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Holographic Painting
Attila Szűcs’s exhibition is titled Complementary Love, while we know well that in painting, it is usually colors, rather than emotions, that are complementary. Yet in physics, or more continually quantum physics, the concept—and indeed the principle—of complementarity also exists, something that was essentially worth a Nobel Prize some hundred years ago. According to Niels Bohr’s theory, the atomic, or particle-like—that is, discrete and quantized—nature of reality and its wave-like interpretation and description do not actually contradict one another; rather, they complete each other. They are, therefore, complementary: light and electron beams can be interpreted both as waves and as a multitude of particles.
But what does all this say about painting?
The tangible, material nature of paint, pigments, and the binding medium is perceived by us primarily as light, as electromagnetic waves; or more precisely, our vision, our eyes, our nervous system, and our brain grasp it as such. However, if we touch and feel it, we sense the material, physical reality of the paint as well, or rather, our nervous system and brain present the stimuli of touch to our mind in this manner.
In a physical and quantum physical sense, however, something is either a particle—that is, discrete, solid, and "tangible"—or it is a wave. Waves interfere with one another; particles do not—they tend to collide. Yet according to Bohr’s great insight, there is still no irresolvable contradiction here, because it all depends merely on how, and with what tools, we examine reality. For light can be interpreted as both a wave and a corpuscle under experimental conditions: it produces interference patterns, yet according to the evidence of spectra, it is built up of photons of discrete energy.
Nevertheless, for us viewers, a painting is essentially an image that we receive in the form of colored light, of electromagnetic waves. But what of the "love" mentioned in the exhibition’s title? How does our mind and brain perceive, process, and create it?
There is indeed a painting titled Complementary Love in the exhibition: the kiss of two young people in a strange, abstract space. This painterly space is itself complementary, as it is composed of complementary colors which extinguish each other from a distance; the greenish and pinkish-red tones become gray—or more precisely, the cones in our eyes and our minds perceive them as such. The space behind the couple is itself gray, but it is gray at the level of pigments, and very peculiar, which does not appear so striking at first glance. It is as if a dark spotlight were illuminating the lovers, or as if darkness were sucking them in—a tiny black hole, if you will. Black holes have long inspired cosmologists—think only of Stephen Hawking, or more recently the Nobel laureate Kip Thorne, who was the scientific advisor for Christopher Nolan’s film Interstellar[1], and to whom we owe the "lifelike" Gargantua appearing in the film, which indeed sucks in the protagonist, who does not, however, disintegrate into his elements there, but finds himself in a strange dimensional gateway.
Black holes nowadays seem to be confirming a theory that plays a decisive role in Attila Szűcs’s worldview as well. It is usually referred to as the holographic principle of cosmology, or the holographic model of the cosmos. Put very simply, the informational entropy interpretation of the two-dimensional event horizon of black holes does not exclude the possibility that we humans perceive the entire universe as an illusion similar to holograms, which is in reality merely the projection of a two-dimensional interference pattern. According to some, the Hawking radiation of event horizons, which surprisingly "leaves" the otherwise all-absorbing black holes, points to the phenomenon of projection.
The key to the holographic illusion here is, of course, that we perceive the universe as a spatial or spatiotemporal entity; we do this just as we see paintings as colored images. In reality, in the reality independent of us, colors do not exist; they are generated only by the apparatus of human vision: our eyes, our brain, and our mind. Just as the feeling of affection or love is generated... Or is that not how it works?
For then, what is the situation with religions, particularly European pantheism and panpsychism, Asian Buddhism, or even American animism, which attribute thoughts, feelings, identity, and consciousness to plants, animals, and natural phenomena as well? Moreover, there exists a "serious," scientific, physical, and cosmological equivalent to all this, which is perhaps not unrelated to the fact that one of the most famous quantum physicists of the last century, David Bohm, conducted a long and fruitful dialogue with a Hindu philosopher, Jiddu Krishnamurti, about the true nature of reality.
