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TECHNOLOGY ART: THE CASE FOR PUBLIC SUPPORT

Donald Brook

New techniques and technical artefacts are useful and often dramatic, so it isn't surprising that artists take an interest in them. But why should we go out of our way to promote this interest? 

One way of preparing the argument for a potent association calls for a preliminary  distinction between the trivial use of technology in art and significant reference to it. 'Tekart' was the pejorative term that almost came into general currency twenty years ago, for things that would have been counted perfectly silly  if they had been done by hand. They only used technology, and they claimed our admiration because they were the product of  stochastic beta-cavitron recursive oscillations  mapped onto the virtual lattice of n-dimensional supercooled pseudo-tantalarium. One could have got the same effect by dropping a brick into chicken noodle soup, and perhaps with an even better expectation of applause.

I shall not mention any names by way of horrible example. Those of us who actually gave some thought to these matters when 'serious' artists were still doing mainstream modernism with  masking tape were gravely embarrassed by tekart and tekartists, that seemed to be just as bad or even worse.  The profounder sort of contemporary art, we said, is only incidentally done with technology: the point is that it is insightfully  about technology. As I put it in a book that I prepared for Angus & Robertson (Educational) in the early 'seventies:

The most vital art, right now, is the art that is modelling those forms of life that are conceivable - not necessarily attainable - in the age of the ultimate machine.

Angus and Robertson (Educational) went bust, and that is why my book was not published (not, I am sorry to say, the other way round). As an example of insightful 'aboutness' I was very much taken at the time with a work called Seek,1 that Jack Burnham had put into the 'Software' exhibition in New York in 1971. It still strikes me as instructive in a number of ways.

Seek was an interactive dynamic tableau in which metal cubes were carefully stacked in an arena by a mechanical computer-driven arm, and pushed around by a colony of small rodents whose habitat it was. The unfolding drama pitted the narrow-minded and remorseless organising power of the machine against the untidy biological drives of the gerbils.(One romantic commentator reported gleefully that the gerbils won).

An instructive aspect of Seek was that this powerful visual metaphor of organism versus mechanism had not been got up by artists at all. Jack Burnham had the wit to claim it as an art work, but in fact it was a piece of public doodling led by Professor Negroponte of the so-called Architecture Machine Group in the Urban Systems Lab at M.I.T. (Art needs artists like architecture needs architects and - so one thinks in lucid moments - fish need bicycles). Seek was 'about' nature and culture; it was 'about' power, conflicts of interest, and survival. The technology it drew upon was close to the front edge of current research in artificial intelligence; but anybody who said 'Gee whizz!' had not begun to understand it.

The merely incidental relevance of hardware to art was already well grasped by 1971. That was why, pointedly, Burnham's exhibition was called 'Software,' and was supposed to focus on the interface between people and machines. And the true pervasiveness of art - its historical emergence outside the institutional range of the artist's studio and the art gallery - had been partly recognized by Gabo as early as 1920:

We construct our work as the universe constructs its own, as the
engineer constructs his bridges, as the mathematician his formula of the orbits... .

Art should attend us everywhere that life flows and               acts...at the bench, at the table, at work, at rest, at play; on working  days  and  holidays... .

If he had not said 'art should...' but 'art does attend us everywhere that life flows...' I think that he would have had it exactly right. He would have avoided the misleading suggestion that the production of art needs a special theory, or special training, or special people. The case for saying something like that turns on a significant difference between 'art' as the word should properly be understood - a category logically distinct from craft and design - and the way it is ordinarily used. In ordinary language 'art' refers to a bizarre range of highly mystified craft and design antics and objects that have been endorsed by the artworld for all sorts of different reasons - and sometimes for no reason at all. In spite of that, until I give notice to the contrary my own usage will be the ordinary one. It is wrong, but it is familiar.

Since round about the time of 'Cybernetic Serendipity,' 'Nine Evenings: Theatre and Engineering' and 'Software,' tekart has taken a hammering on ideological grounds as well as because of its general fatuity and wastefulness. The naive optimism of such adventures as the Los Angeles County Museum Program and the early Artists Placement Group in London has soured. Artists who believed that there were free lunches to be had from the trans-national corporations now know better, even if some of them still think, like Faust, that their debt will never be collected. In any case I don't want to explore the vulnerability of souls to the temptation of star wars budgets, or to rely in any way on a radical case that the association of art with business is in principle disreputable. I want to ask  why such an association  should deserve to be especially facilitated as a matter of public policy. And I look for fair play: if I do not condemn the association on broad ideological grounds, I don't expect to hear it defended on broad ideological grounds either. Let us not strive officiously either to advance or to impede The Free Enterprise System, or Western Democracy,  but to ask those questions that would need to be asked wherever the arts are publicly supported: whether here, there, or in Utopia. We want to know why - ideology aside - Departments or Ministers of This and That are justified in committing public resources and taxpayers' money to the positive encouragement of transactions between the artworld and Technology Park.

