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PREFACE




INTRODUCTION

After the last few years of awaiting “the next
evolution” the art world’s controlling interests
re beginning to suspect that formal innovation
n end. Five years ago few would have enter-
tained that possibility. With the demise of Formal-
1 panting and sculpture, “Ecological Art,”
Anti-Form Arte Povera,” "Body Art.” and
{ weptual Art to name a few manifesta-
have gradually come under stronger at-
k. Not because they replace Formalism finan-
but because it is so obvious to many that
constitute all that is left of the avani-garde
Sadder still is the tendency to cram these newer
nto similar stylistic categories. As aes-
activities free of illusionism and formal
imipulation they are preeminently concerned
the evervday world, thus moving loward
al involvement, alternate living experiments,

and craft as symbaolic endeavor
Through the last decade it was easy enough to
I any crntical support 1or these tendencies as
st or hiterary dadaism, and this was done
ten enough. Yet there was and still remains a
ncere desire among a few critics, and more
1o steer art away from its various sell-
ippointed  guardians, Looking back over this
penod, one must not underestimate the ingenuity
rators and galleries for reifying (transform-

ng into catalogued works of art) what are es-
wrntially social and personal gestures by artists
& and this remains the primary message of
these essavs, if art is the barometer of a culture’s

authentic art, like authentic
existence, must maintain its substance in pure

piritual  health

being. As of now art is tremendously weighted
down with an obsession for the past and future.
Ideally, however, art would achieve its full sig-
nificance from the daily recurrence of structured
acts. These constitute the psychic and living
“glue” that binds a culture together. Thrust into
history these same acts are represented by a series
of material objects that define art's “fall from
grace.”

The present volume traces my own psycho-
logical metamorphosis. Given the quasi-scientific
rationalism implicit in the firsl few syslems essays,
the gradual transition toward high magic in
cabalism and alchemy appears to be a complete
inversion. Yet fundamentally the systems view of
reality, with its theory of hierarchies and fusion
of living and nonliving structures, is not incon-
sistent with hermetic philosophy. In terms ol
practical application, its utilitarianism and obses-
sion with efficiency leave much about organic
relationships misunderstood. Ultimately systems
theory may be another attempt by science to
resist the emotional pain and ambiguity that re-
main an unavoidable aspect of life

For some readers these essays, at least the later
ones, may sound rather apocalypticc. We com-
monly think of apocalypse as pertaining to a
frightening and catastrophic end. Present West-
ern culture certainly supports this view. However
the true meaning of this Biblical term comes
closer to revelation, rediscovery, and ultimate
disclosure, It may be that in time we will come
to understand the dialectics of art change as a
process running parallel to the gradual demythi-
fication of our collective psyche

The interview taped by Willoughby Sharp in
September of 1970 is included because it sums
up in rather simple terms a number of critical
ideas that were running through my mind at the
time. One of the archetypal desires of “hard
science” is to create a man-made intelligence,
something in all ways superior to nature. My
experiences with real-time computer usage in
making art and the software exhibition convinced
me that these were Faustian myths of the highest
order. | began to sense that nature contains (and
through it art) a series of hidden prohibitions
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against such artificial domination. Moreover the
main vehicle blocking the logical exegesis of art
and other mythic conventions seems to be, as
the Structuralists have indicated, the fabric of
natural language itself

In The Structure of Art (Braziller, 1971), 1 parti-
tioned some examples of modernist art accord-
ing to the taxonomic principles of Roland Barthe's
semiology, borrowing ideas from Saussure and
Hjelmslev. Organizing The Structure of Art gave
me a sense of the limits of structural analysis as
it existed then in varnious anthropological and
linguistic essays. Bevond Structuralism the eva-
sive notion of linguislic universals holds more
appeal, if only because the idea of art springing
from a set of generative axioms seems lo lie at
the heart of Duchamp's cabalistic technique.
Clearly the enormously varied set of offerings
termed ‘“Western Art"” are far richer in their
logical relations than those mythic conventions
discussed within the traditionalist cultures studied
by lakobson and Lévi-Strauss.

A substantial portion of this collection repre-
sents homage to the most elusive artist of the
twentieth century, Marcel Duchamp. “The Pur-
poses of the Ready-mades” was reconstructed
from two essays that regard Duchamp as an ac-
complished cabalist and alchemist (“Unveiling
the Consort” in Artforum, March and April, 1971;
and “The True Ready—Made?” in Art and Artists,
February, 1972). These presume more knowledge
than | had, or presently have, on the subject.
Nevertheless, many of my conclusions will be
helpful for developing a hermetic theory of art.
Several scholars have already noted Duchamp's
propensity for using alchemical symbolism. My
essays move beyond this and propose that Du-
champ mastered the creative powers of the
Hebrew letters as they are determined in the
Sepher Yetzirah, the ancient key to cabalistic
knowledge. It is said that these powers are
unigque to the human brain. They not only con-
trol all the human sign systems by which culture
is fashioned, but they express all the laws of uni-
versal growth and decay. As a result, in cabalistic
lore man is considered to be a perfect microcosm
of the universe,

These essays also indicate that Duchamp's The
Large Glass and his Notes from the Green Box
contain a series of obscure clues — mathematical,
neurological, physiological, and historical — to
the powers of the letters as they apply to the
historical formulation of art. Thus all of Duchamp’s
mature activities are hermetic preparation for an
incipient crisis in Western culture, one that is
presently extending into the arts and also challeng.
ing most of the epistemological assumptions shap-
ing Western thought and tradition

In one early note Duchamp writes of “a Regu-
lation of regrets from one removed part to an-
other.” And in explaining this “removal” of the
limbs and organs from the corpus {of the fine
arts), commenting on their inability to com.
municate, Duchamp alludes 1o the strange and
alienated condition in which the art world finds
itseli today, If | were to explain the physics of
this condition | might describe a body of water
containing a small island of some viscous sub-
stance floating on its surface. A single bit of
soap dropped into the center of this substance
suddenly creates a dispersion in a thousand direc-
tions. Similarly the syntactical consistency of
illusionism in high art has been eroded to the
point where such a chemical reaction can and
has taken place. Now the syntax of art consists
simply of a few logical relationships. What remains
is a series of fragments and actions collectively
representing the condition of art in its original
state of unity.

My task has been to see these fragments as a
part of a cycle leading us back to a fresh concep-
tion of our own bodies and habitation. Some of
the artists mentioned appear to sense this condi-
tion and their work is accordingly didactic. Such
art has to a smaller or larger degree the function
of the philosopher’'s SALT. Both in structure and
intention Duchamp’s works embody this final
and essential element in the Great Work. Salt
dissolves and purifies the false chemistry of cur-
rent artistic ambition. It balances between chemi-
cal extremes and seeks to unite the polarities.
Salt is the negation of all past “Anti-Art."”




SYSTEMS ESTHETICS

A polarity is presently developing between the
finite, unique work of high art, i.e, painting or
sculpture, and conceptions which can loosely be
termed “unobjects,” these being either environ-
ments or artifacts which resist prevailing critical
analysis. This includes works by some primary
sculptors (though some may reject the charge of
creating environments), some gallery kinetic and
luminous art, some outdoor works, happenings,
and mived media presentations. Looming below
the surface of this dichotomy is a sense of radical
evolution which seems to run counter to the wan-
ing revolution of abstract and non-objective art.
The evolution embraces a series of absolutely log-
ical and incremental changes, wholly devoid of
the fevered iconoclasm which accompanied the
heroic period from 1907 10 1925, As yet the evolv-
ing esthetic has no critical vocabulary so neces-
sary for its defense, nor for that matter a name or
explicit cause.

In a way this situation might be likened to
the “morphological development” of a prime
scientific concept—as described by Thomas Kuhn
in The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962).
Kuhn sees science at any given period dominated
by a single “major paradigm’’; that is, a scientific
conception of the natural order so pervasive and
intellectually powerful that it dominates all en-
suing scientific discovery. Inconsistent facts aris-
ing through expenimentation are invariably lab-
eled as bogus or trivial — until the emergence of
a new and more encompassing general theory.

Transition between major paradigms may best
express the state of present art. Reasons for it lie
in the nature of current technological shifts.

The economist, ). K. Galbraith, has rightly in-
sisted that until recently the needs of the modern
industrial state were never served by complete
expression of the esthetic impulse. Power and
expansion were its primary aims.

Special attention should be paid to Galbraith's
observation. As an arbiter of impending socio-
technical changes his position is pivotal. For the
Left he represents America’s most articulate apol-
ogist for Monopoly Capitalism; for the Right he is
the socialist éminence grise of the Democratic
Party. In The New Industrial State (1967) he chal-
lenges both Marxist orthodoxies and American
mythologies premised upon laissez-faire Capital-
ism. For them he substitutes an incipient technoc-
racy shaped by the evolving technostructure. Such
a drift away from ideology has been anticipated
for at least fifty years. Already in California think-
tanks and in the central planning committees of
each soviet, futurologists are concentrating on the
role of the technocracy, i.e., its decision-making
autonomy, how it handles the central storage of
information, and the technigues used for smooth-
ly implementing social change. In the automated
state power resides less in the control of the tra-
ditional symbols of wealth than in information.

In the emergent “superscientific culture” long-
range decision making and its implementation be-
come more difficult and more necessary. Judg-
ment demands precise socio-technical models.
Earlier the industrial state evolved by filling con-
sumer needs on a piecemeal basis. The kind of
product design that once produced “better living”
precipitates vast crises in human ecology in the
1960s. A striking parallel exists between the
“new” car of the automobile stylist and the syn-
drome of formalist invention in art, where “dis-
coveries” are made through visual manipulation.
Increasingly “products” — either in art or life —
become irrelevant and a different set of needs
arise: these revolve around such concerns as main-
taining the biological livability of the Earth, pro-
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ducing more accurate models of social interaction,
understanding the growing symbiosis in man-
machine relationships, establishing priorities for
the usage and conservation of natural resources,
and defining altemate patterns of education, pro-
ductivity, and leisure. In the past our technolog-
ically-conceived artifacts structured living patterns.
We are now in transition from an object-oriented
to a systems-oriented culture. Here change ema-
nates, not from things, but from the way things
are done,

The priorities of the present age revolve around
the problems of organization. A systems viewpoint
is focused on the creation of stable, on-going re-
lationships between organic and non-organic sys-
tems, be these neighborhoods, industrial com-
plexes, farms, transportation systems, information
centers, recreation centers, or any of the other
matrixes of human activity, All living situations
must be treated in the context of a systems hier-
archy of values. Intuitively many artists have al-
ready grasped these relatively recent distinctions,
and if their “environments” are on the unsophis-
ticated side, this will change with time and ex-
perience.

The major tool for professionally defining these
concerns is systems analysis. This is best known
through its usage by the Pentagon and has more
to do with the expense and complexity of modern
warfare, than with any innate relation between
the two. Systems analysts are not cold-blooded
logicians; the best have an ever-expanding grasp
of human needs and limitations. One of the pio-
neers of systems applications, E. §. Quade, has
stated that “Systems analysis, particularly the type
required for military decisions, is still largely a
form of art. Art can be taught in part, but not by
the means of fixed rules . , "' Thus “The Further
Dimensions'* elaborated upon by Galbraith in his
book are esthetic criteria. Where for some these
become the means for tidying up a derelict tech-
nology, for Galbraith esthetic decision-making be-
comes an integral part of any future technocracy.
As yet few governments fully appreciate that the
alternative is biological self-destruction.

Situated between aggressive electronic media
and two hundred years of industrial vandalism,
the long held idea that a tiny output of art objects
could somehow “beautify” or even significantly
modify the environment was naive, A parallel illy-
sion existed in that artistic influence prevails by a
psychic osmosis given off by such objects. Ac-
cordingly lip service to public beauty remains the
province of well-guarded museums. Through the
early stages of industrialism it remained possible
for decorative media, including painting and
sculpture, to embody the esthetic impulse; but as
technology progresses this impulse must identify
itself with the means of research and production.
Obviously nothing could be less true for the pres.
ent situation. In a society thus estranged only the
didactic function of art continues to have mean-
ing. The artist operates as a quasipolitical provoc-
ateur, though in no concrete sense is he an ideol-
ogist or a moralist. “L’art pour Fart” and a cen-
tury’s resistance to the vulgarities of moral uplift
have insured that.

The specific function of modern didactic art
has been to show that art does not reside in ma-
terial entities, but in relations between people and
between people and the components of their
environment. This accounts for the radicality of
Duchamp and his enduring influence. It throws
light on Picasso's lesser position as a seminal
force. As with all succeeding formalist art, Cubism
followed the tradition of circumscribing art value
wholly within finite objects

In an advanced technological culture the most
important artist best succeeds by liquidating his
position as artist vis-d-vis society. Artistic nihilism
established itself through this condition. At the
outset the artist refused to participate in idealism
through craft. “Craft-fetishism,” as termed by the
critic Christopher Caudwell, remains the basis of
modern formalism. Instead the significant artist
strives to reduce the technical and psychical dis-
tance between his artistic output and the produc-
tive means of society. Duchamp, Warhol, and
Robert Morris are similarly directed in this respect.
Gradually this strategy transforms artistic and




technological decision-making into a single activ-
ity — at least it presents that alternative in ines-
capable terms. Scientists and technicians are not
converted into “artists,” rather the artist becomes
a symptom of the schism between art and tech-
nics. Progressively the need to make ultrasensi-
tive judgments as to the uses of technology and
scientific information becomes “art” in the most
literal sense.

As yet the implication that art contains survival
value is nearly as suspect as attaching any moral
significance to it. Though with the demise of liter-
ary content, the theory that art is a form of psy-
chic preparedness has gained articulate supporters.

Art. o an adaptree mechanium, is reinforcement
ol the ability to be aware of the disparity between
behavioral pattern and the demands comequent
upon the interaction with the environment. Am is
mhearal for those real situstions in which it is
vital for our survival to endure cognitive tension,
to refuse the comforts of walidation by affective

congruence when such validation is inappropriate
because too vital interests are at stake . 4

L] L .

The post-formalist semsibility naturally responds
o stimuli both within and outside the proposed
art format. To this extent some of it does begin
to resemble “theater,” as imputed by Michael
Fried. More likely though, the label of “theatrical-
ity s a red herring disguising the real nature
of the shift in priorities. In respect to Mr. Fried's
argument,’ the theater was never a purist medium,
but a conglomerate of arts. In itself this never pre-
vented the theater from achieving “high art.” For
dearer reading, rather than maintaining Mr. Fried's
adjectives, “theatrical™ or “literalist” art, or the
phrase used until now in this essay, “post-form-
alist esthetic,” the term systems esthetic seems 10
compass the present situation more fully

The systems approach goes beyond a concern
with staged environments and happenings it deals
in a revolutionary fashion with the larger prob-
lem of boundary concepts. In systems perspective
there are no contrived confines such as the the-
Mer proscenium or picture frame. Conceptual

focus rather than material limits define the system.
Thus any situation, either in or outside the con-
text of art, may be designed and judged as a
system. Inasmuch as a system may contain peo-
ple, ideas, messages, atmospheric conditions,
power sources, elc, a system is, to quote the
systems biologist, Ludwig von Bertalanffy, a “com-
plex of components in interaction,”* comprised
of material, energy, and information in various
degrees of organization. In evaluating systems
the artist is a perspectivist considering goals,
boundaries, structure, input, output, and related
activity inside and outside the system. Where the
object almost always has a fixed shape and boun-
daries, the consistency of a system may be altered
in time and space, its behavior determined both
by external conditions and its mechanisms of
control.

In his book, The New Vision, Moholy-Nagy de-
scribed fabricating a set of enamel on metal paint-
ings. These were executed by telephoning precise
instructions to a manufacturer. An elaboration of
this was projected recently by the director of the
Museum of Contemporary Art in Chicago, Jan van
der Marck, in a tentative exhibition, “Art by Tele-
phone.” In this instance the recorded conversa-
tion between artist and manufacturer was to
become part of the displayed work of art. For
systems, information, in whatever form conveyed,
becomes a viable esthetic consideration,

Fifteen years ago Victor Vasarely suggested mass
art as a legitimate function of industrial society.
For angry critics there existed the fear of under-
mining art’s fetish aura, of shattering the mys-
tique of craft and private creation. If some forays
have been made into serially produced art, these
remain on the periphery of the industrial system.
Yet the entire phenomenon of reproducing an an
object ad infinitum is absurd; rather than making
quality available to a large number of people, it
signals the end of concrete objects embodying
visual metaphor, Such demythification is the Kan-
tian Imperative applied esthetically. On the other
hand, a systems esthetic is literal in thar all phases
of the life cycle of a system are relevant. There

7




is no end product which is primarily visual, nor

does such an esthetic rely on a “visual” syniax.

It resists functioning as an applied esthetic, but is
revealed in the principles underlying the progres-
sive reorganization of the natural environment.
Various postures implicit in formalist art were
consistently attacked in the later writings of Ad
Reinhardl. His black paintings were hardly rhetor-
ical devices (nor were his writings) masking Zen
obscurities; rather they were the means of dis-
carding formalist mannerism and all the latent
illusionism connected with post-realistic art. His
own contribution he described as:
The one work for the fine artist, the one paint-
ing, is the painting of the one-sized canvas . . .
The single theme, one formal device, one color-
monochrome, one linear division in each direc
tion, one symmetry, one texture, one free-hand
brushing., one rhythm, one working everything into
dissolution and one indivisibility, each painting
into one overall uniformity and nonirregularity.”

Even before the emergence of the anti-formalist
“specific object” there appeared an oblique type
of criticism, resisting emotive and literary associ-
ations. Pioneered between 1962 and 1965 in the
writings of Donald Judd, it resembles what a com-
puter programmer would call an entity’s “list
structure,” or all the enumerated properties
needed to physically rebuild an object. Earlier
the phenomenologist, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, as-
serted the impossibility of conceptually recon-
structing an object from such a procedure. Modi-
fied to include a number of perceptual insights
not included in a “list structure,” such a tech-
nique has been used to real advantage by the
anti-novelist, Alain Robbe-Grillet. A web of sen-
sorial descriptions is spun around the central
images of a plot. The point is not to internalize
scrutiny in the Freudian sense, but to infer the
essence of a situation through detailed examin-
ation of surface effects. Similar attitudes were
adopted by Judd for the purpose of critical exam-
ination. More than simply an art object’s list struc-
ture, Judd included phenomenal qualities which
would have never shown up in a fabricator’s plans,

but which proved necessary for the “seeing” of
the object. This cleared the air of much criticism
centered around meaning and private intention.

It would be misleading to interpret Judd’s con-
cept of “specific objects” as the embodiment of
a systems esthetic. Rather object art has become
a stage towards further rationalization of the
esthetic process in general — both by reducing
the iconic content of art objects and by Judd's
candidness about their conceptual origins. How-
ever, even in 1965 he gave indications of look-

ing bevond these finite limits

A few of the more general aspects may per-
sist, such as the work's being like an object or
even being specific, but other characteristics are
bound to develop. Since its range is wide, three-
dimensional work will probably divide into a num-
ber of forms. At any rate, it will be larger than
painting and much larger than sculpture, which,
compared to painting. is fairly particular. . . . Be-
cause the nature of three dimension isn't set,
given beforehand, something credible can be
made, almost anything.®

In the 1966 “68th American Show™ at the Chi-
cago Art Institute, the sculptor, Robert Morris,
was represented by two large, L-shaped forms
which were shown the previous year in New
York, Morris sent plans of the pieces to the car-
penters at the Chicago museum where they were
assembled for less than the cost of shipping the
originals from New York. In the context of a sys-
tems esthetic possession of a privately fabricated
work is no longer important. Accurate information
takes priority over history and geographical lo-
cation.

