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You have to push any idea to an extreme, you have to probe. Exaggeration, in the sense of 

hyperbole, is a major artistic device in all modes of art. No painter, no musician ever did anything 

without extreme exaggeration of a form or a mode, until he had exaggerated those qualities that 

interested him.  

—Marshall McLuhan  

 

Cave (Lat.), beware. 

 

The images assembled here aim to alert the beholders, to make them 

wary, to make them aware. By recapitulating older modes of art in a new 

key, these images take aim at the ideal, the dérèglement de tous les sens 

that has been the aim of Western artists since the nineteenth century. 

The very title, Cave Paintings, suggests something of primitive experience: 

though tidied up to give the illusion of culture, these are primal forms, 

intended, as cave paintings, to exert influence at a distance. If the 

paintings have no content—if they are not pictures of something or 

other—then that gap is filled by the viewer, and the process of 

apprehension comes to the fore. When the sensory inputs are dim, the 

sensory response is correspondingly strong. This is why small children 

are always “poetic” in their responses to anything at all. A child’s sensory 

reception is very selective, somewhat in the manner of what is offered our 

senses by “abstract” art. And just because the sensory offering is meagre, 

the sensory response is full. As we grow older, we dim down the sensory 

responses, and increase the sensory inputs, turning ourselves into 

robots. That is why art is indispensable for human survival. Art 

perpetually dislocates our usual sensory responses by offering a very 

abstract or meagre and selective input. 

 

Hypocrite lecteur, mon semblable, mon frère, exclaimed Baudelaire. Mask- 



wearing reader! The art is a vortex of energies to be used to correct 

perception. 

 

The reader puts on the mask of the author’s work as a way of seeing, 

even as the author puts on the public as a mask. One serves to probe the 

other: both are clichés. Corrective lenses. Hearing aids. Prosthetic 

devices. Baudelaire proclaims two stages to the process: 

 

The reader is hypocrite [i.e. a “mask-wearer”] in the very act of putting on the author’s poem as 

his mask, for in reading the poem he is perceiving the world in a very special way, using what 

another poet, S. T. Coleridge, called “a willing suspension of disbelief for the moment.” When we 

put on any man-made mask such as a painting, poem, or music, or when we read a book or a 

newspaper, we are looking at the world in a very special way, altering our own perceptions by an 

artistic act of faith in the process in which we are engaged.  

 

The second part of Baudelaire’s phrase, “mon semblable, mon frère,” draws attention to the 

reciprocal part of the action. Whereas the reader or the user of any form puts it on as his mask, 

as an extension of his own perception and energy, the author or maker has also to put on his 

public, the potential reader or user of whatever he has made. The maker tends to project his own 

image as the mask of the user or reader which he endeavours to “put on.” This complex process 

of communication, by which the medium is “put on” by its users in order that they may 

experience some alteration and extension of their own perceptions or powers, includes the 

“putting on” of the user by the medium. Commercially, this latter operation is referred to as 

“giving the public what it wants” or “the customer is always right.”1 

 

For centuries, Western art had been governed by a strong visual bias, 

until the revolution in the nineteenth century affected all of the arts and 

sciences. Involvement and participation supplanted detachment and 

objectivity across the board. 

 

E. H. Gombrich apportions a major part of his celebrated Art and Illusion 

to discussing “The Beholder’s Share.” Impressionism elevated the 

beholder almost to the status of co-creator, thereby ending art as 

consumer product. Artists had sensed an erosion of detachment and 

were quick to seize on the possibilities. 



 

The image, it might be said, has no firm anchorage left on the canvas—it is only “conjured up” in 

our minds. The willing beholder responds to the artist’s suggestion because he enjoys the 

transformation that occurs in front of his eyes. It was in this enjoyment that a new function of art 

emerged gradually and all but unnoticed during the period we have discussed. The artist gives 

the beholder increasingly “more to do,” he draws him into the magic circle of creation and allows 

him to experience something of the thrill of “making” which had once been the privilege of the 

artist. It is the turning point which leads to those visual conundrums of twentieth-century art 

that challenge our ingenuity and make us search our own minds for the unexpressed and 

inarticulate.2 

 

With the Symbolist poets in the mid-nineteenth century, Western artists 

forged a new role for art. It shifted from producing aesthetic objects to 

forging new masks that adjust perception. 