One bit of special vocabulary - or jargon, if you like - will be useful. I shall designate as technology art, in a non-pejorative way, all the activities and products emerging from an explicitly invoked art/technology interaction. The fact that a lot of technology art is mere tekart, and abominable, need disturb our sense of linguistic propriety no more than does the non-pejorative use of 'prominent Sydney businessman and sporting personality.' When we need to point the bone, we shall.

Three headings will comfortably assemble most of the relevant material:

1. The general case for public art patronage, applied to technology art.

2. The special case for public art patronage, applied to technology art.

3. The specific case for the public patronage of technology art.

* * * * *

1. THE GENERAL CASE

The general case for public patronage, applied through government instrumentalities to technology art, is simple. It goes: 'If there is a case for the public patronage of art in general then there is a case for the public patronage of technology art because technology art is a kind of art, no less deserving than any other kind.'

The main premise here is not worth opening up to challenge because it is too big. The literature on public patronage of the arts in general is already large and flatulent enough to support a new domain of postgraduate scholarship. Nor will it be profitable to wonder aloud whether technology art really is a kind of art, unless we seek candidature for a knighthood in Queensland. Of course technology art is a kind of art. So is landscape painting, but we don't regard that as reason enough to expect the Department of the Environment to  subsidize it. Perhaps we should. At any rate, wondering about that will carry us nicely over into the special case for applying public patronage to technology art.

2. THE SPECIAL CASE

The case - whatever it may amount to  - for publicly supporting the arts in general could be directed with special emphasis toward technology art if we were able to show that technology art is not merely 'no less deserving' than other kinds of art, but that it is actually more deserving. Can this be done?

We might make a start by arguing that public patronage has a different motive from private or business patronage, and should therefore be more precisely aimed. It will then only be necessary to show that technology art lies closer to the public bull's-eye than other kinds of art, and we shall have the conclusion we want.

I set out in pursuit of the first objective myself in 1972, in one of three occasional papers originally commissioned when the Australia Council had a different name and was even less confident about its proper role than it is now. After seven years of protective insulation from them, the reading public was finally exposed to these dangerous ruminations in 1979, and  seems to have survived. I wrote:

It is my ... proposal that [public] influence (which is not necessarily only financial but may include notice of approval and other inducements or inhibitors) should be applied at points of stress in the art-institutional matrix. The rationale here is simple: the sheer quantity and power of official [public] support for the arts is so much less than that of the regular institutions themselves that it is largely a waste of effort to reinforce what is already secure. In order to see some definite effect from the investment of public funds and energy one had better work in regions where a relatively small effort that would not otherwise be made by anybody, bearing in mind the regular functioning of the art institutions, might be expected to yield disproportionate results. And that is to say, of course, that one had better apply  the force at points of  disequilibrium or stress in what might be called the 'natural' matrix, where change is already incipient but is suspended for lack of a precipitating factor.

In short: public patronage should deliberately aim to interfere with art, so as to bring about manifestly desirable consequences that private patronage doesn't care about, or doesn't even want. And its agents should be ready with good reasons.

To get a special case for supporting technology art out of this we shall need first of all to win consent to the animating principle, and then to show that technology art is both manifestly desirable and insufficiently supported by the status quo. Unfortunately, not everyone consents even to the principle. Some people think of Joan Sutherland's popularity as the very reason why a huge amount of public money should be spent on promoting her, and not at all as the very reason why it shouldn't. Some people think of the unpopularity of performance art as the very reason why public money shouldn't be spent on it, and not at all as the very reason why it should. It is an illustration of the curious perversity of things that the political Right, that ought to approve of keeping the State's nose out of private success, thinks that only flourishing art desrves public support; and the political Left (so to speak) that ought to support the needy, believes that minority artistic interests don't deserve much sympathy unless the minorities concerned are ethnic and might turn out to have some political clout after all. The Left and Right should get together. And the fact is that they do.