According to the teachings of Hinduism, the reality we perceive is merely an illusion, a semblance, the Veil of Maya; we do not see the essence, the forces, the energies. According to Bohm, this same situation presents the problematic nature of reality placed on quantum physical foundations. Reality, coherent from both a physical and quantum physical perspective, is actually far more coherent than we would think or imagine. Bohm believes that in the reality independent of us, there are no objects, no particles, and no waves either, but rather something else exists which we cannot truly perceive. He calls this deeper reality the "implicate order," a pandimensional structure from which—if we happen to observe it—the visible and perceptible reality unfolds.[2]
The opening image of the Complementary Love exhibition is the interference of two "real" waves; two classical topoi create a diffuse spectacle: a curtain and a cascade of hair. Both are stereotypical phenomena, yet unboring all the same. Since the painting contest of Zeuxis and Parrhasius, and through Norman Bryson, Schopenhauer, Vermeer, and Pliny, the curtain has been an allegory for painting and illusionism[3], to which the figures evoked by the exhibition—Ingmar Bergman and David Lynch—add only newer layers of meaning; think only of Cries and Whispers, Twin Peaks, or Mulholland Drive. The cascade of hair is itself an allegory, but an ambivalent one: on the one hand, it is the classic symbol of beauty since Venus’s floating locks; on the other hand, since Julia Kristeva, the repulsive meaning-range of hair clawed from the drain is also a legitimate part of our worldview, where the fallen, disgusting parts of our body remind us of our mortality.[4]
And Bohm’s holographic model, along with Krishnamurti’s Hindu veil, enriches the interference of these two waving entities—the curtain and the hair—with newer, complex, epistemological layers.
Attila Szűcs’s images seem to examine precisely the consequences of the existence of this veil, or these veils, through the tools of painting.
We know that a painting is painted canvas...
We know that films are shot by someone...
We know that we create an image not only of the paintings and films but of the artists making them as well...
But how real, how coherent are these images? Let us look, for example, at the portrait of Bergman painted by Szűcs: it is ghostly, specifically in the Freudian sense: it is Bergman, and yet it is not... It is a portrait, yet not one... It is an image, but more than that: it has a body, a painterly, impasto materiality which steps out of the two dimensions, shattering the illusion. But to what extent?
If the Universe itself exists for us merely as an illusion, then what of the illusions formed about illusion? Did Plato, once, a long time ago, truly put his finger on something very essential with the Allegory of the Cave? Yes and no... For Plato accused artists of manufacturing illusions, while he believed very much in philosophers and scientists. Today, in the era of theory-fiction and post-factuality, the situation is slightly different: we finally know that what we know is what we create ourselves.
And make no mistake—to bring into play a favorite phrase of a dear and recently deceased professor of mine—so, make no mistake: not only are aesthetics and philosophy theory-fiction, but a part of cosmology and physics is too; the 11-dimensional string theory, so dear to so many, certainly is. Moreover, philosophy of mind and neuroscience are as well, since to this day there is no coherent and non-contradictory theory that would explain the most serious problem: the existence of human self-consciousness, which cannot be derived from physical, chemical, and biological processes.
It is about this, and indeed all of this, that Complementary Love speaks, where cosmic, or astronomical and particle physics backgrounds, starry skies, and undulating surfaces serve as the backdrop for the appearance of visual topoi well known to us, yet increasingly falling apart and disintegrating, which nonetheless continue to define our lives: love, entertainment, the sublime, the mysterious, man and woman...
And even if art, and even reality, is merely an illusion, who says we shouldn't enjoy it while we can...
I hereby declare the exhibition open!
[1] Kip Thorne: The Science of Interstellar. W. W. Norton & Company, 2014.
[2] David Bohm: Wholeness and the Implicate Order. Routledge, London, 1980.
[3] Norman Bryson: Vision and Painting. The Logic of the Gaze. Yale University Press, New Haven, 1983.
[4] Julia Kristeva: Powers of Horror. An Essay on Abjection. Columbia University Press, 1980.

