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Porn, Cynicism and the Aestheties of Christionity

PASSION

Cne can readily surmise from the tifle: this will not be o text about (just) sex. Indeed,
in o time in which the Supreme Pontiff's palitical leanings vis-dvis homosexuality
and gender issues (nat to mention oesthetics| are increasingly alarming in their self-
praclaimed ractitude, | believe that Evergon's highly sexuclized phatographic
works can afford those in custody of the Haly See [men who are unfertunately often
esiranged from contemporary arf] something wholesome in their insight into the
nohre of Christianity as such. In o sense, the images you see printed in these pages
— the rectal ones included — are resplendently Christian,

Undoubtedly, one of the most cherished visual ropes employed in the modern
period to denote the singularity of an arfist’s suffaring — his passion — is the fig-
ure of the arfist as Christ.' Arlists a3 varied in intention and oesthelic allegionce as
Diirer, Malevich, Samuel Palmer, Gilbert & George, Robert Mappletharpe end
Anchy Warhal have clothed — offentimes with an iranic inflaction — their arbistic
subjectivities with the poses, sartorial conventions and iconagraphic traditions
associated with cananical events in the life of Jesus of Mazareth as related in the
Gospels or in works selected from the history of art. Hera, the Christ is akin to other
performative Figuma, such as the acrabat, the clown, the dondy and the bohemian
labaurer, whom artists have nat ceased to refashion as a means of susteining a erik-
ical meditation on the status of oristic idenkity aelf,
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Unobashedly, the originality of Evergon’s
serias "N/ (whose tille refers 1o the fact of male
lumescence os much as it does to the artist’s body)
perhaps lies in the monner in which the artist
oddresses the pormographic underpinnings of the
orthodox Christion experience by revisifing scenes
of the Passion that are mediated by illicit images of
men having sex with men culled from the Internet,
Elemants of “XXX/L" [begun in 2005) evoke, simul-
tanecushy, the Pietd, the Deposition, the Resurrection
and wel-ploughed maoture entertainment sites of
such ilk as Billy Perv’s Great Gallery of Twinks.

Matwithslanding the series’ stolus os o mela-
discaoyrse on Chrisriuni’r}r, o5 per above, | posit thet
Evergon's recent production ought te be read as a
form of religion or ot leost o performance of spiritu-
al propaertions), if only becouse it broaches the ques
tien of the contemporanaity of the Christion nalure of
Westarn art by insisting on the photographic image
— be it Heshy and lewd to some — os a species of
incarnation, in the theological sense of the tarm. Te
understand this, ane ought to read “XXX/L" in light
of some piclorial sirategies previously deployed in
the on-going series “Chez-moi/Domestic Content”
(begun in 2004].

Let me proceed with the following circumlocu-
bary inlerragation in order to cut straight into the
heart of the mater: is art historion James Elkins cer-
rect when he posits, 7. . . art that sels oul 1o convey
spiritual values goes against the grain of the history
af moderism”# According fo Elkins [and to most
contemporary arthisterical schelarship undertaken
within academic circles), the history of madern art,
al least frem early-nineteenth-century romanficism
onwards, is the history of the progressive secular.
izafion of culture and of the radical, i net absalute
and irrevecable, segregation of art and spirituality

— two spheres of human egency thal were inasxiri-
cobly bound up in variegated ways since Antiquity
and thraughout the Middle Ages.” In fact, the histar-
ical discontinuity that engendered modern culture
now fosters whaot is considered by some o be the
central condition of postmedern art: it thrives
bevond the sphere of the spiriteal. As Elking judi-
ciously points ouf, most academic endeavours o
interpret and value fine art rely on objective criteria
|such as formal properties, nofions of histerical inna-
wvation or aesthetic contribution, efc.) that fereclose
the very possibility of the reception of aesthetic prad-
vcts based an their spiritval content, if only because
such content cannot be transmited ond deboled
through shared channels of communication. Here, in
keeping with the thought of Ludwig Witigenstein, it
follows that aesthefic sense is ineffoble. Thereby, the
fact remains beyond dispute: merely subjechive expe-
rience cannot form the basis af communicative
efforts whose very feasibility is, in every case, con-
ditioned by faith — be it ever so slight — in the pos.
sibility of consensus. Ulimately, concepts, not
feelings, form the conditions of possibility of reo-
saned discourse on the arls,