Morris was the first essayist to precisely de-
scribe the relation between sculpture style and
the progressively more sophisticated use of indus-
try by artists. He has lately focused upon material-
forming techniques and the arrangement of these
results so that they no longer form specific objects
but remain uncomposed. In such handling of ma-
terials the idea of process takes precedence over
end results: “Disengagement with preconceived
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enduring forms and orders of things is a positive
assertion.” * Such loose assemblies of materials en-
compass concerns that resemble the cycles of in-
dustrial processing. Here the traditional priority of
end results over technique breaks down; in a §ys-
iems context both may share equal importance,
remaining essential parts of the esthetic

Already Morris has proposed systems which

move bevond the confines of the minimal object.
One work proposed to the City of New York last
fall was later included in Willoughby Sharp's “Air
Art” show in a YM.H.A_ gallery in Philadelphia. In
its first state Morris's piece involved capturing
steam from the pipes in the city streels, project-
ing this from nozzles on a platform. In Philadel-
phia such a system took its energy from the steam
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bath room. Since 1966 Morris's interests have in-
cluded designs for low relief earth sculptures con-
sisting of abutments, hedges, and sodded mounds,
visible from the air and not unlike Indian burial
mounds. “Transporting” one of these would be a
matter of cutting and filling earth and resodding.
Morris is presently at work on one such project
and unlike past sculptural concerns, it involves
precise information from surveyors, landscape
gardeners, civil engineering contractors, and geol-
ogists. In the older context, such as lsamu Nogu-
chi's sunken garden at Yale University’s Rare Book
Library, sculpture defined the environment, with
Marris's approach the environment defines what is
sculptural.

More radical for the gallery are the construc-
tions of Carl Andre. His assemblies of modular,
unattached forms stand out from the works of
artists who have comprised unit assembly with
the totality of fixed objects. The mundane origins
of Andre’s units are not “hidden” within the art
work as in the technique of collage. Andre’s floor
reliefs are architectural modifications — though
they are not subliminal since they visually dis-
engage from their surroundings. One of Andre’s
subtler shows took place in New York last year.
The viewer was encouraged to walk stocking-
footed across three areas, each 12 by 12 feet and
composed of 144 one-fool-square metal plates.
One was not only invited 1o see each of these
“rugs” as a grid arrangement in various metals,
but each metal grid's thermal conductivity was
registered through the soles of the feet. Sight an-
alysis diminishes in importance for some of the
best new work; the other senses and especially
kinesthesis makes“viewing” a more integrated ex-
perience.

The scope of a systems esthetic presumes that
problems cannot be solved by a single technical
solution, but must be attacked on a multileveled,
interdisciplinary basis. Consequently some of the
more aware sculptors no longer think like sculp-
tors, but they assume a span of problems more
natural to architects, urban planners, civil engi-
neers, electronic technicians, and cultural anthro-

pologists. This is not as pretentious as some critics
have insisted. It is a legitimate extension of
Mcluhan's remark about Pop art when he said
that it was an announcement that the entire envir-
onment was ready to become a work of art.

As a direct descendant of the “found object,”
Robert Smithson’s identifying mammoth eng-
neering projects as works of art ("Site-Select
ions”)® makes eminent sense. Refocusing the
esthetic away from the preciousness of the work
of art is in the present age no less than a survival
mechanism. If Smithson's “Site-Selections” are
didactic exercises, they show a desperate need
for environmental sensibility on a larger than room
scale. Sigfried Giedion pointed to specific engi-
neering feats as objets dart thirty years ago.
Smithson has transcended this by putting engi-
neering works into their natural settings and treat-
ing the whole as a time-bound web of man-
nature interactions.

Methodologically Les Levine is possibly the
most consistent exponent of a systems esthetic.
His environments of vacuum-formed, modular
plastic units are never static; by means of an ex-
perience’s ambulation through them, they consis-
tently alter their own degree of space-surface
penetrability. Levine’'s Clean Machine has no ideal
vaniage points, no “pieces” to recognize, as are
implicit in formalist art. One is processed as in
driving through the Holland Tunnel. Certainly this
echoes Michael Fried's reference to Tony Smith's
night-time drive along the uncompleted New Jer-
sey Turnpike." Yet if this is theater, as Fried in-
sists, it is not the stage concerned with focused-
upon events. That has more to do with the boun-
dary definitions which have traditionally circum-
scribed classical and post-classical art. In a re-
cent environment by Levine rows of live electric
wires emitted small shocks to passersby. Here be-
havior is controlled in an esthetic situation with
no primary reference to visual circumstances. As
Levine insists, “What | am after here is physical
reaction, not visual concern.” ™

This brings to mind some of the original inten-
tions of the “Group de Recherches d’Art Visuel”




in the early 1960s. The Paris-based group had
sought to engage viewers kinesthetically, trigger-
ing involuntary responses through ambient-pro-
pelled “surprises.” Levine's r-mph.!'.rs. on visual
disengagement is much more assured and icon-
oclastic: unlike the labyrinths of the G.R.AV., his
possesses no individual work of art deflecting at-
tention from the environment as a concerted
experience

Questions have been raised concemning the im-
plicit anti-art position connected with Levines

disposable and infinite series. These hardly qual-

ify as anti-art as John Perrault has pointed out
Besides emphasizing that the context of art is
fluid. they are a reductio ad absurdum of the en-
tire market mechanism which controls art through

the fiction of “high art.” They do not deny an,

they deny scarcity as a legitimate correlative of
art

The components of systems — whether these
are artistic or functional — have no higher mean-
ing or value. Systems components derive their
value solely through their assigned context. There-
fore it would be impossible to regard a fragment
of an art system as a work of art in itself — as
say, one might treasure a fragment of one of the
Parthenon friezes. This became evident in De-
cember 1967 when Dan Flavin designed six walls
with the same alternate pattern of “rose” and
“gold” B-foot fluorescent lamps. This “Broad
Bright Gaudy Vulgar System,” as Flavin called it,
was installed in the new Museum of Contempor-
ary Art in Chicago. The catalog accompanying
the exhibition scrupulously resolves some of the
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important esthetic implications for modular sys-
tems.

The components of a particular exhibition upon
its termination are replaced in another situation.
Perhaps put into non-art as part of a different
whole in a different future. Individual units pos-
sess no intrinsic significance beyond their concrete
utility. It is difficult either 1o project into them
extraneous qualiies, a spurious insight, or for them
to be appropriated for fulfillment or personal inner
needs. The lights are untransformed. There are no
symbolic transcendental redeeming or monitary
added values present,™

Flavin's work has progressed in the past six
years from light sources mounted on flat reliefs,
to compasitions in fluorescent fixtures mounted
directly on walls and floors, and recently to total-
ities such as his Chicago “walk-in” environment,
While the majority of other light artists have con-
tinued to fabricate “light sculpture” — as if sculp-
ture were the primary concern — Flavin has pio-
neered articulated illumination systems for given
spaces.

By the fact that most systems move or are in
some way dynamic, kinetic art should be one of
the more radical alternatives to the prevailing for-
malist esthetic. Yet this has hardly been the case.
The best publicized kinetic sculpture is mainly a
modification of static formalist sculpture compo-
sition. In most instances these have only the add-
ed bonus of motion, as in the case of Tinguely,
Calder, Bury, and Rickey. Only Duchamp’s kinetic
output managed to reach beyond formalism.
Rather than visual appearance there is an entirely
different concern which makes kinetic art unique,
This is the peripheral perception of sound and
movement in a space filled with activity, All too
often gallery kinetic art has trivialized the more
graspable aspect of motion: this is motion inter-
nalized and experienced kinesthetically.

There are a few important exceptions to the
above. These include Otto Piene's early “Light
Ballets” (1958-1962), the early (1956) water ham-
mocks and informal on-going environments of
Japan's Gutai group, some works by Len Lye, Bob

Breer's first show of “Floats” (1965), Robert Whit-
man’s laser show “Dark” (1967), and most re-
cently, Boyd Mefferd’s “Strobe-Light Floor” (1968),
Formalist art embodies the idea of deterministic
relations between a composition’s visible ele-
ments. But since the early 1960s Hans Haacke
has depended upon the invisible components of
systems. In a systems context, invisibility, or invis-
ible parts, share equal importance with things
seen. Thus air, water, steam and ice have become
major elements in his work. On both coasts this
has precipitated interest in “invisible art” among
a number of young artists. Some of the best of
Haacke’s efforts are shown outside the gallery,
These include his Rain Tree, a tree dripping pat-
terns of water; Sky Line, a nylon line kept aloft
by hundreds of helium filled white balloons: &
weather balloon balanced over a jet of air: and a
large-scale nylon tent with air pockets designed
to remain in balance one foot off the ground.
Haacke's systems have a limited life as an art
experience, though some are quite durable. He
insists that the need for empathy does not make
his work function as with older art. Systems exist
as on-going independent entities away from the
viewer. In the systems hierarchy of control, inter-
actron and autonomy become desirable values.
In this respect Haacke's Photo-Electric Viewer Pro-
grammed Coordinate System is probably one of
the most elegant responsive environments made
to date by an artist (certainly more sophisticated
ones have been conceived for scientific and tech-
nical purposes). Boundary siluations are central
to his thinking
A "sculpture” that physically reacts to its en
vironment is no longer to be regarded as an
object. The range of outside factors affecting it,
as well as its own radius of action, reach beyond
the space it materially occupies. It thus merges
with the environment in a relationship that Is
better understood as a “system” of interdependent
processes. These processes evolve without the
viewer's empathy, He becomes a witness. A sys-
tem is not imagined, it is real ™

Tangential to this systems approach is Allan







Kaprow’s very unique concept of the Happening.
In the past ten years Kaprow has moved the Hap-
pening from a rather self-conscious and stagy
event 1o a strict and elegant procedure. The Hap-
pening now has a sense of internal logic which
was lacking before. It seems to arise naturally
from those same considerations which have crys-
talized the systems approach to environmental
situations, As described by their chief inventor,
the Happenings establish an indivisibility between
themselves and everyday affairs; they consciously
avoid materials and procedures identified with art;
they allow for geographical expansiveness and
mobility; they include experience and duration
as part of their esthetic format; and they empha-
size practical activities as the most meaningful
mode of procedure.” As structured events the
Happenings are usually reversible. Alterations in
the environment may be “erased” after the Hap-
pening, or as a part of the Happening’s conclu-
sion. While they may involve large areas of space,
the format of the Happening is kept relatively
simple, with the emphasis on establishing a par-
ticipatory esthetic.

The emergence of a “post-formalist esthetic”
may seem to some to embody a kind of absolute
philosophy, something which, through the nature
of its concerns cannot be transcended. Yet it is
more likely that a “systems esthetic”” will become
the dominant approach to a maze of socio-tech-
nical conditions rooted only in the present. New
circumstances will with time generate other major
paradigms for the arts.

For some readers these pages will echo feelings
of the past. It may be remembered that in the
fall of 1920 an ideological schism ruptured two
factions of the Moscow Constructivists. The rad-
ical Marxists, led by Viadimir Tatlin, proclaimed
their rejection of art's false idealisms. Establishing
themselves as “Productivists,” one of their slo-
gans became; “Down with guarding the traditions
of art. Long live the constructivist technician.” ™
As a group dedicated to historical materialism and
the scientific ethos, most of its members were
quickly subsumed by the technological needs of

Soviet Russia. As artists they ceased to exist. While
the Productivist program might have had some
basis as a utilitarian esthetic, it was crushed amid
the Stalinist anti-intellectualism that followed.

The reasons are almost self-apparent. Industri-
ally underdeveloped, food and heavy industry
remained the prime needs of the Soviet Union
for the next forty years. Conditions and structural
interdependencies which naturally develop in an
advanced industrial state were then only latent. In
retrospect it is doubtful if any group of artists
had either the knowledge or political strength to
meaningfully affect Soviet industrial policies. What
emerged was another vein of formalist innovation
based on scientific idealism; this manifested itself
in the West under the leadership of the Construc.
tivist emigres, Gabo and Pevsner,

But for our time the emerging major paradigm
in art is neither an ism nor a collection of styles.
Rather than a novel way of rearranging surfaces
and spaces, it is fundamentally concemed with
the implementation of the art impulse in an ad-
vanced technological society. As a culture pro-
ducer, man has traditionally claimed the title,
Homo Faber: man the maker (of tools and
images). With continued advances in the indus-
trial revolution, he assumes a new and more crit-
ical function. As Homo Arbiter Formae his prime
role becomes that of man the maker of esthetic
decisions. These decisions — whether they are
made concertedly or not — control the quality
of all future life on the Earth. Moreover these are
value judgments dictating the direction of tech-
nological endeavor. Quite plainly such a vision ex-
tends beyond political realities of the present
This cannot remain the case for long.
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REAL TIME SYSTEMS

I read the miwes I0day oh boy

Fouwr thousand holes in Blackburm
Lancashire

And though the holes were rather small
They had 1o count them ali

Now they know how many hiles it takes
To Gl the Albert Hall

I love 1o furm you on

Presently it will be acceptled that art is an
archaic information processing system, character-
istically Byzantine rather than inefficient. To em-
phasize this cybernetic analogy, programming the
art system involves some of the same features
found in human brains and in large computer
systems. Its command structure is typically hier-
archical.' At the basic level artists are similar to
programs and subroutines. They prepare new
codes and analyze data in making works of art
These actwvities are supervised by metaprograms
which consist of instructions, descriptions, and the
organizational structures of programs. Metapro-
grams include art movements, significant stylistic
trends, and the business, promotional, and archi-
val structures of the ant world. At the highest
level art contains a seli-metaprogram which, on a
long-term basis, reorganizes the goals of the art
impulse. The self-metaprogram operates as an un-
detected overseer, establishing strategies on all
lower levels in terms of societal needs. Because
we have no comprehensive picture of human life,
these needs remain rather obscure (Zedgeist is not
sufficiently teleologic to express the anticipatory
monitoring function of the self-metaprogram).

Esthetic values emanate from the self-metapro-

gram. These are now changing, as evidenced by
a number of symplomatic conditions: loss of in-
terest in the gallery scene by the informed public,
strong support for “street art” by several impor-
tant critics, the “newsreels” of the underground
cinema, anxiety marked by rising prices in blue-
chip art, the fact that museums of modemn art are
closing the circuit on modemism, and the re-
sponse to so politically inept a group as the
Art Workers Coalition,

Values, though, are simply the result of long-
term information processing structures. This is the
business of museums and art histortans. The more
aggressive commercial galleries have long consid-
ered controlling and creating art information vital
to selling, while not forgetting that sales are an
information. The survival strategy of all social
arganizations, including the art system, is that of
transforming preferred information into values.

In business this is taken for granted. At the
management level, information “is data that has
been culled, analyzed, interpreted, and presented
on a selective basis in a manner useflul for under-
standing and decision making. lts function is to
decrease uncertainty,’? As indicated, every artist
produces data by making art. Critics, magazines,
galleries, museums, collectors, and historians exist
to create information out of unprocessed art data.
History is uncertainty about art minimized.

A major illusion of the art system is that ar
resides in specific objects. Such artifacts are the
material basis for the concept of the “work of
art.” But in essence, all institutions which process
art data, thus making information, are components
of the work of art. Without the support system,
the object ceases to have definition; but without
the object, the support system can still sustains
the notion of art. 50 we can see why the art expe-
rience attaches itself less and less to canonical
or given forms bul embraces every conceivable
experiential mode, including living in everyday en-
vironments, Thus art, according to John McHale,
becomes “temporal immersion in a continuous
contextual flow of communicated experiences.”?

Examine the function of information in art:
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communication theory states that information is
obtained when a signal reduces uncertainty with-
in a system. Information is need requited; hence
information for a system has high entropy-reduc-
ing potential (negentropy). Negentropy is the abil-
ity of information to increase the structure and
potential energy within a system. Such information
is only obtained by expending the energy of sys-
tems oulside the one receiving information. Thus
the art system has maintained its vitality by con-
stantly reaching outside of itself for data. In the
past this has taken the form of new subject mat-
ter, materials, and techniques. But art now chal-
lenges the entire art information processing struc-
ture, not merely its content,

Encoding information always involves some
physical process. In high-speed processing this
takes the form of digital computer “hardware.”
The procedures or programs for processing data
are called “software.” For all previous art, distinc-
tions between software and hardware were nol
recognized, so that encoding took the form of
other art media and materials, where some infor-
mation was lost, and perhaps some gained.
Graphic reproductions of original works of art
were a form of advertising. We now look upon
them as works of art in their own right. Electron-
ics have taught us that we often confuse soft-
ware with its physical transducer. In other words,
if we extend the meaning of software to cover the
entire art information processing cycle, then art
books, catalogs, interviews, reviews, advertise-
ments, sales, and contracts are all software exten-
sions of art, and as such legitimately embody the
work of art, The art object is, in effect, an infor-
mation “trigger” for mobilizing the information
cycle. Making, promoting, and buying art are real
time activities. That is to say, they happen within
the day-to-day flow of normal experience. Only
Art Appreciation happens in ideal, nonexistential
time,

Ideal time and “experimental idealism™ are
both outgrowths of the classical frame of refer-
ence. They stem from the intuition that location
and proportion transcend the illusion of time.

Classical scientific methodology, as Spengler
pointed out, is so premised. In both classical an-
istic and scientific experimentation the strictest
control is exacted over isolated formal relation-
ships. Only under such conditions may variables
be compared. Reduction, isolation, and manipula-
tion are the foundations of the Classic inventive
structure—in art or technology. The problem of
form and anti-form represents polarities of this
structure, not an alternative. Paralleling experi-
ments in Classic science, works of art are sim-
plified models of complex, unmanageable situa-
tions. To insist upon the “reality” or “anti-illy-
sionism” of such art, no matter how informal or
diffuse its limits, is to deal in tautologies. All mod-
els also exist in real time. To sum it up, “style”
is the artist's choice of invariants—used to excess.

Experimental idealism rests upon the intellectual
and physical isolation of the esthetic experience,
Its tools are picture frames, bases, spotlights,
guards, galleries, hypostatic objects, and the con-
cept of “high art” itself. It suggests that sensually
the world is impossible as experience and must
be broken down into palatable sanctuaries, Her-
bert Marcuse indicates that esthetics originally
pertained to the study of the senses. By the end
of the 18th century, esthetics had a different
meaning: it referred 1o the study of beauty and
specifically beauty related to art.? All of which is
reminiscent of the words of one young lady:
“I don’t mind New York City, | just shut off my
senses and visit the Met on weekends.”

To interpret pragmatism either as a rejection
of illusionism and its attendant idealities, or as
an appreciation of contextual differences, or as a
kind of tough-minded precisionism rooted in lit-
eral description, is to underestimate the inten-
tions of one of its founders. As a psychologist,
William James realized the scientific value of or-
dinary, unprepared events; he also understood
that such events represent infinite amounts of raw
data which defy scientific scrutiny. His alterna-
tive was to return to freer and more existential
investigation, fully recognizing the limitations of
scientific  “law.” “Concreteness,” “adequacy,”




“facts,” “action,” and “power” are words used by
James to describe the methods of pragmatism:
however the essence of pragmatic conduct is an
ability to remain open and flexible despite con-
flicting experiences. As a result, correlating expe-
rience into a coherent picture of reality is the
pragmatist’s only objective.

Since the beginning of archeological research
into an, theories of art have sought a lateral and
vertical synthesis of cultural values, promoting
the idea that these theories all represent dis-
parate aspects of the “art impulse.” But | agree
with Alan Watts that, “What our museums now
exhibit as the ‘an’ of other cultures and ancient
times are religious, magical, and household uten.
sils exquisitely and lovingly made.' In other
words we have imposed upon earlier cultures a
conception of high art that justifies our value
system—not theirs. The problem gets knottier as
we see discrepancies between contemporary con-
ceptions of high art. Judging different kinds of
art by different criteria is one solution. Multiple
value systems, however, were not what James had
in mind. As long as there are conflicting experi-
ences, James would insist upon a moratorium.
Pragmatism is the recognition that science and
technology have fragmented the traditional value
structure beyond repair. Thus enclaves of pro-
tected values, including art, are fast disappearing.

In societies where existing values adequately
deal with the environment, there are no compara-
tive values—only the existing way of life, Values
are nonexistent in metabolically stable societies,
Hopefully such a metabolic reorganization is
under way and will lead 1o a convergence of glo-
bal information structures with parallel rather than
linear processing. Such is the implication of Mc-
Luhan's assertion that the world is on the verge
of tribalism, at this stage taking the form of sim-
ilar patterns of global unrest. In this sense, the
image of transcontinental tribalism through elec-
tronic technology is far from fanciful hyperbole:

Al the global level, a3 in man’s natural symbiotic
relations with plants and animals, his relationship

1o cybernetic systems has been subtly changing

toward a more closely woven organic interdepen-
dency resembling his other ecological ties.