But there is some lip-service paid by both sides to the principle that public support for the arts had better be rationally directed, and not just spread about at random like the 'flu, or cynically like grease to the squeaky wheel. Maybe we can rely on enough piety of this sort to project us over the first hurdle to the trickier bits of the argument: the bits about the putatively high social desirability of technology art, and about the inadequacy of its current level of support under the status quo.

I shall look at the claim that technology art is manifestly desirable in Section 3, and end this group of remarks with a very brief aversion to the Cinderella story. Is technology art really languishing on crusts of cast-off circuit boards, for lack of the love of a charming prince from the Department of This and That? 

The answer to this question is rather interesting. In sheer subsistence terms of board, lodging and depreciation allowance for tax purposes, technology art  would seem to be at least as well-heeled as any other sort of art. Figures are hard to come by and impossible to agree, but the fact is that you can buy a lot of slightly superseded chips these days for the price of a tube of decent quality paint. And as for commissions and contracts, the vulgarians who run sunrise industries are very susceptible indeed to the blandishments of tekart. Immensely capable designers of very powerful instruments capable of changing the world are bowled over by palpable frauds with idiotic devices that do nothing whatsoever but are  attributed to some combination of deep personal feelings and Pythagorean number magic. Grotesque sums of money are available to whoever will project coloured macramé onto the underside of the ionosphere instead of doing it with rug wool in front of the TV, to the embarrassment only of close relatives.

Technology art is no worse off for private patronage than is post-modernist painting. It may even be better off. But it is a Cinderella, nevertheless. The deprivation is social, not financial. The ugly sisters get themselves invited to all the fashionable openings. Their names are mentioned in Art Prices Current, and in the new art history books that are perpetually being cobbled together by academics out of the old art history books and the new names. Their engagements dominate the social pages of Art International,  Artforum and Studio International. Poor little Cinders does have a journal of her own called Leonardo, that nobody who matters in the artworld reads; and she belongs to some earnest sects that preach dementedly on peculiar paper, like Jehovah's Witnesses and the Cyclist's Protection Society. Her social set is, alas, so far downmarket in the artworld that Prince Charming's mother is going to be very upset when he insists on marrying her. Like Edward VIII, he may end up governing the Bahamas.

Does this misfortune amount to a case for supporting technology art? Suppose we frankly admit that the envisaged crock of gold is not really the point: the point is the step toward social acceptance by the Right Set? (Not that the Department of This and That itself belongs to the Right Set yet, but it  is a candidate in good standing. The traditional arbiters of culture will soon have forgotten how the public arts administrators did not truly inherit their titles but bought them with donations provided by the governments of the day; and the taste of the new meritocrats will have to be indulged). If Cinders marries well the ugly sisters will surely have to move over, to make room for her in the one art history story. We shall all come to see, when she's better dressed, that she was never really undeserving: only badly connected.

Enough of that. We are in danger of appearing cynical. Fairy stories are after all more complex than life. Prince Charming does not think of himself as a social climber. His family was using efficient clubs when the Art lot were still decorating themselves with woad. And the foot fetishism to which some unsympathetic commentators have drawn attention is only his metaphorical way of expressing a sincere conviction that Cinders' aesthetic potential has not been properly appreciated. Speculation about shabby motives - even if it is called structuralism - is the stuff of gossip: philosophy is concerned with reasons. What is it about Cinderella's  shapely foot that should command everyone's respect?

3. THE SPECIFIC CASE

There are two ways of putting a specific case for supporting technology art. One of them is really part of the special application of the general case, because it presupposes that art in general deserves public support for a good reason that gives technology art an edge over its competitors. I raise it under the new heading because it connects with a deeper art-theoretical contention. On a rather seductive but unfortunately false analysis, technology art might be made to appear the only sort of art that really deserves the name, and for that reason it is not only pre-eminently but uniquely supportable out of the public purse.

The first line of argument is easily spelled out.

(a)  The function of public patronage in the arts is to do something desirable that otherwise wouldn't get done.

(b)  Thinking aloud in an imaginative and open-minded way about the impact of technology on human life is desirable, and it isn't much encouraged by the artworld as matters stand.

(c)  At least some technology art, if not all of it, thinks aloud about the impact of technology on human life. Therefore

(d)  Technology art is especially deserving of public encouragement.