Betare addressing the nub of the issue as | con-
strue it, | will moke one preliminary ossumption
which, | presume, will not seem contenfious.
Mamely, Evergon's works partake in the histery of
maodernism to which Elkins refers, above. As well,
the following is o corallory to such a cloim: by virlue
of their photographic nafure, Evergon's works
adhere to the 5.|1::|l1'ering of the aura, which nofion
Walter Benjamin fomously choracterizes in his
“Wark of A" essoy as the property of artworks that
have their basis in cult” (Or, fo puf it in terms mare
familiar to Elkins's arthistorical parlonce, one could
assert that Evergon’s arfistic productions contribute









Hamage ko Magine, CECT 5 EST 8% LINE FFE, hom e series: X0, &0 inchem 24 inche, Inkjet, 2004

to the secularization of oesthefics in which cantem-
porary art indelibly assists.|

This being noted, | would like 1o reflect for o
moment on the noture and scope of Evergon's recent
photographs, which oppear to delve into the areno
of spiritual motters in mare ways than one. My
thaughts are guided by o fundomental inhuiticn
pccording fo which | impute o spirival content o
these images, notwithstanding the fact that they
remain tharaughly secular, cultural products. In this
way, Evergan’s two recent, interrelated phatograph-
ic series, “Chez-moi/Domestic Content” and
“¥XX/L," beth contest the vseal antagenism thot is
understood to underpin contemporory ort visawvis
issues of spiriluality. It is my confention that these
series address key issves relative to the spiritval can.
tent of ari, thereby rendering emphatically mere
complex customary accounts of modernism and past-
modearnism as ocstensibly seculor phenomena. Put
otherwise, Evergon's simullonecusly spiritual and
secular pholographs discredit the theory eccording
to which “spiriteal art goes ogainst the grain of med-
ernism.” Key to understanding what we could term,
provisionally, Evergon's  “deconstruction  of
Christianity” are the issues of pornography,
Cynicism ond the erthedox Christion theology
underpinning the incarmation.”

CYNICISM AS A MODALITY
OF PRESENCE
Many have asked: is Evergon's art cymical?
Certainly not, maintains the arfist in o recent con-
varsation in which he considers such an inferpreta-
tien te be founded on a gress misunderstanding. Bul
since ane must look beyond the author’s outharized
discourse in order to seek public answers ta public

questions, one can lagilimately claim that there is o
form of cynicism that franspires in most, if nat all, of
Evergon's corpus. Such o position has been promat-
ed by the curatars of the recent conlempesary art
kiennial in Quebec City, whose theme in 2005 was
formulated os an inferrogotion addressed at con-
temporary art of lorge: “Cynismes?” In fect, the crux
of the matter lies in how ane defines cynicism. lf
would obvicusly be conlenlious 1o decry Evergon's
warks for promoting a celd and caleulated form of
oynicism in which o spiril of absalute relativism fos.
ters o palitics of nihilism. This would work agoinst
the very faundations of the artist's proctica, which,
for over thirty yeors, has harboured mu|rip|e idenh:
Hes in arder ka transgress haterosexist norms ond fo
create o space for discourse on/with the cther, be
he ar she gay or not. On the basis af this athizs,
which has manifested itself as an affirmative pelitical
aclivism [in the guise of aesthetic products that
image diverse desiring bodies or persanal faniesies
made public), ane must, in the final analysis, fore-
elose such a definition of “cynicism™ — which is con-
trary o the word's semanfic lineage in any cose. It
would seem that cur contemporary meoning and
concept of cynicism ore at odds with what was once
dencied by this term.

Evergon’s wisval arls practice hos always
worked ogainst the grain of censorship; it has
trentally embraced the sensible and sensual aspects
of reality. It is, for this very reason, cynical. Classical
ontiquity abaunded in jugglers of the rofional kind
whe preferred 1o preserve the self-containment of dis-
cursive thought at the price of sacrificing the singu-
larities of molter, The system of their logic brought
tham to proclaim such illconceived truths os: “There
is ne such thing as movemant; movement is an illu-
sion.” Thiz closed-circuit rafionalism wos braught 1o
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the aftention of Antisthenes, the spiritval father of the
Cynics, who did not even bother o fermulate o
rational refulalion te such o claim. In fact, “he got up
an his feet and began o walk, convinced that a foc
twal demansiralion was much more compelling than
any ether form of verbal repartee.” *

It is wncanny how strang are the resemblonces
bebsean the -u:n‘igim:l| Cynicism of Greak Antiquiby
[which is associoted with the likes of Antisthenes,
Disgenas and their innumerable disciples] and
Evergon's arfistic project, for the latter has alwoys
sought out medes of sexval transgression, embraced
heuristic methods, moede uvse of selkirony, averted
straiflaced social codes and, most recently with the
saries “Chez-moi/Domestic Content,” brought to the
Fore the sheer demonstability of “that which is.”