The point reached recently when such systems
were combined with the remote sensing, monitor-
ing, ard control capacities of the orbiting satellite
marks the extension of this symbicsis 10 include

the entire planetary ecology.

The most pervasive aspect on earth has been the
automation of production, services, and informa-
tion flow in the advanced economies. Man's social
role and position in society becomes less and less
determined by the part he plays in direct produc-
tion of material wealth goods, the organizing of
routine information, or the performance of some
standard physical service.”

Quite evidently, where advanced technology
takes over, our values are chosen for us—if sur-
vival remains high on our list of priorities. More-
over, such a reversal demolishes the Classical
Ideal. Both in the sciences and in the human-
ities something is rapidly happening: we are be-
ginning to see scientific “objectivity” as an illu-
sion, as are the notions of independent scien-
tific “disciplines,” of isolating subjects of scien-
tific inquiry from their settings, and of the pos-
sibility of making unobtrusive measurements.

Such symptoms point to a convergence of
knowledge and activities; in a primitive fashion
we are beginning to accept the Earth and its
“guests” (to borrow from Buckminster Fuller) as a
total organism with its own metabolism, Objec-
tively we know very little about the rules of this
metabolism, But we know that organic stability
is predicated upon extensive communication net-
works, including memory, feedback and auto-
matic decision-making capacities. The rudimenis
of such networks already exist, in the form of
large-scale digital computer control systems.
SAGE, the first computer-based air defense sys-
tem; Project Mercury, the first real time digital
support system for space flight; Telefile, the first
online banking system; and SABRE, the first com-
puterized airline reservalion system are a few of
many operating real time systems which gather and
process data from environments, in time 1o effect
future events within those environments,
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Emotionally most humanists share an instinctive
antipathy for these immensely complex computer
systems. Their Orwellian overtones far overshad-
ow their conceivable use as artists’ tools. But
practically, it is imperative that artists do under-
stand them—both technically and philosoph-
ically. These computer systems deal with real time
events, events which are uncontrived and happen
under normal circumstances. All of the data proc-
essing systems | have referred to are built into and
become a part of the events they monitor. Already
a large part of the metabolic information used to
run the military and commercial interests of the
United States is real time-oriented. It is not pro-
posed that artists have the choice between tradi-
tional media or using the computer. What | am
saying is that the realtime information processing
mode is rapidly becoming the routine style of
handling information.

To date, most artists have been archivists doing
the bulk of the art historian’s task. The larger im-
plication of this is that since the Renaissance the
self-metaprogram of art has been predicated upon
nostalgia. Recapturing a real or imagined classical
past has been its goal. Modern art is the trauma
of moving further and further away from that
ideal, The public has been taught to buy and hold
on to historical records in the guise of art. What a
few artists are beginning to give the public is real
time information, information with no hardware
value, but with software significance for effecting
awareness of events in the present. As long as
museums refuse to acknowledge this transforma-
tion, they will remain in a peripheral and poten-
tially obsolete role in relation to the most ad-
vanced aspects of conlemporary art

Definess is the mark of the more sensitive art-
ists using real time—the way in which they
acknowledge systems. Here | think the work of
Hans Haacke has consistently developed since
1963. His first works with water, emulsions, steam,
and air had elements of strong geomelric con-
tainment. These were plainly gallery objects. This
cannol be said of the early sail pieces and out-
door balloon lines. Here the decision to allow

natural entities to “organize” themselves began
We see this in the artist's plans for the 1966 ant
festival at Scheveningen, Holland a 150
plastic hose, tightly inflated with helium, will fly
high above the beach or sea And also, |
would like to lure 1000 sea gulls 1o a certain spot
{in the air) by some delicious food so as 1o con-
struct an air sculpture from their combined mass.*®

In much the same sense Haacke's Spray of
Ithaca Falls: Freezing and Melting on a Rope de-
pended upon environmental conditions. A nylon
rope was wrapped in screening and suspended
across the falls. Flowing water and freezing cycles
quickly built a snow and ice confliguration over a
four day period. A desire to work in neutral, non=
art circumstances was evident in Haacke's Wind
Room (summer, 1968) at the Mexico City Univer.
sitvy Museum, It consisted of an open, mono-
chrome space bordered on two sides by heavy
mesh screens, masking the air distnbulion system,

Some recent tendencies in Haacke's work in-
trigue me. One is a willingness 1o use all forms
of organic life—from the most elementary to the
most complicated. This seems a logical extension
of his philosophy of natural systems. A work of
last winter involved the incubation of chicks as an
on-going process. Already Haacke is planning
more complete animal “ecologies” where infor-
mation is derived from the normal activities of an-
imals in their environments. For a museum, he i
planning a steady output of statistical information
about visitors involving a small pfﬁt'ﬂi-{ﬂﬂﬂ'ﬂ
computer and a display device. Two yeans
ago Haacke would have balked at using this kind
of technology; today, working more closely with
events, it becomes a necessity. As Haacke explains:

The artist’s business requires his involvement in
practically everything It would be bypassing
the issue to say that the artist’s busingss s how
to work with this and that material or manipulate
the findings of perceptual psychology, and that the
rest should be left to other professions The
total scope of information he receives day after
day is of concern. An artist is not an isolated sy-

tem. In order to survive he has 1o continuously







2. Dennis Oppenheim, September Wheat Project, Finsterwald, Holland, April 1968, Courtesy
Sonnabend Gallery, New York

Oppenheim’s use of tractors, snowplows, airplanes and seacraft are normal uses

of available technology. This makes real sense compared to most hardware

exaiica out of the studio




interact with the world around him. Theoretically,
thete are no limits 1o his involvement. . , '

John Goodyear has departed from Haacke's
steam and ice pieces in a series of "heat tubes.”
Some of these are arrays of tubes with constant
temperatures; others temporally fluctuate from
hot 1o cold. As Goodyear has progressed, his con-
structions look less like sculpture and begin 1o
resemble wall fixtures and unspecific utilities. One
of the best is a semi-buried senes of plates and
pipes entitled Snowmelter, Measurer (1968) which
acts symbiotically with the weather, possessing
no iconographic value.

| found Dennis Oppenheim's exhibition last
January the most provocative of the season. The
models and documents presented moved beyond
his previous “ground systems” to a broad use of
interacting ecologies. It included the farm sys-
tems of the previous summer, the Connecticut for-
est floor “removal” and “transplant” pieces of
that fall, the New York Stock Exchange transplant,
and the “time” and “border” activities of his De-
cember visit 10 Maine and Canada. Oppenheim’s
use of tractors, snowplows, airplanes, and sea-
craft are normal uses of available technology. This
makes real sense compared to most hardware
exotica out of the studio.

In July, 1968, Oppenheim directed the harvest
of a 300 by 900 foot oat field in Hamburg, Penn-
sylvania. Cutting. gathering. baling, and trucking
of bales were stages of the art process docu-
mented. At that time the artist planned a work for
the summer of 1969 in which “isolated episodes
will be directed towards a core network involv-
ing every permutation (from planting to distribut-
ing the product).”™ This began last April in Fin-
sterwolde, Holland, and is still to be completed.
The parameters of this project are more compli-
cated than the one in Pennsylvania, but Oppen-
heim does specify that “a portion of this crop
will be selected by the artist and sold in 25-pound
sacks. Also four carloads of wheat will he pur-
chased from the Dutch commodity exchange in
Amsterdam, and sold short in the United States.”"

The significance of this project is that Oppen-

heim is using the untapped energy and informa-
tion network of the day-to-day environment. Such
situations produce abundant information with a
minimum of reorganization. Seen from the artist’s
point of view, Oppenheim explains that:
in ecological terms what has transpired in re-
cent art is a shift from the “primary” homesite to
the alternative or “secondary” homesite. With the
fall of the galleries, artists have sensed a similar
sensation as do organisms when curtailed by dis-
turbances of environmental conditions. This re-
sults in extension or abandonment ol the homesite.
The loft organism, stifled by the rigidity of his hab-
ital, works on, not recognizing that his output is
waning. by contemplating new ways 1o work with-
in old bounds.™
Signal recognition that art is information proc-
essing appeared with Conceptual Art. In Sol Le-
Witt's words, “Since no form is intrinsically supe-
rior to another, the artist may use any form, from
an expression of words (written or spoken) to
physical reality, equally.”™

One of the early conceplualists, Douglas Hue-
bler has recounted his gradual withdrawal from
the making of art objects. As a “second genera-
tion" Minimalist, he was forced to consider con-
text. Some works diminished substantially outside
the gallery, raising the question of sculpture com-
peting with “real things” in the outdoor environ-
ment. He saw art objects as a series of sirategies
for reducing ambient dominance—while, paradox-
ically, such rivalry seemed out of place:

An object may defeat or suspend the competi-
tion of other things by being made more “interest-
ing”: larger and/or with intensification of color,
formal complication, etc. However, | see such
adjustments as a kind of “mannerism” .

| choose not to make ohjects . . . instead |
have set out to create a quality of experience that
locates itsell “in the world™ but s not called upon
to “judge” nor to infer “meaning” from particular
appearances. | pow make work that comsists of
"documents” that form a conceptual “frame”
around a . . . location ™
Huebler's November, 1968 catalog may become

the most important “show” of that year. His doc-
umentation is less wisual than Oppenheim’s,
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42° Parallel, involving the sending and receiving
of postal receipts to ten towns on the 42° latitude
is simply an annotated map of the United States,
photographs of the dated receipts and a written
descniption

Rock 22 was “found” while D. Burgy was walk-
ing in the fields and woods of Bradford, Massa-
chusetts, on September 4, 1968, It exists as a col-
lection of about thirty documenis from the
geologic past to the present moment; and in ma-
terial size, from the continental to the atomic
The techniques of recording are appropriate to the
kind of information presented and include visual
verbal, and mathematical data.”™ The rock is no
capitulation to Dada notions about sculpture
Burgy maintains that it is “objective information
about his experience in the world.” It could be
any rock, but it isn't; and it presents in uncom-
promising terms the nexus of art information,

fram 0.5 Micr
ew York, by Robert Rarry

namely focus on experience. Visually this is man-
ifested at a number of resolution levels: the rock
appears under an electron microscope at 1250
power, and then from 2 feet, 10 feet and 20
from 500 feet in an arplane, from 500 miles

satellite, and from an assoriment of

yards
in a space
official survey maps

Focus for Robert Barry is reversed: it s wha
we know about an environment without wee Ng or
experiencing it. Radiation from a vial of Barium.
133 buried in Central Park is simply Central Park
is air-supported hardware. But
Inert Gas Se-

MOl ar art
Seth Siegelaub’s poster for Barry's
ries”’ s eminently software, a blank white 22V by
15 inch sheet with one small line of information ai
the bottom. On another level Joseph Kosuth and
Steven Kaltenbach have used printed media with
an eye for all possible spin-offs. Kosuth's present

exhibition of duplicate advertisements in ten dif-

e Kadiation Installati

air-supported hardware




ferent cities, and their museums, it the essence of
data dispersion

For over a yvear \ii'ﬁi‘.‘:-ltl:’ has been “"gallery di
recior” for the best of the conceptualists His
publications of calendars and catalogs are already
collector's items. That he has already evolved a
nonstyle was demonstrated by his exhibition of
Barry, Huebler, Kosuth, and Weiner last January
Held in a rented office of the Mclendon Building
on 52nd Streel. the room contained catalogs on a
coffee table and a few places to sit Siegelaub is
obviously one of the best artists in his H.I”i'f‘- and
in a sense his artists know it They are subcon-

tracting to his pnme contract as a data organizer

Art as information processing leaves little in the
way of protection for the artist. Style used to be
the art system's equivalent to patent rights. And
even among the conceptualists one senses a cer-
tain degree of deference and respect Tor eac h
other's ideas. But if the output of arlists continues
to be based upon nonsequential ideas, it may
be impossible to support the notion of “owner
ship Such ownership amounts to who amplifies
original data first so that it becomes information
For instance, a particular electronic circuit may be
discovered a dozen times before il is invented
‘Invention” takes place only when a large firm

jses the circuit in a major production, and then

- &




has it entered into an electronic handbook. The
design engineers of that particular company then
become “invenlors.” As an information organiza-
tion principle, this has been expressed by the
ecologist, Ramon Margalef. According to Mar-
galef, boundaries between systems in nature are
usually asymmetrical. More organized systems
always gain information and energy from less or-
ganized systems. This pertains to the relations be-
tween plants and animals, atmosphere and sea,
environment and thermostal, enzyme and RNA
molecule, biotope and community, prey and pred-
ator, agrarian communities and industrial soci-
eties. In each case the last named system feeds
on the energy surplus of the first:

It is a basic property of nature, from the point
of view of cybernetics, that any exchange between
two systems of different information content does
not result in a partition or equalizing of the in-
formation, but increases the difference. The system
with maore accumulated information becomes still
richer for the exchange. Broadly speaking, the same
principle & valid for persons and human organiza-
tions: any exchange increases to a greater extent
the information of the party already better in-
formed.'

Little imagination is needed to realize how this
principle operates within the art system. As the
fame of a living artist grows, he ceases simply to
make data, His subsequent output is information
sirjce it is already art history. Plagiarism of existing
information, i.e., the work of well-known artists,
has minimal energy — unless original information
becomes the object of new data in a very con-
vincing way. On the other hand, famous “avant-
garde” artists may capitalize upon the work of
their lesser known contemporaries, Being better
organized systems, established artists have greater
access o museums and media. It is important,
however, that they use such material while it is
still data, ie, before it becomes art information.

On a personal level Margalef's cybernetic prin-
ciple remains a matter of ethics and practicality.
But its implications for the total art information
system are far-reaching. As information processing
becomes more generally understood, institutions

and persons other than artists — will insigt
upon creating their own art information. Specifi-
cally 1 am thinking about projects which demand
money, planning. and technical support far be.
vond the individual artist’s means. Artistic en.
deavor is thus brought up (or down) o the level
of corporate research. We have only to think of
that saga of lonely enterprise, the inventor-hero.
capitalist. Such a social ideal was only possible
in a society with no scientific grasp of the nature
of information

The altruism of artist groups has rarely sur-
vived the commercial success of one member
Pulsa, of New Haven, may be different — if it can
hold on economically, With members ranging
from mathematicians and computer specialists to
painters, their focus is on computer-based pro-
grams of light and sound output. But it is in the
realm of group interaction that Pulsa projects
hopefully, a new breed of artists. The group does
not produce conglomerates of separate works by
individuals, but rather common projects. As much
as possible, all esthetic and technical decisions
are shared equally. Ego frictions between techni.
cians and artists seem to have been brought to
a minimum.

Like the human brain, Pulka operales on prn-
ciples of parallel processing approaching a
point at which specialization becomes irrelevant
due to the fact that the operating control syslem
speaks a simplistic environmental language or even
operates autonomowly. In this sense their objec
tive is an intelligent svstem which in itself em-
bodies the optimum state of the groups and the
wyilem's interactive funcbomning. which itsell consti-
tutes the ultimate work of art.™
Having witnessed Pulsa’s activities over a year,

| am convinced that there is substance behind
these words, Ultimately Pulsa see themselves as
planners and coordinators. functioning in the in-
dustrial, urban and natural environments., How-
ever, the full impact of taking art out of its so-
cially acceptable surroundings did not reach me
until last winter, | flew in a plane over the Pulsa
installation on the outskirts of New Haven, cir-
cling into their light configurations for about ten




minutes before heading east for Boston. Five min-
utes away | overheard a radio conversation be-
tween a small plane and air control at New Haven
airport. The plane reported a “disturbing” light

on the ground. Air control told the
pilot to file a complaint with the CAA.

There are two kinds of artists: those who work
within the art system, and those few who work
with the art system. Les Levine epitomizes the
swcond type. Few people grasp this fact, or its
implications, and to dismiss Levine’s work as Dada
or kitsch is missing the point, Where industrialists
think of art as a good tax dodge or as a kind of
pastoral retreat, Levine considers business and in-
dustry to be art in its most essential form

Every artist of any substance sells his art through
shrewd advertising and press agentry. For Levine
these are legitimate art forms. Artists are begin-
ning 10 wse signed releases, contracts, and sales
conditions as supplementary art information;
Levine has done so for years. The fact that he
uses them so blatantly, with no deference to the
professional gentility of the art system, is the
equivalent of style. The worst mistake would be
to read taste or style into objects which he has
fabricated. Despite the fact that all successful
commodity art has 1o be uncommonly “pretty”
and have a convincing pedigree, Levine's plastic
shapes are neither. They are direct, raw, neutral
results of quantity production. Neither should his
objects be considered multiples or merely small-
sized quality art works. Levine, | feel, has set out
to vindicate the art system, namely that anything
can be sold with enough public relations energy
behind it. His integrity lies in the fact that he has
refused 10 feed colleciors’ neuroses with illusions
of permanence and quality. Levine states:

All process onented works rely on the  viewes
and the art critic for their final definition as works
ol at. I it is neither photographed nor written
about, it dsappears back into the environment and
ceases 10 ewist. Many serious arlists at this lime,
are for the most part involved in making art pro-
ducing systerns. The works themselves are not 1o

be considered as art, rather systems for the pro-
duction of art.®

On March 27, 1969, Levine bought five hun-
dred common shares of stock in the Cassette
Cartridge Corporation; when resold the profit or
loss became the work of art. His coin and airline
projects have been conducted similarly, using ex-
istent societal systems. Inflation-wise, prestigious
commodity art is better than money. As | see it
Levine is simply circumventing the roundabout
process of producing paintings and sculptures for
sale and, instead, making the message — money
— become the medium. Some artists involved in
"process” announce their projects in archaic art
formats, Levine's typically is a press release. In
an age when technological processes define life-
style, “Choice and taste can only be considered
neurotic.”™ He goes on to write:

I've never seen a work of art | didn't like. Good

o had are irrelevant in terms of process. On a

process level being totally excited is of no more

value than being totally bored. W you run around
in your backyard and make a good painting, it's
just the same as running around in your backvard

and making a bad painting. Running around s
running arournd.®

Levine's Restaurant at 19th Street and Park Ave-
nue South is a Levine; which is to say, it is refrac-
tory, plastic, and the ultimate real time art work
devised 1o date. The restaurant is process in all
its vicissitudes, For my taste, his closed-circuit tele-
vision and color scheme leave much to be de-
sired, but the food is very reasonable. Levine wor-
ries and tinkers with the software, and appears to
be more concerned with write-ups in Restaurant
News than in Art News, Levine’s lacks that much-
admired Howard Johnson sterility, but he keeps
trying. On the art level, it has to be accepted for
what it is: a self-organizing, data generating sys-
tem. What other artist has a gallery showing his
work fourteen hours a day seven davs a week,
always changing, charging no commission, and
allowing him to eat free?

At present the art communication and educa-




tion structure is har
a broad conception of art as Llevine’'s. For that

matter, it breaks down frequently with current

definitions. Any fundamental shift will probably
involve the complete absorption of art inlo the
media. But the reality of art continues to reside in
ts unreality. Any progress in the development of
real time arl recognizes that conceptual focus
must keep the two apart. In this respect, the hoax
of treating artists as social beautifiers should be
exposed once and for all. As Mcluhan insists, the
artist s fundamentally antisocial. To use another
cybernetic analogy, artists are "deviation-amplify-

o, because of Py

ing"” systems, or individuals w

0 logical makeup, are compelled to reveal psy-
chic truths at the expense of the existing societal
homeostasis. With incre ISINE ARRressiveness, one
of the artist’s functions, | believe, is to specify

how technology uses us
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LES LEVINE

Business as Usual

Syt fulture 5 one ol the most artificial of all
buman  ¢hitalons
Clement Greenberg °

Tramparency i the highest, most liberating value in
o
Susan Sontag

Culture, which today hasy assumed the character of ad-
vertising., was never anvthing kv Veblen but advertis
ing. 2 display ol power, loot, and profit

Theodor Adorno

| don't hnd 0 interesting (0 creale anlagomsm, how

ever, | don't find o very interesting o prevent if either
In & totally programmed society my art is about packag-
ing. but | don't package my work so that it is acceplable
to the a0t wowrld

Les Lewine

Among those knowledgeable about art there
are two distinct types: those who detest Les
Levine and those who appreciate the negative vi-
brations which Levine radiates with such effortless
eane.

