Felix Culpa
Kristian Vistrup Madsen on James Richards

“Cinema is the natural home of those who don’t trust language, a natural index
of the weight of suspicion lodged in the contemporary sensibility against ‘the
word’.”

James Richards’s is an art that defies interpretation. It might just be the kind
Susan Sontag meant when she called for erotics to take the place of
hermeneutics in Against Interpretation. But eroticism, as Sontag knew, is no
simple matter of flesh or be fleshed—pleasure, she knew, is Janus-faced.
Eroticism is a head torn from a pretty, young cyclist’s body, tumbled down the
road in Georges Bataille’s Story of the Eye. It is the smell of blood and gas and
hot, bent metal in J.G. Ballard’s Crash, a myriad of intersecting highways.
Eroticism is a laboratory, a slaughterhouse, entangled lashes over an infected
eye, a desert landscape, all in succession. It is a series of flashing images of
wounded and deformed limbs, cracked open and mis-colored in Richards and
Steve Reinke’s When We Were Monsters (2020), it is a basement full of moldy
junk.

“If something happens, let it,” says a voice in that film. And later: “As you smile
sweetly, a torrent of unprocessed images flows out of your ass.” In his work on
eroticism, Bataille argues that “misunderstanding the sanctity of transgression
is one of the foundations of Christianity.”2 The Church may sing felix culpa—
happy fall—but transgression is always liturgically redeemed either by finding
fault in the law or doe-eyed ignorance in the one who breaches it. But what of
the irredeemable? What of transgression that does not allow interpretation
(justification; nullification) but merely smiles and lets go?

“If something happens, let it.” Herein lies a definition of a type of transgression
beyond will, perhaps even beyond psychology; a form of beauty accessed
through surrender. Beauty, the very texture of it, how it comes undone, is
never far in Richards’s work, deep in abjection though it also is. It arrives by
way of music, and the special method by which Richards collects his materials,
a mode of assemblage that is the beating heart of the practice, almost magical
in its seeming reliance on some kind of sixth sense.

Across Richards’s films we see references to natural science and medicine and
the various breaches of the body’s sovereignty that take place in those fields:
endoscopy, x-ray, the intrusion of light into the retina. In Thomas Mann’s
novel The Magic Mountain, the protagonist Hans Castorp, upon being
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presented with an x-ray of his hand, feels that “he looked into his own grave.”s
When he watches the lungs of his beloved bared by the same machine, he feels
the doctor has penetrated her, possessed her in the way a portrait painter does
their sitter. He later carries a print-out of her x-ray around with him like a
charm.

Mann is the kind of author Sontag takes issue with for being “over-
cooperative”—for relishing interpretation.4 The x-ray, like the sanatorium on
the magic mountain, becomes a metaphor for alienation in modernity, the
disenchantment that follows in the wake of certitude, the destruction also
known as progress, and the physician cast as the artist of the 20th century. But
in Richards’s work the x-ray claims alienation as a part of desire’s machinery;
the revelation of the body’s insides not as a way of shedding light but of
promulgating darkness. Hans Castorp looked into his own grave and kept
looking. Perhaps he liked it? The footage Richards shows us is ominous and
titillating. When, again and again, we do not manage to turn away, we bring on
the torrent. And when we discover some half-forgotten part of ourselves in its
slew we wonder, “How did he know?”

In laying out the tenets of eroticism, Bataille first outlines the void that
structures it: the gulf that separates one person from another, which cannot
“be done away with,” though “we can experience its dizziness together.” What
is sex, love, art at their densest, most ambivalent, if not an attempt to
experience dizziness together? This gulf, writes Bataille, “can hypnotize us.
This gulf is death in one sense, and death is vertiginous, death is
hypnotizing.”s

Hypnotism, in the early days of its coinage, was considered a type of nervous
sleep. That is to say, the last thing a human being possesses for themselves,
their unconscious, intruded upon and mastered. It is a camera moving through
your guts, a snapshot of your ailing lungs. What if art could hypnotize, what if
a film could bulldoze your agency? In the compilation Mercy Mercy Mercy
(2013), edited by Richards, Julia Heyward harps “Shake Daddy Shake,” her
cutting cadence making incisions in your brain, before a rhythmic thumping
noise repeats for a good ten minutes as the camera zooms in on a looping,
blinking monitor of Stuart Marshall’s 1977 video Still Life Animation. In recent
works, Richards has integrated Tony Conrad’s stroboscopic Flicker (1966)
wholly or in aggressive flashes as just one of the ways in which he takes aim at
that soft, glassy portal to our insides and shoots.

When, in The Magic Mountain, Hans Castorp goes to the cinema for the first
time, he finds the silence of the public “nerveless and repellent,” as they stare
vacantly at the screen, white and empty, “with one word—Finis—written across
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it”. “Nobody was there to be applauded,” he notes of the likewise empty
proscenium.® The point that Mann, over-cooperative, stresses is that the
cinema audience, to use Heidegger’s term, has “fallen:” into passivity, the false
world of images, away from the authentic. Here Finis not only names the end
of the film but the triumph of machines over consciousness.

But I wonder whether falling doesn’t happen the other way around. That is,
whether the resoundingly hollow Finis in Mann is not where we are already, a
priori, and Reality, rather, a snake pit into which one could only possibly arrive
by falling. A fall, then, as a transgression of the self, a surrendering of the “I,”
which is not the opposite to Dasein but precisely a dizzying, flickering
togetherness that adds up to some kind of truth. Or put differently, to fall
happily is to give way to the torrent of imagery, find a life in its truant body,
and stay with it. Us humans do not seek out Reality willingly but Richards
seems able to lead us there by the leash of eroticism, enticing us with the dark
parts of an x-ray, the smell of burnt metal. At the end, someone might just
throw a long-stemmed rose at the empty proscenium anyway; rub their eyes
and offer a slow clap to abject, inscrutable beauty.
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