There are saveral fragments relative 1o the life
of Diogenes tho! could exemplify this rapproche-
ment, Two are most compelling: 1] the story of the
toilets; and 2) the aceount of urine, Here they are:
“Somecne reprooched Diogenes for freguenting
infamous  places; 1o which the philosopher
answered: ‘The sun may well enter into the toilets
without gefting soiled!”™ In the some vein,
Diogenes was noted far claiming: “There was also o
fime when | could nat contral my urge 1o piss. But not
anymare!*® One should recall here that Evergon
has toured the toilets of the waordld while seeking 1o
document their invisible poetry, as he has alsa per-
formed the famous Manneken Pis stohsete found in
Brussels. By virtue of his shameless corpareal irany,
one can arguably assert that the figure of the artisl
fram which most of Evergon's practice draws its ref-
erantial paramefers is more akin fo the “cynical
philosopher” than to the “romantic” or the *bohemi-
an” figures that have informad much medernist and
postmadernist art practice. Moreaver, beyond such

playful resemblances that slem mainly from fhe sen-
sationalisfic strains of ancient Cynicism [that is, from
the movement's critical functien, which maonifests
itself in the public inversion of private codes),
Evergon spearheads o rehabilitation of the spirit of
the teachings of Antisthenes in so far os the arfist
embraces the ineffoble.

The series “Chez-moi/Domestic Cenfent,”
which is being "presented” here for the first fime in
a periodical, employs on aesthetics of sheer demon-
straficn — that is, o literalist mode of imaging — that
perverts the fixities of concepts that are designed 1o
;ad'qu the real. The series itsalf is the culmination af
a long process of collecting by means of which
Evergon hos amassed hundreds of exatic abjects,
erotic trinkets and theatrical props that were some-
fimes destined 1o be used in his large, baroque
mises-en-scéne done on Palarsid, The fact that these
objects, whose ariginal fenction was ancillary, any
now the fullyfledged profagonists of finished works
signals o shift in the arfist's practice: we are now in
the presence of a simplified cesthetics that seeks
bath ko frame and objectify the artist’s daily life, and
to give tangible form to the fictional performance
whose name is Evergon |onother pure “demonstro-
tien"]. This new approach to photagraphy (as o form
af indexical pointing] is a plastic monifestation of
Evergon’s selffoshioning practice, which has been
ongoing in his life as art. With this innovation, bath
the visual works and the lived performance fuse in o
coherent aesthetic programme which, far from being
solipsistic [becouse based on the arfist's personal
lifa) turns out to emblematize the polifics of atherness
that has guided the artist's arfistic dialogue since ils
inception. Mareaver, these sheer presentations of
objects, although bosed on photography’s power to
disclose meaning withaut writing, are not bo be read
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as on idealized languege thot would be located
beyond grammer and words, Much 1o the conlrary,
these warks moke vse of formol tensions and s.ignif]-
cant visual relations that give rise to figurative wit,
reflections an vanity, on the passing of time, and an
nosiolgia. Much in the spirit of Evergon's humaur
that can anly be experienced in person, these works
convey meaning by embedying o languoge of
objects. Therein lies Evergon’s cynicism, which,
while rejecting all forms of sirict Platonic conceptu-
alism, professes its faith in the sensual life of things
and in the complexity of material signification. This
cynicism ultimately leads, in “X3X/L," o an ariginal
and insightiel understanding of the aesthetics that
undarpin orthodox Chrisrinniry.

* . . . HERE | STAND.
"M YOUR MAN"
From a histarical point of view, there are af least two
principal strategies adopled by orfists who address
issues of spiritualitg: the fragment and the trace. The
farmer comprises the kernel of the romantic theary of
art as an expressive fragmen! whose very lock
alludes to the “obsclute” or the sublime that lies
beyond representation. The latter has recenily been
espoused, albeit in a more or less secular manner,
by Rolond Barthes in his theary of pholography,
according to which the photogroph qua trace
revaals the presence of thatwhich-has-been [i.e., his
mother; see Comera lucido, 1981]. It con be
argued that Evergon's work does neither, even if he
incessonily photographs his actegenarian mather.
Evergon’s is a cynical spiritualite. For if it has
become clear that Christianity has abways depended
on the embediment of scripture in viseal form, in
some very sefious sense, the “legos mode flesh” is
the histary of art. As philosopher Jeanlue MNancy

has shawn in some of his recent work on the decon-
struction af Christianity, foith in Christ is somehow
inexfricably bound vp with faith in the power of
images; images as sepplementary fo Christion doc-
Irine are in efect the tangible monifestation of its
central tenets. Thus, Christianity itself would be
unthinkable without the histary of Western arl whosa
fruition it paralleled. In the final analysis, the very
logic of that religion is structurally analegous to the
internal |n:rg|'1: of images. Evergon’s most “religious”
wark then, "XXX/L,” embroces this issue, in as much
as the pathos of sulfering is conveyed by means of
a practice of photographic “facing.”