The bomb has gone off and we are all on the
beach. Art, that Renaissance product, no longer
exists; only the art world and its burn-off are left,
S0 Levine's artifacts, or souvenirs as he calls them,
are just the basis for sundry advertising activities,
His golden rule is: “No artist ever received any
more attention in the media than he deserved, be-
cause the media inherently define worth.”

By and large, Levine is not a brilliant formalist
innovator, heretofore art's criterion of success
Considered to be an “idea” artist, he has had 20

one-man exhibitions in two years. It is patently
clear that no artist could be that original. So fre-
quently Levine lifts or “synthesizes” ideas in the
air; his uniqueness lies in dealing with these as
amplified art information. For instance, Levine's
Clean Machine is a most elegant summation of
Minimalist esthetics, traditionally made palatable
for some critics by the inclusion of various surface
and spatial articulations relating to, or defying,
older traditions. But Levine removed and trans-
formed these allusions into sterile, vacuum-molded,
plastic projections, forcing us to deal with the
question, “Can you accept this as an esthetic ex-
perience, even if it is not prettied-up with ar
historical allusions?” Few of us could.

The plastic Disposables are a structural paradox.
Their production and sale as art produce a double
bind. They challenge the market mechanisms
which restrict the supply of certain art works, mak-
ing it clear that this restriction is due not to rarity
or scarcity, but to economic strategy. Levine thus
notes that Noland's stripe paintings could easily
be manufactured like awning fabric, with strip
frames to match, at virtually no decrease in qual-
ity. If this is so, then the perpetuation of high
art in the midst of mass-production is nothing
short of social hallucination. By signing contracts
with department stores for the sale of millions
of Disposables ($1.25 each), Levine is filling a
niche in the ecology of art economics—and in
the process may make as much money as Ken-
neth Noland, Hence Levine, as an artist, sees little
use in uniqueness or pseudo-uniqueness, but only
in well-considered business methods, a juxtapo-
sition of kitsch and high art which brings to mind
the methods of Frank Zappa.

Levine considers business the contemporary arl
form. In an earlier age esthetes and the nobility es-
tablished cultural norms; but obviously today
businessmen define what the public will buy
and for what price. Levine admits that “basically
I'm a corporate type with interests in all areas of
management. By opening a gallery | intend to
move into legitimate art; this will be a business
based on all the tried and true items of American
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1. Disposables, Fischbach Gallery, New York, 1966, All

Les Levine phalos courtesy Galene De Gestlo, Hamburg
Germany

Levineg Thousands have sald, and some have thrown them
out. They've probably been sold 1o only ten or twelve

people who could be considered collectons: this means that

consumerism: pop, color field, and all the rest.”
He maintains that “One of the major functions
of my gallery would be to create artists and art
groups. Obviously you have to start with talent
and ability. Many young artists have this, but for
one reason or another they don’t function in a

commercial environment. Intelligent artists can
be reimaged, as some of the best gallery dealers
have proven in this decade. In several cases Rich-

many people who have never owned a work of ant have
gotten invobaed with the activity of il'l‘l‘l"i.'lln‘ You see i
like Keynesian economics: it's not what you produce that's
so imporiant, but turnover and circulation. Economically an
maovements work the same way

ard Bellamy was much more sensitive than his
artists.”

The artist’s business dealings, press releases, and
other publicity-getting strategies are regarded by
most of his peers as déclassé, As Levine sees il
all commercially successful artists utilize these ser-
vices through one agency or another; it is only
the professional reticence and anti-bourgeois men-
tality of the working members of the art system




that have obscured this and the fact that all art is
advertising for the individual as a profit-making

levine further points out that “Basically it is
pusiness that supports art. Who else buys full
page color advertisements! All good art, like any
other product, is packaged for a specific market.
This is one of the reasons art usually approximates
the size of fumiture; art works increase in size
directly in proportion 1o a prospective owner's
datus and apartment size " Furthermore, “If you
sell ant objects to five collectors for $20,000 each,
you as a dealer have enlisted five agents with an
interest in supporting the market values of your
merchandise. This works in various ways. For ex-
ample one informal cartel shares many of the
ame antists. Since these dealers, who are world-
wide, buy outright, they collectively support the
market prices for their artists. If a painting by one
artist goes on the market, they'll bid it up exces-
sively. Actually a small write-off means that their
entire inventory of the same artist’'s works goes
up in value. No one is hurt because nobody wants
1o own cheap art. Most collectors need assur-
ance that they've made the right choices. If you're
looking for status, there’s not much in buying
something for five hundred when it's going to stay
at five hundred—s0 everybody has an interest in
seeing that prices move up.”

Levine expresses obvious admiration for such an
operation—but just as obviously it has nothing
1o do with his style. On the process level, he in-
sists, there is no such thing as good and bad art,
but only business methods which are more or
less successful. “Bad art” is just another way of
saying that the information about a certain an
making process has been downgraded.

All art may appear to bring us more informa-
tion, but in fact it is only sustaining our notions
of “good art” with perhaps minor modifications.
In reality the concept of art is built into all ar.
By learning about the art tradition, Levine feels,
we preprogram all further responses to any new
art stimuli. More effective artists realize that for a
brain programmed to absorb only ritualized art
experiences, “new art” is the result of interrupting

only a tiny portion of the art-viewing program.
So far only one artist has substituted a totally
non-art experieace for art. This, of course, was
Marcel Duchamp: “With Duchamp, once he sign-
ed the first object, all he had to do was let other
artists sign other. objects—since he defined the
system of found objects, subsequently the system
defined itself.”

Thus artistic choice is a meaningless freedom
in any advanced technological society, Rather,
Levine sees choice limited to the range of activi-
ties defined by the structure of technology itself.
The desire to believe otherwise, or tamper with
this, is simply a humanist neurosis. Art gives us
the safety valve of trivial choice—"so that we
don’t gum up the works.”

Real control has nothing to do with the kind of con-
trol that national governments exercised around the
world. Control is through the process of information.
Man's technologies, viewed as communication, fed
back signals telling the brain what to do. While gov-
ernments exercised their traditional prerogatives, the
process continued unnoticed. Who ever voled for
the telephone? Who ever volted to allow printing!
Who ever voted 10 let the world X-ray itself with a
cathode ray tube! Who ever voted to allow man 1o
step from the ground into a man-made construction
and travel 3,000 miles in four hours? Who ever voted
for the automobile? “We're talking” Who ever
voted for talking? No democratic populace, no lag-
islative body ever indicated by choice, by vote,
what kind of information it desired*

The illusion that art provides us with esthetic
information is both sustained and destroyed by
society’s conservative elements. Thus while mu-
seums and important collections are largely sup-
ported by the business community, these same
business interests are responsible for all signifi-
cant technological innovations. Through “pro-
gress,” business and technological interests have
consistently undermined the very standards of
esthetic idealism objectified by the institutions
of “high art.” Choice, then, is the right to believe
in art. For Levine, this represents no paradox; he
simply becomes a part of the system as it actually
operates: “Is choice ever logical in a system that
is totally prechoiced anyway? | tend to think not.
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of choice only relates to a fixing or
mechanism in the overall cycle of social
But in a society which is no longer
with comtemplative devices and
mechanisms, choice is a technological
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strength as an artist is his ability o
as social context, that is, to create an
whatever concerns art. This was the point
‘s restaurant, in fact a commentary on
of New York's more frequented
Since the middle "60s Max's Kansas
the bar and restaurant of the New
At Max's everybody plays Holly-
night. Status is mirrored by where
o'cdlock, secretaries take off their
Peck dresses, put on their Parapher-
and head for Max's. From the be-
a place that wanted to be talked
s Bazaar and Esquire. Gradually,
years, many artists have grown
voyeurism, gladly accepting the un-
of 5t. Adrian‘s, a bar located closer
district. Here communication is with
not with the environment

explains it Mickey Ruskin, Max's
im to become involved in a com-
L. “It was a fantastic blow to his
. Adrian’s opened and some of his
going there. | was an ideal choice
because primarily he wanted to pun-
customers lor daring to go against ponti-
orders, for daring to move to a new church,
in punishing them he presented them with
they most hated—Les Levine.”

the beginning, Levine’s had a tackiness
that exemplified bad faith between the owner and
his figurehead. Levine saw it as a kind of space-
age Howard Johnson’s for the tourists, while
Ruskin still had illusions of comering the meal-
and-potatoes artists’ trade. The result was an abor-
tion of white plastic bucket seats, kelly-green
tablecloths, charcoal walls, a juke box filled with
19505 rock, dreadful colored plastic lighting fix-
tures, environmental TV that never worked, wait-
resses in bowling team T.shirts, Jewish memorial
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candles at every table, and third-rate Op paintings
which Mickey Ruskin had put up in desperation to
draw the artist trade. “The paintings are camou-
flage,” Levine insists.

But perhaps the prime element of masochism
on Levine's part was the menu itself. “They should
have gone further with the ethnic thing, implying
that the food was Insh-Jewish-Canadian and then
having nothing to do with it, in fact creating soft-
ware. As a joke, 'Lobster Levine' only lasis one
day.” No doubt the best software was the staff
itself. “1 wanted a very straight bartender. | don’t
know if you knew Rudy who was our night bar-
tender; he was fantastic! He's just a complete art
work in himseli because he's totally mundane
and ordinary. He's the ultimate cliché. Rudy
cracks a joke you've heard 500 times before; in
fact everything he says you've heard 500 times
before. There’s not a hip bone in his body. No
matter what he says, it's never smarter than
you. As a rule bartenders are always putting the
customers down, you know, always letting cus-
tomers know how stupid they are.” But as an
environment Levine’s proved something that gal-
lery environments and street art had only touched
on in a very heavy and nonaffirmative way, namely
that every environment, good or bad, is worth
attention as a work of art, Focused intelligence
makes an environment, which is the reason most
art environments end up as predigested experi-
ences,

In January, 1969, upwards of 25 writers, artists,
and critics were invited to fly, by chartered air-
plane, to the Comell Earth Art Show. As part of
the ensemble Levine took over 200 photngraphs
of the trip. He observed that relatively few people
would actually see any earth art first hand and
that the tangible reality of the show was “media
appraisal ” Levine's incessant picture-taking of
critics looking at art produced a very up-tight situ-
ation. But the artist’s selection of 31 photographs
for “Systems Burn-off X Residual Software” in
Chicago made its own point. These depicted not
only the assorted piles of sand, rocks, and markers
that made up the show, but also eritics behaving
as critics, endless landing fields, forests, cloud
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hanks, and other more or less normal phenomena
—a¢ if 1o say all these naturalistic attempts at
anti-art are really self-defeating; why not make
jt ou ) ¢ intentsonahly I anti=artf
The 31 photographs ol Svslems Burn-off™” be

AT 1D wpewnler paper oNsel copies [
(hicagn these were distnbuted about the floor
ind raspherry Jello was poured over them. Coples

i the 11 photographs were affixed with chewing

gum 1o the walls, explaining that as the earthworks
'

fisappear back into the ground, residual sof

ware would be s only M mander

Some months later Levine did an exhibition in
Los Angeles entitled “Paint Within a 30-by-14
pace the artist had assistants pour fifty gal-
lons of colored house paints on the floor. The
results were photographed by automatic camera,
and framed as color sequence pholographs for
wale milar to the “So and So Paints a Picture”
sories that Art News ran for so many years, Again
the |'.-:'". was Nnol wel jr.gllll OO0 1|'|-|,L. 4] |!nl,'ill'l‘|l'
2 painting, but information about pouring paint
In a preprogrammed society no one has o ex-

perience an  art exhibition, since the only real

N




insists that

experience is making the art. Levine
any viewers were relieved to find that

he used
normal as pant

something as visceral and
o nelther make nor

Duchamp maintained that
lose money was o Ccoime out ahead in art Lewvine
Systems | doesn’l agres; his

through “Profit
stock, purchased at $2375

Cassette Cartridge
o egnt maonths Obviously the

made owver $5000
{ a Ci adi

idea of an unprofitable work of art is
tion In terms. As Levine sees it the ideal fusion
and art is personified by the

of power, money
in the

museum trustee, an occupational goal still
development stage for Levine

Very likely the artist’'s chef d’ oeuvre is his “Your
Waorst Work show held at the Archiled tural
League of New York this past fall. To my mnd |

was no accident that this exhibition took place

only ten blocks away from Henry
Mew York Painting and Sculpture
Frequently, when the human mind strives lor
sublime over the wvulgar, it is left with very little

choice. OFf course the “art” is Levine's willingness

to depolarize the issue of gquality in an atmo
sphere which already has all the answers. Levine's
awn piece was a rejected poetry reading poster
complete with Turkish bath snapshots of the poets
This was documented with hot exchanges of let-
ters with the Wave Hill Performing Arts Com
mittee who rejected the poster design. The ex-
hibition made a shambles of the Architectural

League and almost dissolved its Board of Trustees
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ALICE'S HEAD

Dl vou say ‘pig” o “hg T sasd the cal

! waeed g replied Alice, “and | wish you wouldn't
irep appearing and vanithing so suddenly. you make
e quirte gl

All right” said the cat. and this time o vanished
wite dowly. beginning with the end ol the tail, and
ending with the grin which remained some Lime alber
the rest of i had gpone

Well! M've often seen 2 cal withowt a grin,” thought
Aice, “bit 4 grin withowt! a cat! s the most Cursous
thing | ever saw i sl my hie!

Alice's Adventures in Wonderland, by Lewrs Carroll

Conceptual art resembles literature only super-
ficially, What it really characterizes is a decided
shift in sensory ratios. As a result Conceptualism
poses a paradox: Can art free itseli irom the
effects of the page in type only by adopting the
printed formi

The problem with vulgar McLuhanism is that it
makes more sense than any refined theory of me-
dia. Our civilization, according to Mcluban, was

founded upon isolation and domination of so-
ciety by the visual sense.”" Thus printing is tied to
the limits of perspectival space. He |'W]'H1l|“li“-lﬂ‘"~
that in the last century vestigial illusionism has
slowly been supplanted by the synesthesia of “tac-
tile space,” culminating most recently in a desire
for total environmental involvement or, specifi-
cally, a “reality high.” For Mcluban, reality is
more than the immediate environment; it 15 ex-

tended by “'field space” or all the electronic de-
vices that provide global awareness. Moreover
since field space is pervasive, invisible, and non-
causal, it makes no logical separation between the
mind of the perceiver and the environment. “Live
in your head” means that the printed page is to
Conceptualism what the picture plane is to illu-
sionistic Realism® an unavoidable belaboring of the
point, inelegant communication, Printed proposals
are make-do art; Conceptual art’s ideal medium
15 telepathy. Analogously, at the present time con-
versational computer programs function through
typewnter terminals; eventually compuler commu-
nication will be verbal or direct neural relay. Not-
ably, no one considers a terminal print-out to be
literature.

Reasons for the emergence of Conceptualism
vary in complexity and deal mainly with the his-
torical development of art, They range from Jo-
seph Kosuth's functional reductivism to the prac-
tical consideration that gallery and museum exhi-
bitions are increasingly planned, not through the
selection of existent work, but on the basis of
submitted proposals, implying that the artist’s pni-
vate or gestural relationship to his materials is
secondary and that intellectual cognizance is in
many cases adequate. Quite often execulion is re-
dundant or at best for public elaboration.

A yel more basic mative may underlie Concep-
tualism. The biologist Ludwig von Bertalanify
writes of a growing schism between biological
drives and symbolic values. One of the reasons
for rapid technological change is increased profi-
ciency in symbol manipulation, in philosophy, art,
religion, literature, mathematics, and various forms
of scientific logic. Belief in symbols and ideologies
compels man to commil acts ordinarily against
his biological well-being. We seem to be the cap-
tives of our symbol-making capabilities and their
inconsistencies, as evident in such areas as the re-
ligious stand on birth control, the dynamics of
thermonuclear war, economic  perpetuation of
harmiul industrial efiects, and cases for and
against computer data banks, As Bertalanffy states,
“The symbolic world of culture is basically un-




far transcending and oflen negaling bi

nature
drives, usefulness, and adapta-

ological nature
t Bevond a fundamental reevaluation of the

Ly
meaning of art,
“what is the nature of ideas! How are
ed and transformed? And how do we lree

Conceptualism inadvertently asks
thev dis-

seminal
ourselves of the confusion between ideas and
their correlations with physical reality!

In a preliterate society,” says Mcluhan, “art
a means of merging the individual and

means of lraming per
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Last spring at the Bern Kunsthalle exhibition
wWhen Atlitudes Become Farm. not only was there
ronsiderable interpenetration between the works
of young European and American artists but also
among artists involved wilh objects, arrangements
outdoor situations and conceptual ideas. As a
prime antecedent, Duchamp’s post-C ubist output
is conceptually oriented, while a few of the pro-
posals in his book, Marchand du sel, are purely
conceplual works. Among the New Realists ol
Europe in the late 1950s both Yves Klein and
Piero Manzoni clearly produced examples of Con
ceptual art. A good case could be made to sup-
port the fact 1
began considerably earlier in Europe than in the

t the currents of t--rnq-;ﬂu.:]nm

United States—quite likely because Amferican exu-
berance and invention supported the notion of
art objects a decade longer. Joseph Kosuth
stresses that the present Amencan tendency had
its impeius from the fhlnl-.lnﬂ of Jasper Johns, Ad
Reinhardi, Roberi Morris, Sol LewWint, Edward Kien
holz, Carl Andre and Donald Judd; and in the
same article he gives the names of about fifteen
artists, some of whom have been working in the
concepiual area since 1966,

But only by the end of 1968 did the organizing
and public relations ability of Seth Siegelaub

through the artists Barry, Huebler Weiner and
Kosuth—place Conceptual art in a conbext worthy
i notice. (N0 doubl Dy 1968 theére were more
artists working with extragallery pro-
unally conceptual ideas, so in k-
wely conmnected with !'m-ﬂ-.

ng about [hose exciu
by It i v fair 1O MeEnhion that the work of
namy olher onceplual artists may be of w
gmihicanct

oM interest are the sues D 0Omw9 .H.!f.' “

third issue) published by Vilo Acconci m ew
York Citv. Since the end of 1968 these have 08
less with hileratune and poelry and more
cireet arl and language as plastic art, ACCONG

A published some valuable statements on o
ceplualist INeory .

