum is the realm of form, most emphaticaligre
day form, at the other end is the beyond, the fessibr near-formless last wisps of evanescent &lmos
shapes momentarily glimpsed before being suckedtiv hyper elegance of sheer absence. In some
areas of Buddhist thought this is known as the Lafriternal Silent Light.It is a place where nothing
really moves—as dust on the staircase is noegthy the passage of moonbeams; impressions gug,wis
slight; all is open, empty.

Jones’s work is like an explorer’s glimpses bifttuzack from forays into that Land—somewhat as
Francesco Clemente made a series of paintingsapimty the bardo realms of Tibetan afterlife
mythology—but more relentless. For Jones thissgtayas not one show among many but an exploration
renewed or maintained rigorously from year to yeagn decade to decade: a patient quest for glsnpse
that might be thought of as blinding when behelthiir purity but in the mediated world of percepti
are like faint pulses registering on a needle thates hardly at all on some gauge with no names or
numbers on it. The researcher sees it dimly wigatyl eyes. It is there, like a message from therctitle



of a black hole, which does not quite make it dithe hole into this world, but flashes perceptibatyits
threshold for an instant—an instant which theejoitt explorer who has set up his equipment justditie
of the black hole triumphantly records, and gamedyarily, but in some quiet way happily, trudgeska
to show it to the rest of us.

Oh dark shivering in the roots and leaves! Come forth sleepless formin the gathering silence...the sea
will be born again, and the wave will again fling forth Aphrodite...
—Seferi8
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