 

I may say the great poet should not only perceive and distinguish more clearly than other men, 

the colours or sounds within the range of ordinary vision or hearing; he should perceive 

vibrations beyond the range of ordinary men, and be able to make men see and hear more at each 

end than they could ever see without his help ... a constant reminder to the poet, of the obligation 

to explore, to find words for the inarticulate, to capture those feelings which people can hardly 

even feel, because they have no words for them...3 

 

In a preliterate culture art connects the single person and the group with 

the cosmos. Art tunes them in to the cosmic energies, abridging space 

and time. We discern the same forces at work in our post-literate world. 

 

Acoustic space is a resonating sphere whose centre is everywhere and 

whose margins or periphery are nowhere. The average person today, 

walking down the street wrapped in a cell phone or iPod, lives deep in 

acoustic space. “Multi-centredness” also defines puns and ambiguities. 

The term applies too to the Internet, to “cyberspace” and to the “space” 

we all experience during the garden-variety telephone call. Acoustic 

space contains nothing: each thing or event makes its own space, one 

that resonates with and modulates the spaces made by each other thing. 

Edmund Carpenter, in discussing the linguistic particularities of the 

Aivilik Inuit people, observes: 



 

I know of no example of an Aivilik describing space primarily in visual terms. They don’t regard 

space as static and therefore measurable; hence they have no formal units of spatial 

measurement; just as they have no uniform divisions of time. The carver is indifferent to the 

demands of the optical eye; he lets each piece fill its own space, create its own world without 

reference to background or anything external to it.... Like sound, each carving creates its own 

space, its own identity; it imposes its own assumptions.4  

 

The ear, like the hand, has no point of view. It is orchestral; it heeds all 

inputs from all directions at once.  

 

Visual space is linear, continuous and connected, uniform and static. A 

container of things. The Cave images live in a somewhat different 

universe. They are not static and neither is their space. Each of James  

K-M’s icons makes its own space, neither homogeneous nor continuous 

nor linear nor abstract. These images do not inhabit some space; they 

make the space which surrounds them. Iconic space extends the icon in 

much the way the spider’s web extends the spider. The spatial continuity 

we consider normal and natural the icon violates at every turn, beginning 

with the use of simultaneous points of view: each jump from one view to 

another introduces discontinuity, so does each movement. And the space 

made by one icon is discontinuous with those made by others in the 

same neighbourhood.  

 

The beholder’s share is exactly to apply these acoustic and tactile images 

to the world around him. They have been forged with geometric precision 

and they resonate with the probing explorations of the Op Artists of 

recent memory, including their experiments with focus at the end of the 

twentieth century—the “Magic Eye” craze. People regarded them as a 

gimmick, but they held a deeper truth. (As masks, the Cave Paintings will 

produce the same effect: focus your gaze through the paintings so they 

hover in the middle distance.) The beholder here confronts a mosaic of 

patterns; individually and together they compose your new mask. Any 



two-dimensional space is much bigger on the inside than it is on the 

outside; visual space, what we consider to be commonsense space, gives 

the reverse effect. Flat space, mythical space, includes many modes of 

space simultaneously. 

 

The usual way to forge a myth is to juxtapose actions, images, characters 

that occur in separate spaces or times, and thereby move out of present 

space and time. The rock video plays in this arena too; myth is latent in 

the structures made by juxtaposing layers of image with musical 

textures. These paintings shift us beholders into multivalent worlds in 

training us to see mythically the world around us. 

 

It is hard work. A glance or a few minutes’ contemplation is but a 

prelude. You have to absorb the patterns and immerse yourself in them. 

Then you see. 
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