Douglas Huebler, and L2
connected with

Robert Barry
Weiner were onginally
aub’'s Gallery and with his efforts a5 a
1968 Weiner and Barry werg

dealer. Prior 1o
temic painters with no real connection 10

ler a Minimalist sculptor. They agree this ©

with two joint symppsiums and group shows § '.
garly in 1968. The first took place al B+ adtord
junior College in Bradiord, Massac husetts, in
ruary. Barry. Weiner and Carl Andre wene
violved in structuning a senes of indoor wluaton
A similar symposium and outdoor exhibition
terior situations™) held that May at Windham Ce
lege in Putney, Vermont, began an exchange
ideas between these three participating artisis
Huebler. None of the pieces wene Iranipﬁm
vel they were stiuctured so as not 10 impose UPos
the enviranment. Andre worked with bales of
hav, Barry with nyvlon monofilament strung from
buildings, and Weiner with string and stakes ham-
mered into the ground. When his siring was cut
by irate students Weiner realized that the piece
did not have 1o exist, that its efiect had been in
suggesting it. Earlier at Bradford Barry had placed
small painted panels throughout the rooms Thess
were replaced al Windham by four nvlon mono
filaments sireiched between the two main build

ings (about 300 feet) all the same height {about 30

feet). Barry's piece defined “specific location







Weiner's piece was planned fand conceived) be
fore Windham and could have been made any-
where

At the time of the Bradford show and sympo-
sium MHuebler was still working in formica sculp-
ture, with plans for some parthworks which were
never made. Later that winter Huebler attended a
seminar on art and technology at the Massac hu-
setts Institute of Technology, reacting negatively
when one artist on the panel suggested that he
would like to build a sculpture larger than the
Empire State Building. For Huebler these forays
into giantism began to take on some of the ges-
tural assertiveness of the last stages of Abstract
Expressionism. Making one's autobiographical
presence felt on the landscape seemed to be a
dying gasp. By May and the Windham exhibition
Huebler realized that his thinking was clearly at
cross purposes with his sculpture. That summer
he and Seth Siegelaub worked together prepanng
a catalog that appeared in November, represent-
ing entirely new work

Early in 1968 Joseph Kosuth met Siegelaub
through his friendship with Weiner. Siegelaub be-
gan to help Kosuth financially in the spring of
1968, Gradually Siegelaub’s time and interest were
taken up by these four men—at the expense of
some of the other artists under his commercial
sponsorship. Kosuth's involvement with Concep-
tual art had begun two or three years before this.
As early as 1965 he sensed that “organic and
geometric shapes were used up” and started to
experiment with formless and ephemeral mate-
rials. The same year, after giving up painting, he
produced a 5-foot pane of glass, followed by his
One and Three Chairs. In 1966 and 1967 the artist
made a series of photostats with definitions of
water and hydrogen compounds. Kosuth began
to view abstraction as a philosophical-linguistical
problem, no longer dominated by visual-formal
considerations. However, an interesting aspect of
art writing is that whenever a critic fails to under-
stand new work the safest approach is 1o label it
a “Dada gesture,” and let it go at that: Kosuth's
work met this reception. That the levels of

abstracion embodied by words could legtimas
Iy [h.l'l!"\_h'!' the noton of an H{lﬂd just aboss
evervbody Late in 1968, Kosuth stopped makey
enlarged photostats of dictionary defimition whe-
he found that these were interpreted o 3 b
of Pop mannernsl panting

catalog wian for Doug’s Novembe
We worked on it 4
ivfprmation &0 that

My hirst
show Segelauh notes
summer, organizing the
could all be contained in the Caldlog ther
was nD public space they (the works — ng
the catalogs) were lying sround in book madeg
envelopes lor protection, Some sold but | ddn
think in terms of what it would bring in, It wa
too much work for that | ws just intereited
in doing that kind of show

The following January (1969) Siegelaub omges.
ired an exhibition in a rented office bl.llidll"'l', or
the four artists: Barry, Weiner, Kosuth and Hueb-
ler As an organizer | believe in pving every
man the same situalion, same money, ame pages
in a catalog. and the same physical space. | asked
them how they wanted to show their work —
that's how it was done and discussions (onbn-
ued for one and a hali 10 two months, We o
cided on the catalog format: four pages for exch
man, two pages each ol photographs, one page
statement, and one page listing the works shown
There was also a presentation on the walls of
two works by each artist. But in my mind the
show existed quite completely in the catalog
After about a week and a hali you really didn?
have to point out the room. It was used a5 an
office

What is most surprising is the diversity in back-
ground and philosophy among the four artists. In
1968 Seth Siegelaub sponsored a small book by
Lawrence Weiner entitled Statements. Many of
these statements embody works already under
taken by the artist, and an introductony acknowl-
edgement reads: “Certain specific statements are
reproduced by kind permission of the people wha
own them.” Some of the statements include acth
which have had their residual effects upon mone
formally orented artists
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m”ﬂm&l‘(uﬂﬂ to the floor
or wall”
“One sundard dye marker thrown into the

"
—

ings and sculptures. But now | feel no contact
with or relevance or need of a place in art history.”
Robert Barry's works have adopted the most

s _ drastically ephemeral quality — he has moved
“Common steel naily driven into the floor at from placed paintings to space-defining materials

points designated at time of installation™ and energy forms to conceptions about concep-
“An amount of paint poured directly upon tions. One of the most noted of the second types
the floor and allowed o dry” was a collection of works in the artist’'s bare
“A seties of stakes set in the ground at rec-
ungular intervals 10 form a rectangle. Twine
strung from stake 10 stake to demark a grid™® 4 Robert Barry, Labeh on Callery Wall, lanuary 1968, Courtesy Robert Barry
These are general proposals and not necessanly et N
the most elegant. At the time of the statements
Wemner applied the following stipulations to the art,
but those not 1o print them in the book

B e L

TEETE R it

ROMERT RARRY

“The artist may construct the piece

The piece may be fabricated '-:::n-rm“m

The piece need not be built B megacyeles b
fach being equal and consistent with the fprmeg .
intent of the artist, the decision as to condi- 5
m_mnzhutmupmiﬂunctm ol '-"'lhﬂhuﬂ.ti_::- e,

Once a piece is stated publicly it exists, accord-
ing 10 Weiner, Yet the path by which Weiner ar- Y
rived at this conclusion is not so evident. “In the i
fall of 1959 | went 10 California from New York h
10 build some structures and think. A year later in
Calilornia | created a series of fields, of craters
formed by high explosive charges. It was by far
my best art, but since they were set off in a state
park, | was caught. There being no malicious fore-
thought involved, | was given a suspended sen-
tence and a $20 fine. My major interest at that
time wai in the nature of the specific craters

formed. | went back to New York confused. My ROBEET BARRY

m:“ “':'m'”““.u.""'“w‘!:;"“‘““ S rigroiy % A R e
g L1

A s a0 o sitimtte |

S Jll osatand 1 wes desting Dieetims e, min,

with the idea of the explosions or paintings—for- N.Y.

getting specifics. So the new series of my works
are traces of what an artist does. Somehow the
shit residue of art history made me make paini-

/53







o

sudio: 1) 1400 KM2 Carrier Wave (AM), 1968 2)
1100 KH2 Carrier Wave (AM) 1968 3) 98 MH2
Caurier Wave (FM), 1968 4) 40 KH2, 825 MM
Liltrasoned imstallation, 1968 5 Phosphorous-32
Lxhaton Pece, 199 & Ceuum 137 Radiation
Mece. 1969 7) Electro-magnetic Energy Field, E
= 110V, 6.2 meters 2. 1969

Barry is quite reluctant 1o indulge in esthetic

shout the nature of his art. When

whed for photegraphs. he replied, 1 can't think
of amy way 10 use photographs or anything visual
in relation to some of the recent work. It doesn't
have a place, or the place is unknown.” Some ol
$ese include a proposal sent to the Institute of
( ary Art in London: “Something which
pear in place and tme, but not yet known
* Another sent to Leverkusen, West Ger-
¥ "Something which affects me and my
but is unknown o me.”
the "PROSPECT "69" at the Kunsthalle in
_ this past October Barry presented hus
work in the followang form

Questioner: Which is your piece for PROS-

PECT ‘&%

Robert Barry: The piece consists of the ideas

that people will have from reading this in-

ferview,

Q. Can this piece be shown!

KB The piece in its entirety is unknowable

because it exists in the minds of so many

people. Each person can really know only

that part which is in his own mind

Q.: & the unknown an important element in

your work!

REB: | use the unknown because it's the oc-

casion for possibilities, and because it's more

real than anything else. Some of my works

consist of forgotten thoughts, or things in my

uncomscious. | also use things which are not

communicable, are unknowable or are not

vet known. The pileces are actual but nol

concrete. . . )

As far as the receiver is concermned, some of
these newer works involve a conceptual process
which triggers off a dilemma known in philosophy

as logical regression, or a series of propositions
that have no beginning and thus provoke circu-
lanity. But this cannot be said of some current
works: “I'm doing some gallery shows in Europe
in December and January . . . Exact dates at Spe-
rone in Turin and Konrad Fischer in Dusseldorf
have not yvet been set. All the shows will consist
of closing the galleries during the exhibitions.”

In some ways Douglas Huebler's approach in-
volves a more familiar esthetic, making it less
rarefied but perhaps of greater interest. He relies
upon documents and techniques which, perhaps
maore than the others, Huebler feels are necessary
to substantiate the existence of the work., These
are hroken up into various systems which are
titled and numbered as “Duration,” “Location,”
and “Variable Pieces.” Examples were first includ-
ed in Huebler's November, 1968, catalog. The art-
ist specifies that all geographical, temporal, and
process lines of demarcation limit only the con-
ceptual boundaries of a piece; but since most of
Huebler's art is embedded in ongoing reality, he
places no physical boundaries around a work's
beginning and end or actual location.

Prablems of boundaries and limitations natur-
ally affect participants but particularly affect any
collector interested in Huebler's work. Through the
history of art there have been certain tacit rela-
tionships between dealer, audience, collector, and
artist. establishing degrees of control over the
production and dissemination of a work of art
These however break down with Conceptualism,
and part of an art work becomes the assignment
of new control variables over the life duration of
a piece. Certainly this has been the tendency in
the last ten years. All previous notions of an ob-
ject's intrinsic qualities have been challenged to
the point where it would be the simplest matter
1o reproduce some recent objects with or without
the artist's consent. As Huebler states, “Anyone
could reproduce an Andre or a Flavin for instance.
What would he have? | believe that the sensibil-
ity behind a work of art should be broadly acces-
sible. At the same time | believe that the collector
i« someone who enters into a conspiracy with the
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Duration Piece #15

Global

Beginning on January 1, 1970 a reward of §1, 100.00 will be paid
i the person who provides the information resulting in the arrest and
conviction of Edmund Kite Mcintyre wanted by the Federal Bureau of
nvestigation for Bank Robbery (Title 18, U. 5, Code, Sections 2113a
and 2113d). On February 1, 1970 $100. 00 will be reduced from that
first offer making it $1, 000, 00; it will be reduced another $£100. 00 on

the first day of each subsequent month until there will exist no reward at
all on January, 1971,

1, (Douglas Huebler), guarantee (by my signature below) the full
payment of the reward offered above. In the event that this piece has been
purchased from me at any time between September 1969 and January 1971

the then owner will have assumed responsibility for payment o

f such a
reward.

(The price for this plece is §1, 000.00: from that sum [ will reimburse

its owner any amount that he pays as a reward in completing the destiny of
its design).

This statement and the "Wanted" publication (FBI No. 342,327 will
constitute the {inished form of this piece on January 1, 1971 unless Mr.
Mcintyre is apprehended and convicted in which case copies of all attendant
documents concerning his conviction will join altogether to form the piece.

ey
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Lxch st ol orches in the above diagram repre-
woty theee intensecting classes, that n, three
guites o properties of an object sharing one
o more leatures in common. 1 i the nature ol
te cabulstic EARTH that there be at least two
wts for 2 gven art object. The two sels may in-
teriect or recombane in & grven number of ways
The rectangle surrounding the two sets i defined
5V or the “Univense of Discounse,” or whal
evtr i ol in abc and D' butl wathun the con
oeptal areg under examunabion, 0 this instance
the art work itsell. The sets of cirches unite coloe
nd numencal progreswons, wumilar properties n
difierent objects, mediated polanties, conceptual
whtorships, and logical contradictions. These
lgc modes represent the residue of AIR, FIRI
ind WATER in EARTH; they communicate hin
Peibically but not “grammatically”™ in the sense
of g gt

n by comveration with Pierre Cabanne. Du
champ notes that it was not until 1915 that he
proprated the term  ready-made  because ol
wemed 10 him “interesting” We know that for
el yeurs between 1908 and 1914 Duchamp
w5 ocoupied with petty jobs that insured sur-
il with 2 minimum of effort. As a library clerk
Ouchamp read omnivorowsly:  anthropology

U {abg + I'h'i-

philology, linguistics, and literature are a few of
the fields that occupied his time. Since the lin-
guist Ferdinand de Saussure published from the
late 1870s, it is altogether possible that Duchamp
discovered the werm “locutions toutes faites”
meaning  “ready-made ulterances,” in one of
Saussure’s articles. Albert Sechehave and Charles
Bally did not present their teacher's notes in the
lorm of the Cowurse in General Linguistics antil
1916, but some of Saussure's articles on the eth-
nological ongins of language and language’s rela-
ton 1o chess would have been of vast inlerest 1o
Duchamp

Saussure’s “ready-made utterances” reler o
idiomatic expressions which lack the structure ol
a sentence but are nevertheless “unanalysable
whales © Rest in peace or how do you do are
ready-mades, as are good-bye and good morm-
g lLanguage ready-mades, unlike grammatical
sentences, are only contextually logical; standing
alone they make no sense. Yet they mediate
stock situations by employing conventional forms
The linguist John Lyons admits that ready-mades
seem to have a behaviorist origin since they signify
the acting out of fixed parts in socally prescribed
rituale. However Lyons takes exceplion to B
salinowski's assertion that the communication ol
information is one of the more specialized func-
tions of language, that even the expression of
commands, hopes, and emotions does nol convey
the purpose of ready-made phrases. As Malinow-
ski proposes, those phrases serve as “phatic com-
munion”: they remain a way of establishing and
maintaining “social solidarity and well-being.”
Anthropologically, one might make a case for
the possibility that many human activities and
biological functions have ulimate mythic-linguistic
significance within  the neurological  assembly,
All 1ools. objects, and utensils become, In effect,
Liturgical implements and hence art objects serv-
ing uselul functions in normalizing ritual. Ready-
mades are in fact ordinary objects with overlays
of meamng Duchamp realized that many of these
primal associations reac h far back into the sub-
conscious mind: so that given the commonness ol
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¢ ; creating nonobjective art; his “con-
mettlinguage with no direct visual rei.
ifj:“'u the physical world,
‘Hﬁw imvolution of nonobjective ar
¢ seven lower Spheres of Levanah) operates
e dalectical Ilhlm *E:“dChmnhw
Cinder It seven times in ing order
agram 1)

s:ﬁwﬁ:wh the subtraction of a par-
ﬂﬁiwﬂ from the complex of
it used in monobjective art. The nature ot
et b 1% prescribed by the Sieves. The
o of ponobjective art is signaled by the fact
4t the Mook (Tsaddh, The 5tarl no longer drops
e two holes on either side of the Mill Wheel
1 Authis happens, the Grinder and Scissors stop
te g emporatily tied 1o the Glider becomes
Iﬁd“ for the grand finale on the
. Sopes, the Bachelor Mechanism ceases
m it thus becomes evident why Du-
fumg oever completed the Glass and labeled it
V= prdinihed * The Class is, alter all,
wik is pogres.” only consummated in the
e |

Liew wordss should be said about the Bavonet
h“ﬁ %, l\‘.'mrdmg o the artist's
ssiplion, 3 kind of decision device, supporting
felmpesossons and isolating plates, The Bayone
yodes werically from the top of the Grinder
:T?hhﬂm in the Tarot deck

% o ptimordial energy of Air,” a
uk decendent of Fire, Sun, and the Phallus
Se ke ol Swordy lacks the purposefulness and
* of i related count cards. But by
““H into & Bayonet, Duchamp
'?hw and analytical char.
‘:'“..ﬂ o shiike without any clear idea
o amohin i chocoiate

I._"h-_:w impression  land  other

e BUIFACT) (with one or several curva
e prllllam) the colored form of the thjeor

i
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wwh clears up the “dirty
‘T‘hm and Geburah. Netzah's Vic-

the stabilizing forces of Tiphereth is il-
unce its role is another step towards
#dm making Netzah Ihf. Undertaker
% Cunier (s outdated but brilliantly cos.
#hll'lﬂh of horse soldier. which is in
with Hod's Glonious lethargy. Finally,
e acts 28 the lowly transition 10 absolute ma-
além: Yesod follows the orders of the higher
& Flunkey. The paths of each of these
s lead evenivally 1o the tenth position ol
wlth indicated by a dotted circle
The Malic Moulds {artists) or “gas castings” are
el with cultre’s last vestige of illuminating
@ While destined to hear the praises of critics
o collecions, they are, as Duchamp cryptically
s never able 10 pass beyond the Mask ” The
wk plaonically refers 1o the ego: as a rule few
giits penetrate their own self-images into thew
sl ot
inevmal drawings and paintings the artist has
dpued the joumney of the llluminating Gas from
¢ Malie Moulds. From a needle-like consistency,
fe Gis becomes “a fog made of a thousand
mnges of frosty gas” ready to enter the holes oi
te Seve. At this point a kind of race or “spangle
dety” i implied. Since the llluminating Gas is
7 imost ranelied kind, a better interpretation
wild wem 10 be frozen or nearly frozen Al-
smal WATER. Cut into tiny pieces, the Cas
iinag i “malic Unt,” begins o rise toward
¥ Pl Trap. Like the Grinder, the Traps or
“ivark of Standard Stops” are crucial mechan-
6% They operate as a kind of superego or an
tsory-making device. Once emitted by the Malic
Vesdek lrtisty), the “gas cut in bits” lindividual
hulngst seeks the approval of society

gy e

fparasol TRAP)
The spungies are stopped in

h':z:ﬂﬂhﬂd [sieve )

i probably) are semi-spherical
20k, wi holes. The holes of the sieves
?H“hhﬂwﬂﬂla globe the figure
hl_‘“ﬂlﬁ'ﬂ schemalic, by the B summits
mmh’-hmnd wmmetry

Orientation of the parasols:

The st is i
PR idings T:Lu::nul. and receives the spangles
It one joins the centers of the parasols with a line
one obtains a half circumference from A 1o B, :
As in a Derby, the spangles pass through
the parasols A, CD.EF . .. B
and as they gradually arrive
at D.E F. .. eic they are straightened out
l.e. they lose their sense of up and
down ([more precise term]).—The Eroup
of these parasols forms a
sort of labyrinth of the 3 directions.—
The spangles dazed by this progressivi
turning imperceptibly lose provisionally
they will find it again later their
designation of left, right, up, dewn
etc, lose their awareness of
Position "

Most interesting is the “dust-breeding” process
by which Duchamp cultivated the Parasols: “To
raise dust on Dust-Glasses for 4 months. 6 months,
which vou close up afterwards hermetically, =
Transparency — Differences. To be worked out.""*
He then suggests that the resulting dust will be “a
kind of color (transparent pastel).” The Parasols
have their origin in Gnosticism’s Dark Cone of the
Earth. that heavy darkness of the lower earth con-
veyed in metal and giving us Duchamp’s last allu-
sion. The Cone represents a rather painful and
lonely area of the uroborus, the circle of human
redemption. The Dark Cone(s) are the means by
which an individual analyzes his imperfections one
by one. Such soul-searching finally results in the
individual coming to terms with the Dark Cone.
This Cone is often depicted as a kind of dungheap
or dusthin of the World's astral Imanifested) re-
gion. Cabalistically, “the products of dust” of the
Garden {carnal gratification) are the areas of non-
sacred science, philosophy, and art. Passage
through the last Cone brings art to the “threshold
of the second death,” which Duchamp irreverently
terms the Toboggan Slide

Duchamp changed the number ol Sieves 1o
wven, more than likely adding the material Sphere
of Malkuth. Going from A through C, D, £, F to B,
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D TIPHERETH E NETZAH

C GEBURAH

A CHESED

F HOD

G YESOD

B MALKUTH

Nckemp allows more dust to collect on the later
m“lwl’mﬂgl:ﬂ SUC TS0
a whch the last stages of nonobjective art are
iupoed oot by o in the last Sieves. The fact that
i holes in the Sieves are in the “shape ol a
i’ simply allodes 10 the Sephirothic Spheres
‘2 Duagran 3}
& imout cinemagraphic terms, Duchamp de-
ol the progress of the “spangles’” (painterly
cemeenyl. They “straighten out.” “lose their sense
dnd down,” and reach a point where they
= w0 boger retain their individuality” The
ml““h F ] l.iﬂ‘ll:' painting. but to
' mokdionary sequence of pictonal changes
'_"mt art, ideally these crucial
i ke place in chronological succession, al-
fugh hisionically there have been exceptions (o
. e process: of straightening out reduces the
“ndeies between forms and the residual hori-
" and wertical elements of perspectivisti
iy, Finadly all formal elements disappear ex-
::““M flows naturally accord
fravity, Duchamp’s intention in allowing
*hmh'ﬂ be A (Chesed) and the
1 be § (Malkuth) becomes more evident (!
" wmwber his inslstence that the second (o
h‘m s merely an illusion of truly
"l communication, therefore an elabor

ately worked or highly complex nonobjective
painting has as much meaning, or as little, as a drip
[lmﬂhnh'

Under Kether are nine Sephiroth or nine permu-
tations ol the basic tnad. Cabalistically, human
euistence operates on three distinct planes: the
Mental Flane (incorporating spirit, concepls, and
wleas), the Physical Plane (all material manifesta-
tions), and the Astral Plane (including the “soul.”
energy, and the forms of operation). The nature of
the Astral is particularly difficult 1o grasp because
I represents a synthesis transcending and not typi-
fying the Mental and Physical Planes. The essential
binary relation between the Mental and Physical
Planes may be neutralized by the Astral Plane, but
it cannol be destroyed. Changes occurring in cach
ol the Sephira are defined by a series ol permuta-
tions called the “Law of Reflection.”