What | hove been describing as the sheer pre-
sentotions of "Chez-moi/Domestic Content,” — the
series’ rehabilitation in aesthetic farm of the ethics of
Cynicism — is the springboard for o reflection on
passion, aging, sexuality and physical beauty that
praveils in the “XXK/L" series. In this latter pioject,
bath form and content seek o convey a meaninghul
exparience that nonetheless lies beyond words, In
this wey, the middle-grey bockground in both series,
which allegarizes the photographic medium as such,
i in the service of on aesthefics thot seeks to proffer
pathos mare than its “representation,”

By means of its explicit references to Chrisfion
iconography, “XXN/L* does not merely exhaust its
embrace of spirituality. In foct, these warks are con-
structed in such o way os lo overslep such a superfi-
cial reading [which remains within the confines of o
theary of citation]. Much in the spirit of the thought
of Mancy, Evergon's series directly prablematizes
the issue of “presence”; these phatogrophs are less
obout an gesthetics of apprapriation than about the
ocl of imaging itself understood as o0 mode of incar-
nafion that “touches” the viewer in its singular, maote-
rial waoy. Here, two subjects — a behclder
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confronted by the flesh of pathos made present —
encounter ene anclher [one could almeost say that
they come to visit each other| in a site that ollego-
rizes intersubjectivity.

Mancy's analysis is os eloguent as it is
compelling. | quote a passage at length:

Cheistion painfing is rot o represeniotion of Christion
subjoct malar, Mach lo B conlrary, 1 s Chnan:a-'nl':,-_ e
somathing of Christionisy, made inlo poinfing or os pain
ing, i_':-e-::-:;mmg palnting: pregghinl wiilh peinling, fivieg
birth 1o it while announcing itself within it, as. |pointing]

and, marsavar, ad whet i al sake in e highory, S sl

persists loday, of what we call “art™

Ultimately, as Mancy is keen to point out just
a lew pages later, imoges in the Weastarn radition
do not ceose fo exclaim: “this is my body”
Marecver, as they proffer this existence as flash,
they olso concede thot beyond their incarnation
there lies no presence at all [be it gedly ar mother-
ly); they simply point fa the very secular site of aur
own finite existence (of which the joys and sarrows
of being in the world are the decisive parameters|.

Let it be noted thot deconstruction in this case
discloses the logic of exclusion thal segregates the
spirival from the oesthetic experience of mod-
ernism in general. It shows lo what extent mod-
ernism's [and, by exiension, postmadernism's)
refusal of spiritual categories of interpretation con-
sists in on eloguent disavowal of that upon which
most, if not oll, aesthetic discourse ariginally rests:
the pathaos af embodiment that is incumbent Upon
all chjects which our culiure deems successhul
“works of art," As Nancy contends, if Chrishianity
has always tocilly depended on the image, the

reverse is also true; the history of ort — its oftentimes
sevally secular modermist and postmadernist var-
ants included — is unthinkable without the theclogy
and culture of the Christian religion. Here, “the spir-
ival” is a constitutional element of contemparary art
practice — sexed as it may be — os Evergon's work
emphalically illustrates,

MOTES:

i. Flease note $uct | om intenlionaly using the mals gender when dewcrib
ing the modem arlist’s selifashicning dralegres, in keeping with recent
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Fhan®: The Bale Aetisi o3 a Performchive Funchan,' The Oalord Ar
Jecrmal 1B no, 2 1995): 1832,
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seculatizatian ka Ranaissancn feem ol humansim,

w. Sew Waker Bonjamin, “The 'Work of fef in the Age of Mechoniool
Euplqﬂ.ﬂ o, in Nominatios, ed, Hansah Amndi, frans Hairy Zehn
[Mew Yoek: Schockan Books, 1948), 217-51.
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it ottt Thed, 8 decensituclion of Chiistian®y doed red coasisi in the
rehutafian af the wpirtual, bt i Se anabpis of i presence in foem of
cubiere that doim o hove done awoy with it imevoooldy

wii. Ligroe Paques, (er opnigques grecs: Frogrent of Wmoignogen
[Cimwea: Edrions de Plaiversie d'Onawa, 1975], 586. My emphaziz.

wiii, Toid., B,
iz, ld, 81,
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