The main vulnerabilities of this line of reasoning are these. First, as I have already remarked, not everyone agrees that public patronage should be consciously meddlesome, seeking out ways to improve the performance of the artworld. Second, the claim that thoughtful reflection in art, about the impact of technology on human life, would not occur without determined intervention needs to be proven. Third, an affirmative stance on these contestable questions commits the official vehicle of patronage to an embarrassing duty. That duty would be to assess projects and applications for support on emerging criteria that are unclear, arguable, and provocative of endless and maybe bitter wrangling among interested parties. A central dispute will inevitably concern the crucial distinction between dismal tekart, that might just as well be thrown to the advertising budgets of the trans-national corporations, and the art that allegedly opens hearts and minds to the human significance of technology.

I do not see, on the fourteenth floors of government office blocks, a newly emergent breed of public servant with the wit and sensitivity to do the job and the courage to face the music when the political, business and artworld establishments declare that they are doing it wrong. There is no position of neutrality for the patron of integrity, and there is no secure position of engagement for the public servant - or none that can be openly declared.

Let us turn, then, to the specific case for technology art. I have argued for a number of years that what is conventionally called 'art' is a ragbag of design and craft skills, including complex skills of social manipulation as well as those of medium manipulation. I have claimed that the criteria employed to decide the admissibility of candidate art works and art activities are incoherently related, and that admission to art status is possible even on no criteria at all. At the same time, it seems to me that behind this elaborate and largely futile game there lies a valid intuition about the fundamental importance of a certain kind of undirected play with images and ideas.

Without going here and now into details, a definition of 'art' that significantly distinguishes what it refers to from the logically distinct domains of craft and design will leave the artworld with no special proprietorial rights over (real) art. If (real) art is not something one can intend to make, then we may expect to find it, in Gabo's words, 'everywhere that life flows and acts ... at the bench, at the table, at work, at rest, at play; on working days and holidays ....' (Real) art must occur among people who do not even have the concept of art. I take it that everyone who thinks that paleolithic representational artefacts are (real) art agrees with this - although they are confused about the consequences of the admission.

(Real) art - according to the theory - can only occur incidentally to doing something else. In spite of that there was a time - as recently as the founding of the Experimental Art Foundation - when I thought that the weight of emphasis about the emergence of (real) art could be put on what might be called the production side, rather than on the discovery, or recognition, side. I thought that the immensely valuable unintended spin-off from the things that people do on purpose might be increased by having people try (in a certain paradoxical sense) to do things that they don't intend. For reasons that must have seemed good at the time, although now they largely escape me, I connected all this with the idea of experimental activity; and I tried to generate a category of radically undirected, purposeless, experiment to  identify with (real) art. I knew, but did not give enough weight to the realization, that the kind of 'experiment' that matters is not the new making of representations but the new taking of them. (Real) art is about coming to see things differently: it is not about making new things to see, in the old way.

The present relevance of these rather abstract logical points is this. Whoever thinks that his or her art should be as real as possible, and that real art is experimental, is in danger of believing that some kind of practical inventiveness - technology in short -  would be the model for artistic behaviour. And if one could identify purposeless technological play with (real) art, then the special case for supporting technology art would be made. Not only would there be no other (real) art worth supporting: there would be no other (real) art to support.

There are several things wrong with this. First of all (as I have already pointed out) one cannot try to achieve an unintended result: at most one can try to put oneself in the right 'freewheeling' frame of mind to notice unintended results. But even more seriously, it is quite wrong to suppose that technical operations are the model of radical invention, in the sense in which (real) art is radically inventive of new ways of representing the world. The insights we value are characteristic of science (as well as of art) and not of technology. Technology is the paradigm of design - of intentional activity.

Science is very like (real) art. Technology is very unlike (real) art, and not at all the model of an activity with which (real) art could or should identify itself. Technology is also, as it happens, very unlike conventional or institutional art, but in a very different mode of unlikeness. This, indeed, is precisely what puts technology art so far downmarket in the artworld. Both of them are intentional activities, but whereas technology flaunts its purposes, institutional art either denies them or conceals them in mystification. The artworld's business is to seem to succeed in ambitions so profound and obscure as to be ineffable, whereas the ambitions of Silicon Valley are plain: to make smarter widgets than the next person, and to get to be so rich that even being famous comes a poor second.

I am not claiming that (real) art can't be found in association with real technology, or even in association with the pseudo-technology of technology art. That would be inconsistent with my thesis that (real) art attends us everywhere, so that we can neither make it nor avoid 'making' it, whatever we do, What I am claiming is that the elevation of the social credentials of technology art within the artworld can't be argued for on the basis that technology art's legitimacy is somehow superior to that of its competitors.