1) Kether: Unknowable

21 Chocmah: Reflection of the Mental in the
Mental

31 Binah: Reflection of the Astral in the Mental

4) Chesed: Reflection of the Physical in the

sental

&) Geburah: Reflection of the Mental in the
Astral

f) Tiphereth: Reflection of the Astral in the
Astral
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y an artist, that is the psychological
#'*:m either the male, female
of the Tree. Duchamp implies
;ﬁ :hlﬂm relationship between the
#u#ﬂ the gestalts determined by
o atist a0 the emotional consistency of the
s condrolling artistic decision-making.
o phisse, “It licks the ball of the handler g
ﬁmmm’ psycho-sexual effect upon
¢ penal drive of Chocmah (malel. The basis for
o & o2 point on the Tree is destroyed by
e whincted or amended at a lower sphere
b far one of the richest components of the
i i coss-references and double meanings)
s e milty cloud extending across the top of the
i It & referred 0 variously as the Halo of the
bide, Cinematic Blossoming. Top Imscription, and
kW,

i o iy

w fish color
wping
seasly femely
e ] Potoms e

tee will be 4 brarsiparent
v o0

Begles fen the 3 Pistons
o Encher ey

ity way)

T b she iy way
seanfug

<0 o the insemiption
ek & cancemed with
e comce shaty (at A) ==

U Linde observes that the Milky Way (Voie
kel may also be pronounced voile acté (acted
% s we shail see with the Draft Pistons in
“’m this curious cloud acts as a
ped for the real veils, Since a cloud is 2
-‘“HIH. Arturo Schwarlz s cor-

:'.‘*ﬂ!n androgynous character to it
% i only 4 small part of the Milky Way's

;Wll the botiom of the Sieves is
10 the Milky Way through one of the
b ol the Cabala. One must understand that

Wy Way refers 10 the canopy above the

ot e severth Aranum of the Taro
i I-‘:_:ug universal laws determined
o <ol :'hari:.ﬂ TI-.I posts t;npm: the canopy
making ph-..:--;ur. al [I“:‘H‘ mebl“ g e
dark blue .cun‘t.nmn F::.-J;‘?m ;:1 i el v
1 wlmtrmi ity Fl_tn ﬂ.t'-t' gold stars signifying
destiny at its highest T S e dey
plane, the influence of the
suns and planets on earthly life. Being a female
component, this milky cloud corresponds to the
Buise of Shekinah in the world above the carthly
_h_'*"‘l‘r place. As A. E. Waite describes this relation,
The latter [Shekinah] was also that cloud which
abode on the tent of the congregation while the
glory of the Lord filled the Tabernacle, Alterna-
tively it was a cloud that rose up to veil her pres-
ence, and dissolved when she went forth.” ®* The
ascent of Shekinah tears away these purely con-
ceptual veils
The Milky Way is penetrated by three rectangu-
lar forms variously referred to as the Draft Pis-
tons, the Triple Cipher, or the Nets. Three gauze
squares were held up to the breeze, photographed,
and the resulting outlines were then transferred to
the Glass. Several writers have made lengthy de-
scriptions of the process. On one level the three
MNets designate the Three Veils of the Tree of Life
The Veils are distorted by the wind because it is
the spiritual aspect of imellect (AIR or Ruarch)
that penetrates each of the Veils or Nets in turn,
In the struggle towards the Supernal Consciousness
of Kether, materiality is torm aside, then form, and
finally the illusion of beauty, The Draft Pistons are
the negation of the Milky Way; Duchamp has de-
picted them as squares of clear glass. Through
the Nets one can easily see into the actual space
in hack of the Glass.

Top inscription

obtained with the draft pistons, (indicate the way

1o “prepare” these pistons.] Then "place” them for

2 to 3 months) a certain time. and let them leave

their imprint as 3 nets through which pass the :
commands of the Pendu femelle (commands having their
alphabet and terms governed by the l:rricntilic.m of the

of triple “cipher” through which the

1 nets |a sorl Y
d commands]

milky way supports and guides the sai
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Jien hluck 1o white according to their

st~ ohitained
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futiening (a stop
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th o realize that the Inscriptions
’.Mmaml the Bachelor's Gas end
iy egion of the H'u: Shﬂ::s. Both I.‘fn'l-meTmn\.
ge varabons same force, pass
3 #¢ Veils of negative existence toward
s ogns of the First Cawse or Kether, It is well
I oumnd the reader that the Tree is not knowl-
"mw. but rather a method faor
g the cognitive mechanisms of the mind
pieoy the Tree covers the gamut from the
jorms of comsciousness to inanimate mat-

¢ lisg the structural order of binary opposi-
w | ioflows the principle of hierarchical orga-
wioe 10 an undefined First Principle, Kether
{sfer fhan being 2 position in space, it is called
tﬁm 2 circle” or even less clearly,
‘fecrcle whose center is everywhere and whose
sanlerence s nowhere,” ** and also the Con-
wied of the Concealed or the Inscrutable Height
-gich defiition implying that the universe is
igal ind kmowable providing we do not push
u mblogical queries past a given point. At
nal, e could see Kether as the source of primal
e i fe condition ol pure becoming. Du-
dogh Niee Shots attempt to depict our final
s the Sephirothic Abyss towards the Su-
=l Trad The Supernal state above the Atz
o Warkd s, in reality, 4 new and ullimate sense
i aoows malization, one defined as the high-
#dpee of awareness concerning the reuccur
Mircture of human culture perceived through
J*“Hllﬂ modes. The Cabala pro-
il theough & single idea, namely that our
Iﬂm ats, begal structures, economic
W, seligons, sclences, archilectural modes,
:."‘thimwhﬂ mythic structures
menenbions receive stability through the
3 of soctal consensus. Although ideally it is
:'m 4 culture on the basis of
Bowing or Gnosis, such a culture only

::;r.:i:rlr:_.et; JE:;:-.TJE ‘::{r;lo:p,h a4 degree of love. na-
- Bolessness very much ah-
sent at present
According to Cabalistic doctrine, the devolu-
tion of culture {and art) occurs through the Light-
ning Flash or path of descent down the Tree of
Life. On reaching the final stage in Malkuth, a
more conscious and painful evolutionary ascent
begins. Here the division of Malkuth is separated
nto tour darkened or impure colors: citrine [(AIR),
olive green (WATER), russet brown (FIRE), and
black (EARTH). Within the duration of the first
thrn-. sephirothic Worlds Malkuth is not actually
manifested except as the Supernal Triad of the
tollowing world. Only by reaching the fourth
World of Assiah does Malkuth reveal itself as the
Bride of Microprozopos. A decade ago art arrived
at this stage of total materialization, Hence by us-
ing the principles of classification devised by the
Cabalists, we find the Bride divided into various
“living substances.”

FIRE: Art involving complementarity

AlR: Art using indeterminancy

WATER: Art employing causality or implication

EARTH: Arnt concerned with the principles of
true physical and spiritual orientation

The first three elements in their final stages at
the bottom of the tree are called the “shells” or
evil spirits and are further subdivided into their
husks” represent art totally veiled from the di-
vine Light, that is, simply physical objects con-
ceptually arganized as art. The first three shells are
reputed to be evil and destructive, although their
corrasion can be relatively helpful to those posess-
ing the necessary insight. However, the fourth
element, Earth, has the means of converting evil
to good. These final Qlippoth or purely material
manifestations instigate the ascendance of Sheki-
nah, Duchamp reminds us that the return 1o the
Supernal Triad demands “skill,” meaning human
effort and insight

Symbolically, the return to the plan of divine
activity takes the form of three concentnc parts:
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wioiris's creciform 15 a special attribute of the

\
enth Sephiroth of the Tree of Knowledge of Good

Malkuth. This “Sphere of the Earth™ de-

s all underiving phenomena on the physical

{ -"r~-1"||-lll;‘|.r'li.: o the matenal eftects of
wation, life, and death. It s where art ends in
s inward \[l.".l: as il \!'lll.:'.:h'\ 1o contain all the
Malkuth)

the body of the

world's activities. QOut of the mouth

comes the Oral Law (Elohim
ik

LW, 45 J-HFH'HI'(" o the Written Law of Jehovah

Srructurally Mormis s Hearing is invested in Earth
e lORIC O \I.:E'I':h' I'Il-h.h' ol the element |'...||-' :'u,}
through Malkuth. Morris unites the lowest (Mal
kuth! with the higher (Elohim), but not the highest
lehovah). Heanng 1% a swmbol ol the DeEginnming ol
recogmibon and returm, ad tivaled on both psyChi
gical and spintual planes

The letters Y-H-V-H ot the Tetragrammaton im
v the ¢nlhine g2amut of the 54 ||!" rist i Trees, % 18

he inibating element of the Archetypal Realm

he first H signifies the passive receptacle of Binah
within the Tree's Supernal Triad; the next six Se
phira, Chesed, Geburah, Tiphereth, Netzah Hod
and Yesod, are represented by V., the active letter
instigating logic in thought: and last, the second
H is the receptacle Earth or Malkuth where |':"-|.\.
cal manifestation takes place

N\

Yod - Fire

He -Earth

N

Hé - Water

.

Vau—Air

Yod-He-Vau-He produces Father Mother
Brother, and Sister. Their structure is neurological

as when it is written in the Book of Concealed

Mystery, Chapter 2

13. When (the YHVH in cruciform) beginneth, they
are discovered in the cranium (namely, these
letters, and therein are they distributed in the
most supernal part of Macroprosopus)

4. Thence are they extended throughout his whole
form (from the original benignity), even to the
foundation of all things (namely, as the soul ol

nieEnors

When it is balanced in the pure equilibrium
that is. when the white locks of the most
holy Ancient One send down the lights or

then are those letters equilibrated. (thai

their virtue cometh the Lhight.)

MacGregor Mathers in the above translation
observes that “in the cramium or skull,” Begol-
eoitha resembles the place ol the Crucilixion in
the New Testament, Golgotha. In the Cabala, the
son or the upper MiCroprosopos defines the
Tetragrammaton in the form of a cross, 50 we have
a diagram where two vertical elements (Yod and
Vau) resemble the functions of the forebrain and
the brain-stem with cerebellum, while the two
horizontal elements (Hé and Hé) approximate the
two cerebral hemispheres. Thus the double op-
position ot the Tetragrammaton's parls are com-
pared to the brain, although there are obvious
dangers in applying this geography too literally
Besides the equal-armed cross, another image
of Malkuth is that of a young woman, crowned
ynd enthroned as with Duchamp’s Bride for
example, In a very visible dedication, Morns's re
cent bride becomes that sphere of locus. Bul
this female wants 1o rise to her II;.,'"'I'ILJI |:1i.ul' L
she ascends the Tree towards Binah according o
the path of the Serpent sehushtan, This Serpent ol
Wisdom is made of brass (also a metal of Venus
and holy aspiration), and it encircles the Tree
iowards its highest branches seeking objective con
sciousness. Hence the base ot Morns's crucrtorm
plinth has been bound with plate bronze, a metal
closelv associated with brass through color and

impurity, although he had originally thought of

LUsInNng |i-f.1“'-
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THE SEMIOTICS OF
“END GAME"" ART

Structure in the sense of a self-regulating system of
ranstormations s not coincident with form. A
stack of pebbles can be said to have form, but this
mere heap cannot become a structure unless we
place it in the context of the system of all its “vir-
tual’ movements. We are thus brought to theory

Jean Piaget

The term “hustorically transgressive” in my earlier
writings describes the role of Marcel Duchamp's
Ready-Mades within the evolution of modernist
Duchamp deliberately set out to short-circuit
the modermnist crisis of the 1960s and 1970s by
producing works of art which, in fact, structurally
anbcipate key eflorts in the present period. By
r'-r-duung arl that had relatively little meaning
tor its own time — beyond being labeled ‘Dada
and ‘nonsensical the artist deliberately planted
i ime bomb in history. Duchamp’s intention was
nol s0 much to outdo his fellow artists. but to
teveal to the aware the essentially circular trajec
tory taken by all historical cultures. Duchamp's
motives were anagogic rather than pedagogic or
cithetic. When he spoke of being involved with
in ‘esthetics of indifference.’ he was alluding to
the mystic’s universal axle, namely that principle
it neutrality which serves as the true fulcrum for
all human volition
As | have previously suggested. Duchamp was
mast likely a self-initiate into the Unwritten
Labala® Not only Duchamp's art after 1912 but
dlso various photographs of the artist and much

of his terminology indicate a profound under-
standing of the powers of the letters oi the He-
brew alphabet. Armed with such knowledge, Du-
champ’s life became a metaphor revealing certain
illusions masking human creativity. He understood
that such systems function not unlike an invisible
chess game with unknowing players. The simile of
a chess game for various social systems is not
particularly new — Saussure used the parallel sixty
years ago in comparing rules of the game (ideal
syntax) to the relative positions of pieces on a
chess board (everyday usage). And this same ex-
ample has since been expanded by certain linguists
and semiologists. It is, nevertheless, difficult to
make any generalization about diachronic shifts
in language except to observe that successive
structures seem to move from less 1o more prob-
able states, rectifying existing dissymmetries while
planting the seeds for new imbalances. Yet in the
area of esthetics, sign systems seem 1o thrive on
competition between artists who vie with each
other in the production of internal mechanisms of
destruction, i.e., ‘new’ styles and mannerisms
Similarly, thess players move into occupied
squares by capturing opposing pieces, gradually
sharpening or focusing the complexity of the
board. In a not unsimilar sense, one could de-
scribe sacred ritual as the control of psychic and
physical oppositions by consciously acting out
their dynamics. On the other hand, cultures that
fall into historical gamesmanship, gradually lose
all sense of the sacred mysteries in their substitu-
tion of esthetic and practical considerations. Art
thus becomes a series of game strategies plaved
against time. For the artist, “winning"” constitutes
one of a number of allowable moves for a given
time slot. Fully realizing this situalion, Marcel
Duchamp, calling himseli “a child of nickel and
platinum.” removed himsell from an almost atro-
phied artistic situation, intent on devoting himseli
to the role of a super catalyst, a dead metal ex-
cellent for precipitating chemical reactions which
could otherwise only take place with great effort
This begins to explain the artist's little known
chess treatise of 1932, 'Opposition et fes Cases
Conjuguées sont Reconcilifes.” The theory put
forth by Duchamp and his co-author Vitally Hal-
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In cabalistic literature the Tree of Knowledge
is occasionally referred 1o as a “Fountain” whose
lower sephiroth serve as catch basins for the cas-
cading waters. However if the Tree is conceived
anthropomorphically as the body of Universal
Man, the “Ancient of Days,” then each work is-
sues from the archetypal body as bodily waste,
hence Duchamp’s small semiotic equation of 1914:

arthe merdre ¥ Signifier
— - - [or ———]

an merde Signifiea
The relation of art to the anal stage of infant
development remains a Freudian truism. But Du-
champ encompasses the idea of the inauthenticity
of art and bodily wastes to an important Old
Testament allusion: not only does the letter Shin
which controls the Tarot card “Judgement” signify
sharpness and acidity, it also spells out the Hebrew
word for urine. Urine represents the waters of the
Tree at their most stagnant, parallel perhaps to
Duchamp’s use of the term Rrose Sélavy, suggest-
ing the term arroser, meaning a moistener, or in
argot, a urinator. This “fountain”™ produces a kind
of smoke, or a mist or cloud, representing degener-
ate forms void of any degree of spiritual Light. So
gradually a kind of anagogic meaning appears.
What begins as an alchemical metaphor for illu-
sionary presence, namely Water, becomes with
the “crash-splash” literally a kind of liquid ex-
crescence, a sort of residue which falls to the bot-
tom of a receptacle, settling as it does so. Again,
both the exoteric meaning of the Hebrew letters
and their hermetic powers are fused into the same
container. In his Green Box notes Duchamp com-

ments on the progress of the “spangles” which

rise, into: a higuid elemental

scaltering, seeking no direction, a scatlered Suspen-

S —
snow on their way oul at B, Vapor ol inertia, but

keeping

its liquid character through instinet for cohesion the
only

manifestation of the individuality of the illuminating
Has

in its habitual games with conventional surroundings.

Wha® a drip| 12

And finally the “crash-splash” is signified by one
of Duchamp’s first post-painting works, the 3 Stan-
dard Stoppages of 1913-1914. The French title, 3
Stoppages Etalon combines the ideas of invisible
mending with a given standard for weights and
measures — both themes acknowledged by the
artist."* Here Duchamp alludes to an important
cabalistic secret, that is the mending of the mes-
sure af things once it is irreparably broken within
the domain of esthetic sensibility.

Duchamp best describes the Stoppages with
this note:

The idea of fabrication
If & straight thread, horizontal, of one meter lengh
falls
one meter in height on a horizontal plane surface while
getting
out of shape willingly (1o its pleasurel and presenting a
W
figure (appearance] of the unity of length (slowness).
Three exemplary results from the conditions almost
sirmilar:
in their consideration each to each are a reconstitution
approaching the unity of length.
The three standard stoppages are a shorened for
diminished:
meter. !

The resulting assemblage consists of three
threads, each glued 1o strips of dark blue canvis
and then mounted on a glass panel. Accompanying
this are three wooden templates with the curved
outlines of the dropped threads. In essence what
Duchamp is presenting is an anticipation of the
logic format to be used thirty-seven years later by
jackson Pollock in order to create the first inflom
‘field’ or ‘drip’ paintings — but with one i anl
difference which is concerned with the nuﬂilf .
in order to make the Stoppages function as 3 we k
of art Duchamp was aware that his activities I'Hﬂ
result in two specific sets covering permissible
variations.

Here it must be explained that the dynamics of
cabalistic movement are represented by a perpel:
ual coming-into-being. Descending spirit i grad-
ually transformed into matter, ascending matter is
reconverted into spirit. In its purest physical form
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spirit is represented by electromagnelic radiation,
while gravitation is the maost literal stage of the
material process. Gravitation and its manifestations
signify the initial implosion of pictorial elements
into a kind of esthetic solidity, thus visual form
left completely to the most omnipresent process
in nature. The set generated by Duchamp’s thread-
dropping activities consists of a) the quasi-random
behavior of each meter-long thread, b) the force
of gravitation exerted on each thread, and ¢) the
flat, horizontal position of each dark blue area of
canvas situated on the floor. These ritualized cir-
cumstances contain essentially the same param-
eters used by Jackson Pollock for his best known
“Aclion” paintings.

Duchamp referred 1o this work and others like
it as “canned chance.” The notion of what is
“canned” lies behind the principle of Duchamp's
second set for the piece. We are given one note
suggesting what this might be.

The game of barrel is a very beautiful “sculpture” of
cleverness (skill), It is necessary to record (photographic-
ally)
} successive performances and not to prefer “all the
pieces in
the frog™ 1o “all the pieces outside” nor especially to a

good

average®

One must understand that in this instance all
manual skill in making art has been reduced 1o
the simple expedient of tossing small objects into
a container, though in such a way that all the
objects neither land in the container nor outside
it, but both inside and outside. The principle cited
in this case refers 1o one of the pivotal ideas of

S

-

Pythagorean mathematics. Leamed members of
the Pythagorean school conceived ol the universe
as a limitless space called the apeiron. The apeiron
is defined by fire atoms or perainon [“something
that limits”). Consequently the inner apeiron-filling
is theoretically separated from the external ape:.
ron-surrounding by the infinitely narrow border
of the perainon.®™ In a field of natural, quas.
random movements and forms a defined or con-
ceived space is made possible by some delimiting
operation so that the viewer is both aware of the
inner field and the field as it hypothetically extends
beyond the boundary of the picture plane. Thus it
appears that Duchamp's "canned chance” is the
delimiting step needed to make any infinitely ex.
tended, random plane or space conceptually pos-
sible. Much of the emotional and kinesthetic
mystique behind “Action Painting” becomes un-
derstandable once it is realized that such work
depends upon no conscious formal device. The
fact that Pollock worked on huge, unprimed, un-
stretched canvases seemed idiosyncratic at the
time, but it is evident now that the act of
dancing-spilling-dripping on a canvas which had
to be cut down as a kind of post-facto considera-
tion was an allogether necessary sequence. We
can begin to understand the motivation (and
criticism) that led to the cutting of Morris Louis's
unstretched canvases after the artist's death. it
really didn't matter where the canvases were cul 2
long as they were divided through the stained
areas — but that remains a point of irony which
only someone like Duchamp would enjoy

The set used to make “art” involving dnp o
staining technique consists of al the area of the
inside canvas, b) the cut separating the used from
the discarded canvas, and ¢} the unused painted
canvas. In deliberate contrast, Duchamp struc-
tured his 3 Standard Stoppages so that the three
threads were not cut when the dark blue camvas
underneath was divided into rectangular sections
and mounted on the three glass panels. Since the
meter-long threads were contained within the
boundaries of each panel, Duchamp was com-
pelled to make three panels in order to construct
a second set
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There are several possible variations on this
second set. Most of these have been developed in
the “Anti-form™ or “Process Art” of the past five
years. For instance, Richard Serra’s Casting of 1969
is semi-sculptural in the Pollock tradition. Instead
of liquid paint, Serra poured molten lead in a line
along the corner of a wall. Once the lead hardened
and cooled, Serra pulled the castings away one
by one. The result is a set through duplication
similar to Duchamp's 3 Standard Stoppages.

Robert Morris's Untitled of 1968 at the uptown
Castelli Gallery consisted of a room filled ankle-
deep with industrial felt and thread waste, as-
phalt, aluminum, brass, zinc, copper, and steel.
Again, the materials themselves were not impor-
tant except for their ‘natural’ state but their dis-

1 Sev p. 46 of my book The Structure of Arl, New York: Geoorge

Bearilles, 1971

2 See "Duchamp’s Bride Siripped Bare.’

1 Duchamp, Marcel and Halberstadt, V., Opposition el Cases
Conjuguwess sont Reconciliees, Brussels: L' Echiguies/Edmand
Lancel, 1932 St -Germain-en-laye: Gaston Legrainl. This 112
page p..rq-ﬂuﬂ._ was printed trilingually in French, German,
and English, The cover for Choposition and Sitler Squares
Reconciled was designed by Duchamp scoording to a rather
curious procedure.  The letters jor the title consist of 2 photo-
graph ol the svenciled image using the son's rays as a light
HORFTCR A negative ol this “uncontrolled deformation™ by
the win was wsed, suggesting that just as wncontrolled Rravity
s the most poweriul force afflecting the last significant moves
n arl, unconfrolled radiation. s polar opposite. can become
the meams by which we understand the entire proces

d. Duchamp and Halberstad, op, i, p. 11

5 Duchamp. Marcel, Notes and Projects hor The Lavge Class
elected, ordered, and introduced by Anuro Schwarz) New
York: Harry N, Abrams Inc., T8, There are sisveral instances
in the notes where Duchamp uses the term “crashesplash'’ o
variations of it. notably with note 112, in the onginal
Duchamp employs the phraise iracas-delaboussure,” which
ks the added implicalion of beng splashed with some wnde-
virable subilance, thal i, 1o get all the blame jor an act ihat
o ot one s fagll = as s cortainly the case with the artist con
nected b e ":'lph-ipl.“.h

tribution according to the laws of gravity was
critical. Morris provided a second set within his
environment by positioning a number of mimors
on the floor. As a result, a viewer unconsciousdy
constructed the set: a) all materials an the floor,
b) the mirrors themselves, and cl the images o
the materials in the mirrors.

Situated in history, Duchamp’s "crash-splash”
came nearly twenty-five years before the exhas-
tion of the semiotic began to make itself felt in
avant-garde circles. But in historical sequence the
“splash” acts as a kind of starting gate or signal
allowing the formulation of many kinds of visual
art free from the concerns of traditional modem-
jsm — not the least being the tendency of ant o
explore the roots of its own structure

& Duchamp, op. of., nole M, p. 74

7. Swella’s exhibition last season reveals a lendency o “compow
with whambiguou three-dimemional elemente: Nolands w
ent painlmgy are a hybsrid of stain painling and Neoplaticim

A Duchamp, op. clt, note 115, p. TT0

5. Rosensdein, Harris Black Pastures'’ in Aef Mews vol B A
7. Nov. 196k, p T2

10 Duchamp, op. cif., p, 74

1. Duchamp, Marcel, Marchand du el iMichel Senowiiet s
Faris: Le Terran Vagee, 7958, p. 13

12 Duchamp. Noded and Projecti lor the Large Glai. nate 01
P 15

1L On page 44 ol Aruro Schwars's vwalome The Complete Work
of Marce! Duchamp, Duchamp explaims to Schwarr that be
decided wpon the word “Sioppage” slter seeing the um
over a shop for irvisible mending  According 1o Duchasp &
a seminar at Yale University in 1967, the “standard aoppage
were the iesell of an idea provoled by the offcal meaur
under glass of the French Kilogram and meler m 3 govers
ment bauilding @ Pariy

. Duchamp, Notes and Projects bor the large Clan. note %
p. 150 imod the editors tranclation)

15, Duchamp, Marchand o sel. p. 12 ianslated fiom Be
French

. Cleve, Feliln M., The Giants of Pre-Sophidie Greel Philasops
The Hagoe: Maetings Nijhofl, 1965, vol. 2 pp 85181




THE ARTIST AS
SHAMAN

In the postscript 1o his controversial book of the
19505, Art in Crisis, Hans Sedimayr suggests a
remedy 1o the problems of artistic fragmentation
it reschs in part

The whole diagnosis of our lume can indead, only
vield results if it s used to refer back to ourselves
w that we may see what manner of men we ane —
and become different from these

We must not fail in our trust that the individual
by healing himsel! will contribute to the healing of
the whole: for there is such a thing as solidarity in
wifering. Moreover, the diseased condition of the
whole had its starting-point In the rotling away ol
individual cells. It will only be overcome by men
who have within themselves mastered this radical
disturbance. and have thus renewed themselves.!

Contemporary art has finally arrived at the criti-
cal stage of its crisis, one inducing the dissolution
of the component structure of art until it no longer
sists in any functional capacity.® Such a stage be
gan after the formal disintegration of the art
object had occurred. Furthermore the material dis-
ntegration of the art object iGilliam, Ryman, Saret,
and Morris for example) is pretty well conceded,
while the conceptual unraveling of the work of art
Kosuth, Bochner, Soundheim, and others) 15
under way, This leaves a significant component ot
the art equation mainly unexplored. At this most
crucial and sensitive point the artist focuses upon
the primal aspects of his own creative motivalions.
In our times, art begins with the prh::Iﬁﬂi‘-"ﬂl
make-up of certain individuals who to some de-

Dt & ) ST

gree usually suffer from psychoneurosis. While
modern society contains more than its share of
neurotic individuals, only a few produce art suf-
ficiently unique to gain wide attention. Neverthe-
less, one would think it relatively easy to find a
good working definition for the artistic tempera-
ment in psychoanalytic literature. The opposite is
the case: in general this literature tends to deal
merely with formal descriptions and medical case
histories, since very little is understood about art
itself. At one time psychoanalytic circles debated
whether art expressed neurosis in sublimated form
or was the catharsis of neurosis, that is, the means
of working out neurotic syndromes. But as art
therapy became an increasingly useful tool, the
tendency was to dissociate neurosis from art-mak-
ing and to see the latter as a manifestation of
“healthiness.”

However, the question remains: are the neurolic
tendencies designed into certain works of art
unique, or do they exist as paradigmatic symbols
of the entire society? Possibly this is a question
relative 1o the degree of social cohesion found at
any given point in a culture’s life-span. The more
closely knit and integrated a group is in terms ol
its religious and socin-economic agreements, the
less opportunity personal neurosis has to function
as part of an archetypal model, On the other hand,
as mythic structures deteriorate, the archelypes
vanish and it is the “trials” and psychodramas of
the individual that provide us with our sense of
direction. Since all historic art-making is the sum-
total of the individual's emotional potential, it is
likely that art in its last stages constitutes a struc-
tural reversion to the infantile stages of human
development.” At this level art deals with those
“nuclear” relationships established by a child in
its first months of life. In such instances, the artist
foregoes the more socially accepted forms of sub-
limation — such as the art object and public at-
tention — and focuses Inc reasingly upon his own
hody and the residue of responses existing be-
tween himsell and his blood-relations. The Freu-
dian anthropologist Gedza Roheim has character-
ized this process as vgenitofugal libido,” where
primary urges and libidinal forces are redirected
irom the object into the body (of the artist)." Dur-
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ing this period the person who has sublimated
“his sense of loss” through objects still has linger-
ing desires to retain these objects (art or what-
ever form they may take). But he also feels a sense
of positive being flowing back into his body, a new
found ability to reach others emotionally and
sensuously.

Throughout history fairly constant pressure has
been applied 1o the artist, restricting his outpul to
some set of “higher” (read “socially useful”) truths,
In this respect the nineteenth century concept of
“art for art’s sake” is relatively unique, since even
at the beginning of the present century it was
mainly considered irresponsible and frivolous. 5o
one can begin to understand why there is so much
disdain directed towards those contemporary art-
ists who are not primarily concerned with object-
making. Yet it is precisely those artists involved
in the most naked projections of their personali-
ties who will contribute the most 1o society’s com-
prehension of its self. In this respect Dennis Op-
penheim has arrived at a thoroughly original ap-
proach to the problem of presenting these psychic
dimensions.

Since 1967 the bulk of Oppenheim's art has
depended upon a fairly explicit set of conceptual
techniques: sensory substitution, translocation (the
relocation of events and spaces), and transmogrifi-
cation (the shifting of shapes into different forms)
Oppenheim's early ecological projects dealt with
work tasks and alterations made upon the environ-
ment. In his documentations the artist removed
himself from the final physical evidence. But by
1970 Oppenheim increasingly projected his bodily
activities into the documentation. Some of these
works deal with feats of strength and endurance,
others with self-inflicted wounds and the record-
ing of fear-inducing situations. Interestingly, Op-
penheim finds no significance in the masochistic
aspects of lhese acts, but he does place some
value on their longevity as SigNs or permanent as-
pects of his personal history. This abreactive re-
capturing of past events is one of the most im-
portant aspects of psychotherapy.

I_“ a number of ways, the methods of Oppen-
h.mm's art draws nearer to the traditional tech-
niques used by the shaman in so-called primitive

societies. Because of his unique ability o bring
about social harmony and heal the sick, the sh,.
man is regarded within his group as an extiremehy
powerful, if not magical, person. Bul he comes
by these powers only after long periods of psychg
logical sickness followed by stages of seli-induced
cure. The process of becoming a shaman is 3
treacherous one. In some respects the shaman's
ordeal runs parallel to the religious-mystical e
perience of undergoing a psychic “death” and “re-
birth.” There are often references to the fact tha
the shaman began as a man with certain severe
disahilities. The process of compensating for phys-
ical deformities or mental instabilities is natural
enough, but there is often a compulsiveness and
intense obsessiveness about the shaman's pre.
initiation activities that borders on the demonic.
He is driven by “spirits” that carry him deeper and
deeper towards the origins of his sickness. Often
the shaman has no wish to take on such a calling
but he has no choice.

Translating this into modern terms intelligible 1o

us, a psychosis that is emerging for some reason o
other is so strong that the only way out open to the
individual attacked by it s to escape from it info
shamanistic activity, that is 1o say essentially by
means of artistic productivity, dancing, singing
el

It would be a mistake to imply that Oppen-
heim has consciously pushed his work in any spe-
cific direction over the past five years, or that he
is deliberately involved with shamanistic tech-
nique. The most revealing of Oppenheim’s pieces
centers around his recent show al the downtown
Sonnabend Gallery (January 6-20). There i5 a cun-
ous autobiographical linkage between these en-
vironmental works, but Oppenheim senses ths
only partially, in fragments.

Polarities (1971-72) is the key 1o this group
With the death of his father in November of 1971,
the artist felt an immediate need to deal with its
personal consequences. He searched his fathers
writing desk, going through dozens of drawings
and written papers until he found one that seemed
1o be his last sketch. Oppenheim felt that it wis
“important that this was the last movement of his
hand across the page.” This near-diamond shipe
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sppears 1o be a singular marking. The artist then
came across a drawing by his daughter, sugges-
waly anthropomorphic, which was one of her
it efforts. Oppenheim enlarged the two draw-
ings several hundred times, plotting the results
with red magnesium flares in a field in Bridge-
hampton, New York, These were ignited as Op-
penbesm flew overhead in a small plane, pholo-
gaphing the effects in semi-darkness, Relation-
sips between these acts provide a generation
beidee and a set of sexual poles for the artist's
own identity, (In a related work, Oppenheim
alls the video-taped transfer drawings with his
wn and daughter a method for entering
the past; consequently it is a process of graphic
duplication where he simulates the reflexes of his
wn and in so doing returns 1o age eight or nine.)
That the artist should fly over the illuminated en-
largements of his father’s and daughter’s drawings
i« in itself typically shamanistic. For the shaman
magnifies every human gesture until it assumes
archetypal or collective importance. In such in-
gances the shaman may dream of flving while
penetrating the psychic depths below

A neurnsis isolates the personality from most
social and sensual contexts; sublimations gradu-
dlly untie this need for protection and restriction
At an early stage the artist 15 a detached "manipu-
stor” of materials at a distance. This happens
with Oppenheim’s decomposition pieces, as, for
instance, the ladders in which all materials have
been reduced 1o grains the size of sawdust and
stratified in transparent cones Gradually the ar-
bst's sublimations assume a more personal and
ntimate form: his interests extend from inerl
materials to the most essential human relation-
ships. But why has this happened only recently;
why Is art only now moving in this direction? In
retrospect, it appears that the restrictions of the
art context never allowed for it. Surely Van Gogh
and Soutine derived pleasure and temporary sta-
bility from the act of producing paintings, but the
crucial catharsis of making art through acting oul
memocies and key relationships was not possible
il that time in history. This is no longer the case;
gadually the artist is being released from a fixa-
hon with object-substitutes

In my talks with Oppenheim it became obvious
that there was for him considerable uneasiness in
discussing some works., While these perhaps were
made in the form of public confessions, there
were details still oo painful to reflect upon. For
instance, a piece dealing with the removal of hub-
caps is obsessively repetitious. The gallery floor is
strewn with automobile hub-caps while a set of
hands on a T.V. monitor repeatedly removes a
hub-cap with a tire iron. The click-click of the
tool against the tire rim is an absurd mechanical
counterpart to the prolonged chanting accompany-
ing the investiture of a shaman. Such chants are
never discursive; they appeal neither to the mind
nor the emotions, but draw the participant inward
toward his own natural powers, the source of
strength and vitality.

One space contains a double loop of tracks and
two model railroad engines in constant motion. A
red spotlight is focused on one of the four cross-
ings. The running of the engines is accompanied
by a sound tape of the artist chanting over and
over certain temporal specifications — 11:22,
11:22, 11:22, 11:22, 11:22 . . . 1968, 1988, 1988,
1988 10th. 10th, 10th, 10th, 10th . June,
June, June, June, june. Oppenheim has de-
scribed his reasons for making Predictions (see
installation photograph]

The artist's interests in traffic flow and statistical
patterns for railroad accidents are a rationaliza-
tion of prediction technique. Bul Oppenheim

concentrates” (the shaman’s trance) upon the
real railroad crossing, thus establishing a predic-
tive model based upon his own intuitions.

Adrenochrome, dealing with a fragment of Op-
penheim’s medical history, uses three components:
one gram of adrenochrome (oxidized) set on the
apex of a pyramid base, a color slide projection of
an adrenochrome crystal magnified 500 times,
and a tape-recording of a letter from Oppenheim’s
doctor regarding his patient’s past mental condi-
tion and his medication needs. Oppenheim pro-
vides us with the origins and effects of this chemi-
cal (see installation photographl.

5o in effect, Oppenheim has formalized (ren-
dered into “geometry”) the chemical origins ol
his earlier mental collapse. He has chosen a partic-
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alegant example of the crystal and repards

a kind of painting or sculpture

mage a
grse hi reified what previously repre
i purely emotional experience. Using
je Lévi-Strau description of the “brico
Oppenheim does not confine himself to
nlishment and execulion: he speaks’ not
things. as we have already seen, bul
ough the medium of things Biving an
{ his person v and life by the choices
kes between the limited possibilities,” * We

ternalizing” expenences

o derive a pariio ular abre

sen eI seems

satist on bv “externalizing” what has
sanufactured in his own body His 1971()-
erhread piece testifies to that.) Even
T hemical instability and the difti
iting it are seen by the arlist as con

stures. And vet Oppenheim claims he

e no deliberate attempl to sever or 150
elements of his past medical history the

sk and his attitudes towards the work, remain
el quite formal and aloot, In April of 1972
snheim made 200070 Shadow Pr /L ar
tearch Light/Trumpel at Batavia Iy [t

n memory of his father. In a sense Lhat 15
1 define, this remains one of the mosl
nd mvstical works produced by the

mpel tor the duration Of a breath

nter of a beam of

nding directly in the ce
int light, Oppenheim's body splits the beam
twio. He blows single, sustained notes on a

These occur

nlerva about twenty o twenty-live Sel
T Crapeny atvi yecember 1971-1972
1 W d Gallery, 420 West Broadway
Py S0 sew Yiork
Chnperbe he hub-cap piece related quile simg I
ML a | reerri Fa recduchive
i P\ The i g was lifted on the
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onds each. In a metaphorical sense these trumpel
sounds resemble the ritual bringing forth of the
In Hebrew
the name-word “Aleph-He-Yod-Te” is not uttered

pneuma, the spirit or “breath of life.

but is breathed, and represents the cycle from
spirituality 1o materiality and back again. Thus the
sound of the trumpet fills the space created by
the darkening shadow of Oppenheim’s body: “As
| blow into the horn away from the light, the sen
sation of being i two places at once begins to
hold.” As a result that
Oppenheim has created are both negative; one

take the two “images”
cannot be seen and must be repeated, and the
other remains the absence of light. Quite literally
there is a biblical consistency here that transcends
the artist’s concern with his own bodily juxtaposi
Lions.

Passibly we are just beginning to understand
Marcel Duchamp's multiple pun which, twice dis-
tilled . reads “éros c’est la vie.” Eros, ol course, 15
never satisfied, but during the later phases of cul
tural decline it In art the
waorship of objects assumes all the appearances ol
a religious cult. And ¥
more and more prized objects, more and more

increasingly itself

become insatiable,

with the acquisition of

knowledpe soCiely FEmoOves

irom the “good object” —in the words of Gézra

& nothing satisfies like the original nip-
ple.” So it is lett 1o the most original artists ol our
times. an artist like Dennis Oppenheim, to shama
nize us into realizing our lrue condition. Thus

only by artistic means can the onginally-sick man

the shaman, mutilate his body, chant prayers in
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OBJECTS
AND RITUAL.:

Towards a Working
Ontology of Art

In filling a pipe, all space (represented by the
offerings to the powers of the six directions) and
all things (represented by the grains of tobacco)
are contracted within a single point (the bowl or
heart of the pipel, so that the pipe conlains, or
wally is, the universe. But since the pipe is the
universe, it is also man, and the one who fills a
pipe should identify himself with it, thus not only
establishing the center of the universe, but also his
own center; he so "expands’ that the six directions
of space are actually brought within himself. It is
by this ‘expansion’ that a man ceases lo be a part,
a fragment, and becomes whale or holy; he shat-
ters the illusion of separateness

From The Sacred Pipe: Black Elk’s Account
of the Seven Rites of the Oglala Sioux

That language universals exist has again become
a respectable claim among some linguists. Given
the deep structural similarities within the se-
mantic, syntactical, and phoentic frameworks of
the studied languages of the world, there is rea-
wn 1o believe that the needed mechanisms of
peech are alike for the entire human species. I
we want to believe that a child's linguistic system
s the result of his comparative intellectual su-
periarity to animals, then how s it that a child
abtains a working command of the basic speech
patterns by the age of five or six— while the
ume information remains a mystery to linguists?
Or why do both bright and dull children attain a
similar degree of speech competence by the age

of five! While language learmning depends upon
conversational environment, the child does not
‘learn’ speech in the same way he or she learns
the multiplication tables. More than likely, ambi-
ent speech heard by the child ‘triggers’ linguistic
patterns ready to be put into use.!