Let me recapitulate the point. The temptation to think of (real) art as experimental is provided by a conception of experimentation that is entirely different from the conception of the better mousetrap maker. The technician is an intentional achiever of statable objectives, whereas the (real) artist is an accidental achiever of objectives that are unstatable not because they are ineffably deep or profound but simply because the way of stating them has not yet been made available. There is nothing mystificatory about this conception of real art: it is a simple logical consequence of distinguishing art from design on the criterion of intention. Its main practical consequence - that there is no point in trying to be a (real) artist because (real) artmaking is impossible - disposes of all special pleading that technology's role in the production of (real) art is unique. 

* * * * *

So what have we left to work with? We have the artworld and its Cinderella, and one piece of common sense. Technology obviously is important to everyone, and some ongoing public appreciation of its importance is desirable. Hence it just may be that public dreaming about technology in the art domain will do everyone some good, sooner or later. But notice this: not only technology art dreams aloud about technology. Science fiction especially, in the (literary) art domain does this, and its production only requires a pad of paper and a biro by way of apparatus. Who will dare to swear that examining holographic reconstructions of still lives with fruit is more socially rewarding than listening to Occam's Razor on the ABC, or reading Doris Lessing?

No doubt this all sounds pessimistic; and it certainly represents, for me, a shift in attitude. I still think that artists with lively minds are likely to find themselves working in technology art; but this is because technology now strikes me as frankly more challenging to lively minds than institutional art is. What I no longer see so clearly as I once thought I did is the general reason why we should promote technology art, rather than technology itself. Of course, if the encouragement of technology art is really a covert way of promoting technology, then all is revealed. Prince Charming turns out to have perfect credentials: not only is he deferential to beauty, but shrewd as well.

1.  Details of Seek, with numerous illustrations, can be found in the catalogue publication Software (curated by Jack Burnham), Jewish Museum, N.Y., 1970. Further information on the program was supplied by Nicholas Negroponte to Jonathan Benthall and appears as an Appendix to J. Benthall, Science and Technology in Art Today, Thames & Hudson, London, 1972, pp.166-67.

2.  Editorial comment in Art News, Vol.69, No.8,1970, p.23.

3.  Naum Gabo,The Realistic Manifesto, Moscow, August 1920.

4. See Jasia Reichardt, ed., Cybernetic Serendipity, Studio International, London, 1968. The exhibition (subtitled 'The Computer and the Arts') was held in the Institute of Contemporary Arts Gallery, Nash House, London, August 2 - October 20. 1968.

5.  Under the principal guidance of Robert Rauschenberg and Billy Kluver, founders of E.A.T. (Experiments in Art and Technology), the performances called 'Nine Evenings: Theatre and Engineering' were presented at the Armory, N.Y., in 1966. (This had been, appropriately, the site of the famous 'Armory Show' of 1913).

.  See  A report on the Art and Technology Program at the Los Angeles county museum of Art, L.A.County Museum, 1971. The program was curated and the lavishly illustrated report edited by Maurice Tuchman.

7.  Backed by the British Arts Council, APG (Artists' Placement Group) was initiated by Barbara Latham with a main intention of placing artists in positions of patronage in industry. The project was not very successful, and rapidly transformed itself into a charitable trust with more general objectives. The original purpose came under internal criticism, as well as that of the artistic wing of the emergent Society for Social Responsibility in Science. The history of the business is quite closely followed in Studio International throughout the following decade.

8.  'How Shall the Arts Flourish?' in The Ecology of the Arts: Australia Council Occasional Papers. Australia Council, Sydney, 1979, pp.20-28.

9.  ibid., p.25.

10. A complaint about this state of affairs is strenuously pressed by B.R.Tilghman in But Is It Art?, Blackwell, Oxford, 1984. Tilghman, however, wishes to move back from the implications of an institutional theory of art (on lines proposed by Dickie and Danto) towards some kind of aestheticism; whereas I prefer to say that the 'institutional theory' is a (correct) theory about something - but not about (real) art.

.  This thesis is spelled out in in several places : notably in my paper 'A New Theory of Art', British Journal of Aesthetics, Vol.20, no.4, 1980, pp305-21 and in 'What Art Is,' Art Network No.5,1982, pp6-8.

12.    I try to distinguish the two in 'Order in Art and Science,' Leonardo, Vol.15, No.3, 1982, pp.208-209.
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