To date, most of the work in universals con-
sists of taxonomies of parallel rules, restrictions,
and priorities drawn up by linguists studying a
fair number of dissimilar languages. In no way do
these descriptive lists (semanticity, displacement,
openness, tradition, discreteness, reflexiveness,
ele.) constitute a coherent, mathematical theory
of language’s structural features. They represent,
instead, patterns of containment, the approximate
boundaries defining language usage. Since uni-
versals are the creation of linguists, it is not
surprising that linguists should regard them as a
special province. One of the great linguists of this
century, Roman Jakobson has recently written
“In relation to language other (semiotic) systems
are concomitant or derivative. Language is the
principle means of information communication,”
Given the confused state of semiotic and ethno-
logical studies in myth and other social systems,
this is not surprising to hear. In part due to the
presumed rigor of structuralism, and, even more,
transformationalism, theoreticians such as Noam
Chomsky have tended to separate “natural lan-
guage” from “arbitrary symbolic  systems.'” *
Chomsky implies that language is somehow logic-
ally encapsulated into a syntactical algebra, while
religion, art, dancing, tool-making, architecture,
and music are too haphazardly organized to be
analyzed by the same methods. There is, of course,
the possibility that the pattern of universals may
not conform 1o any mathematical model so far
expected of them

As a prolegomenon to a fuller study, | want o
suggest some features for a general theory of uni-
versals. Deductions made by linguists for the
existence of universals imply an enormous range
of functional needs and classifications. At pres-
ent it is nearly impossible to read much coherence
into such a variety of demands. We tend to look
at human speech as a disembodied property of
man fit for a language laboratory. | suspect that
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We live in a space-time world which seems 1o
espend and transmil energy according to perceiv-
shle patterns, and yet we are also bound to an
anti-entropic  principle, the source of organic
growth pulsation. This constant coming-into-being
has no definable origin or meaning: it in fact
appears 1o be “meaning” itself. The principle of
ausality expands itself in human consciousness in
terms of the lemporal formula of cause and effect.
while the second principle simply “is.” It annuls
ime as we know it, and juxtaposes certain psychic
content with appropriate physical processes Jung
npothesizes that the human mind is in constant
watie to equilibrate the forces of Causality and
Wnchronicity. Diverging somewhat from Lévi-
Srauss's theory, | have earlier suggested in The
Mructure of Arl that the balance between the dia-
hramic and the synchronic is the key to all con-
cephions of arl.”® In terms of universals, or what
ung refers 1o as archetypes, | will explain why

Universals account for the formation of three
uc types of human communication speech
gesiure, and iconicity. All forms of human fac-
Wrng are surrogates for these fundamental means
I communication. This fact and Jung's diagram
#¢ cucal to the idea of religious paradox. The
primary symbols of many organized religions con-
filte a formal or geometric basis for the system

niversals controlling human thought. Symbols

ontainers of the various levels of knowledge
They represent metaphysical insight into the orga-
uiing pnnciple of life itself. At their most con-
emed, and when logically understood for what

e

¥ are, symbols possess enormous power as

e

wrees ol psychic energy. They recapitulate the
fology of natural growth, and more specifically
e volution of the human race and the intellect-
il and emotional development of every child. In
tect the code of human universals resides in two
ontrasting forms: the first is in each human brain,
e second is in all artifacts comprising the man-
world. In terms of ;}r.u!lt.!] function and
“wmaty, every manufactured object and spatial
Bnciosure represents a deducible imprint of spe-
It universals. Consequently this code is car-
"ed lrom generation to generation by two sepa-
e means: organically through the brain of every

living individual, and inorganically through the
trans-lingual relationships embodied in every arti-
facl, writing, or spatial arrangement, This invites a
great paradox. All profound art and writing lies in
conflict between being as the essence of spiritual
revelation and the illusional permanence of the
wrillen word, the icon, or the sacred space

We necessarily use the entire code of universals
in everyday speech, but few minds become insight-
tul enough to consciously understand the code or
o use it deliberately. During the early part of the
present century, classicists and ethnologists such
as James Frarer, Jane Harrison, Francis Cornford,
and more recently Lord Raglan and Stanley Hy-
man, proposed a “ritual theory” of myth. It was
their conclusion, in Jane Harrison's words, that
The primary meaning of myth in religion is just
the same as in early literature; it is the spoken
correlative of the active rite, the thing done . . 7
Hence if there 15 an ontology to human communi-
cation, it begins with prescriptions for the conduct
of life through living itself as a source of imitation.
It could be surmised that the earliest ritual was in
no way a repehbhon of forms such as we know il,
but instead a heightened sensitivity to the natural
cycles of daily and yearly existence, Originally
rituals were not repeated simply because of their
efficacy: more likely the functions of organic exist-
ence (farming, marriage, chilldbirth, husbandry,
wine-making, etc.) were repeated in form because
of their natural universality and synchronicily. All
‘magic’’ exists in the periodic phenomena of life
appearing. “"Doing"” which culminates in technical
or pragmatic results is the causal antithesis of rit-
ual, and hence the beginning of “technology” as
we know il

Life lived according to innate patterns and time
cycles of nature must have had a double signific-
ance for early man. Mot only was he able to sus-
tain himself magically, instead of |n.1j¢1m;mr.q||-,_r
but the living out of such patterns produced their
own forms of mental ‘resonance’ and therdiore
intrinsic pleasure. The reason for this is very im-
portant, Time cycles directing natural events are
proportionally equivalent to the structure of the
universals controlling language and other semiolic
systems. Certainly this is a point of extreme signif-
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ance which remains unproved, vet for the sake
of argument let us assume its possibility

We can begin to see, as Jane Harrison has
pointed out in her books on early Greece, that
formalized ritual and theater were two steps by
the citizens of Athens leading away from the au
thenticity of lived ritual down to human animal,
and vegetable growth. In time ritual sustains .

sell through the use of icons and liturgical arti-
facts. At a later stage these degenerate into works
of “art Just as we lose the art of living through
lormalized ritual, we began — many thousands of
years ago 1o transter our hopes of maintaining
fhe code of universals 1o inanimate objects:
scrolls, books, paintings, sculpture, and architec-
ture. By iving from generation o generation
through the medium oi objects around us we
treate a series of surrogate styles and eisptemo-
iogical worlds, but even more important, we in-
duce the permutative reduction of the universals
themselves. Gradually the code is separated into
ttie increments by our arts of historical progres-
sivism. While the code is used daily in evervone's

mental operations, we unknowingly dissect it his-

calty into thousands of pieces for spiritual in
ught, entertainment, and scentific advancement
the human war between causality and svn-

nronicity, causality slowly wins in the shape of

ulture its inorganic handmaiden. Certain

lasses of objects become enormously valuable
I withoul wus really knowing why: on the other

hand, the word “ritual” becomes almost synony

mouws with boredom, tiring repetition, outdated

ety and meaninglessness. And the inversion is
omplete

Yet it must be remembered that all art forms
®ve a crucial function during their historical evo-
hl“l“ The urge to presernve and classify 1s con-
Iﬁﬂfuh;&" objectively speaking, the curatorial role
B almost a« obsessive as creativity  itself. Still
gompulsive historicity plays a valuable function; it
Bistains a completed model of language universals
0 time., These represent the afpha and omega
:“'l? beginning and the end. Yet one of nature's
_*D“It‘\ i5 that the end of the code is very much
ke the beginning. As the code destroyvs (tsell
:"H'H itically, it destrovs those aspects ot itself

which are inorganic. The code eventually denies
its temporal-linear format and wants to be simply
“lived.”

In 1967 an often quoted article by Michael
Fried, “Art and Objecthood,” was published. The
essence of Fried's polemic against the then pre-
vailing anti-formalist esthetics lav in two asserlions
1) The success, even the survival, of the arts has
come increasingly to depend on their ability to
defeat theater. 2) Art degenerates as it approaches
the conditon of theater® In some quarters it is
considered that Fried made the last intelligent
statement defending formalist sensibilities, given
that what has been under the most direct attack
tor the past ten years is the physical support struc-
ture itself: the two-dimensional plane in painting
and the three-dimensional device in sculpture. As
painting and sculpture have relinquished some, if
not most of their energy to Environments, Body
Art, Real-Time Systems, Conceplual Arl, and that
all-embracing caption, “Personal Mythologies,”
academia has slipped into a kind of unexamined
self-serving homage to the past, virtually unable to
cope with these contemporary usurpers of the
Fine Arts tradition. Fned in his articles talks of the
grace of an eternal “now” pervading works oi
“guality.” And in closing Fried pleads that “faced
with the need to defeat theater, it is above all the
condition of painting and sculpture — the condi-
tion, that is, of existing in, indeed of secreting or
constituting, a continuous and perpetual present

that the other contemporary modernist arts,
maost notably poetry and music, aspire.”""

Actually Fried's “continuous and perpetual pres-
ent’” is an historical counterpart to the synchronic
world of ritual for archaic man. Fried is bound to
lose this battle because his schema depends upon
" | ‘-il'h||| ’[llj{llll’l'll ol r11.'|r1"- ‘IHI'iJII'tI' &0 Oof wni-
versal processes, since only “lived” primordial
myth can preserve true history, the history of the
total human condition. In the words of Mircea

Eliade

for modern nonreligious man he accepts no
model for humanity outside the human condifions
as showin by various historical cultures, Man makes

himself, and he only makes himself completely in
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proportion as  he desacralizes himseli and the
world. He will become himself only when he is
totally demysticised. ™

Each generation produces its own version of
the Universal Man. The businessman is an example
of Eliade’s modern archetype, profane man oblivi-
ous 1o the mysteries, a master of the art of the arti-
ficial, of that which is contrived because of modern
conditions. Primal myth or ritual, on the other
hand, is always “a recital of creation, it tells how
something was accomplished, began to be.”
Mythic or artistic creation is a direct adjunct to
birth and growth. Primitive man collaborates in
the creation of his cosmos, but “For modern man
the Universe does not properly constitute a cos-
mos — a living articulate unity; it is simply a sum
of material reserves and physical energies of the
planet. . . """ Many sophisticated people regard
the possibility of man's early unity as a faddish,
utopian myth in itself, the dream of those unable
to face up to the rigors of contemporary civiliza-
tion. But “practicality” in many instances is no
more than a conscious annihilation of the alterna-
tives to a rationalized world, so that * what
men do on their own initiative, what they do
without mythical model, belongs to the sphere of
the profane; hence it is vain and illusionary activ-
ity, and, in the last analysis, unreal.” '®

The erosion in the plastic arts towards theater
was in progress early in the beginning of this cen-
tury, though never so evident as when critics be-
gan to describe in detail the activities of Pollock
and de Kooning in front of or over a canvas. For
a century the artist has chosen to be not only his
best subject matter, but in many cases his only
legitimate subject. Looking back at the enormous,
chaotic energy of the Happenings and Fluxus in

the Arches

1970, Courtesy Sonnabend Gallery,
Neéw York

The artists affirm the origins of art in ritual by creating an
art context which succeeds by denying art's most essential

teatures, silence and immaobility, Just as the “Singing

2. Gilbert & George as Singing Sculplures in "' Underneath

Europe, one can even now begin to draw a chrono-
logical trajectory focusing on the rudiments of
ritual consciousness. The works of Al Hanson,
George Brecht, Jackson Mac Low, Jim Dine, Claes
Oldenburg, and Dick Higgins were pieces ol
theater-life set to a backdrop of late 1950° Ab-
stract Expressionism, a sublime messy confusion
pervaded with occasional moments of truth, John
Cage and Allen Kaprow managed to erect defin-
able styles through their own didactic methodolo-
gies, and at the time the Judson Theater served as
the church of the New York Gallery system. Yet
like the art of the late 1950's and 1960's, artists’
performances had two underlying functions: to
juxtapose the improbable and to subtract. Perhaps
this can be summed up by a description of the ac-
tivities of Tadeusz Kantor, the Polish dramatist and
leader of the avant-garde theater in Eastern Europe
for the past 15 years

Kantor also mentions a number ol features char
acterizing this process: loosening links of the con
tent, creating a sphere of free happening, jugghing
with chance, bits and pieces, ridiculously unimpor
tant things, anything at all, nullity: indifference to
the importance of events and emolwons, annu-
ment chilling the temperature, ungluing any form
of organization, throwing a spanner in the winks
elimination by noise, platitudes, dullness, terod
incoherent acting, “anyhow’™ acting, “stealthily” act-
ing, non-acting. At the same time Kanior emphasizes
that “the reduction 1o rero in living practice means
negation and nullity — in art it may gre quile the
opposite results.” !

Plainly this is not ritual in the primordial sense
that Eliade describes, but an acted out conlinua-
tion of what has happened to painting and sculp-
ture. As contemporary ritual activity arises, it does
so first by the simple ohservation of rhythms and

Sculptures” represent inorganie, metallic forms, theit
elaborate praise of artistic convention defines a sel
worn-out attitudes, In contrast, as Gilbert & Geotge i
living beings, their praise of ar’s vitality and brd

is eompletely consistent with art’s origing.
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polarities that continue to control the world in
spite of our will to mastery. But only gradually
does ritual assume its ancient form of the “Mys-
teries,” a word once synonymous with craft and
drama. Only by reliving the Mysteries periodically
can man save himself from history and refind
psychic unity. That all art is esentially therapeutic,
a leading toward wholeness, has been lost in the
drive towards fragmentation in modernism; thus
in Norman O. Brown's words, “The true sacrifice
is total, a making holy of the whole; the false sac-
rifices a part. . . ." " The earliest dromenon or
“rites done” of pre-Classical Attica lasted just so
long as people were free of doubts concerning the
psychical importance of their performance. Grad-
ually the dance ring became a stage and activity
polarized between those directly acting and spec-
tator participation. The separation between con-
scious involved existence and its detached per-
ception is a prerequisite for both art and science as
we know them. The truth of this can be sensed
in a recent discussion of body waorks by the artist
Terry Fox:

I didn’t take the audience into account at all. | was
really into a ritual which defined the boundaries of
my piece. | never thought about how my work is
being received. It's not so much a dismissal as part
of the structure of my work,!

Among people adhering to sacred ways, a unity of
purpose exists between the planting of a seed in
the fields, the act of copulation, a human breath
cycle, a marriage well conceived and performed,
and the utterance of any sentence. From this we
can begin to understand the value of words for
tradition-oriented cultures. Each of these acts is
paradigmatically organic and thus facilitates the
joining of opposites so that a new form is con-
summated. In terms of Eastern thought, Ernest Fe-
nollosa observed that as natural phenomena,
sentences reflect a “transference of power”
through the temporal order. All such processes, ac-
cording to the orientalist, redistribute force '

| agent — act (copula) — object

In the largest sense the theistic concept was
recognition of a perfect continuity exisling be.
tween nature and culture. Culture fulfills and &
nature. Human greed or laziness could provoke
Yahwah or Zeus through the power of encom
passing symbols to sever the abundances of ng.
ture. 5o the Hebrews, as with many other ancient
peoples, possessed a law which analyzes the
structure of verbal thought, human biological acts,
and social semiotic systems as a necessary con-
tinuum of events. Such an all-embracing “Law”
specifies that man is an element of nature and
that he may only live by duplicating the laws of
nature as they are, not according to interpretation.

As | have mentioned earlier, the structure of the
universals controlling thought processes are Orga-
nized ontologically. Their order precisely recapit-
ulates human learning processes as they are sa-
quentially related through the nervous system.
Various forms of post-painting and post-sculpture
now being practiced by artists relate 1o the earliest
stages of infant development. Here, first attempis
at interpersonal relationships, measuring of spaces;
exploring the body, making discrete and random
piles of objects, and other pre-verbal activities mie.
ror the artist's striving to reach the seat of the
unconscious itself. Just as alchemists undersiood
the return of chaos (mental oblivion) as an essens
tial part of the Great Work, the role of the shaman
in ritual activity was to neutralize and realign the
individual ego, replacing it in part with a bak
anced and complele superego. In a parallel fashe
ion, we are witnessing the destruction of signature
art as artistic behavior becomes increasingly arches
typal and ontological. The stages of tribal initia-
tion once condensed the entire span of art history
into the set of wniversals, namely through the
stages of psychic and social growth of the indé
vidual. Such “rites of passage” or in mythical
metaphor, the “Hero's Adventure,” form an ins
version of the chronological progressions of cul
tural history. Yet within primitive societies every
young man or woman has the option of becoming
a “hero” by successfully meeting tribal initiation.
In modern society heroes are rare individuals who
have successfully achieved artistic or mythic rec
ognition. Still their initiation, because it is hie
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torically bound 1o a failing culture, is fragmentary
and often tragic. All art in history is a series of
models of the human experience, and being
models, they are imperfect — except in summa-
tion. The dichotomy between ritual and game
as social structures has been brilliantly analyzed
by Lévi-Strauss. He reflects that games function
disjunctively, They establish differences between
individual players or teams by crealing winners
and losers: thus men are made separate accord-
ing to their competitive skills. Rituals, on the
other hand, conjoin people. Groups or individuals
previously separated are unified through the
rhythms of collective activity. Games begin sym-
metrically but generate asymmetry between teams;
inversely, ritual produces symmetry or group uni-
fication out of psychological disparity. Observ-
ing similar patterns in art, the ritual functions of
art-usage are strongest during the beginning of any
particular art cycle, while the competitive aspects
of artist rivalry dominate the final stages.

In societies organized ritualistically, such as the
tribes of the American Indian, all objects are in
effect art objects. Due to their integral relation to
the organic activities of man, sacred societies view
the unnecessary proliferation of artifacts, utensils,
and goods as a form of blasphemy, provoking a
loss of meaning. Tools and household articles are
in effect liturgical implements, frequently serving
as sources of metaphors for tribal tales. lconic and
ceremonial artifacts embody the natural cycles oi
change and growth. They approximate our works
of art with one important difference. Unlike oh-
jects in a museum they possess no significance as
interdependent entities of an historical code: they
comprise a unity out of time. If the knowledge in-
vested in sacred symbology is understood and
therefore lived, the symbolizing object achieves a
purely organic consistency. Its physical substance
is completely secondary to its genetic encoding.
Since the essence of the universal code is cyclical
and nonlinear, the sacred artifact (or work of art)
becomes an expendable container for the trans-
mission of “lived” truths.
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CONTEMPORARY

RITUAL:

A Search for Meaning in
Post-Historical Terms

In treating his patient the shaman also offers his
avdience a performance. What is this perform-
ance! Risking a rash generalization on the basis of
a few observations, we shall say that it always in-
volves the shaman’s enactment of the “call,” or the
initial crisis which brought him the revelation of
his condition, But we must not be deceived by
the word performance. The shaman does not limit
himself to reproducing or miming certain events
He actually relives them in all their vividness, orig-
inality, and violence

Claude Lévi-Strauss in
Structural Anthropology

Cestain forms of documentary art (especially those
recorded from the body or various personal acts)
seem to repel most critics and historians, and much
talk abounds about art being at its nadir. Though
upon deep examination, one senses that this stage
of art represents a tearing away of the final set of
veils between the underlying psychology of art and
the repressed fears of the artist's most critical
sudience. Never before have the plastic arts at-
tempted to produce quite the same abreactive or
purging effect. In this respect some recent personal
art approaches the archetypal quality of true ritual,

Al our point in time, at least, ritual and art ap-
pear to have little to do with one another. Involve-
ment with the plastic arts seems somehow more
appropriate, more civilized. Yet the same equilib-
rium sought in ritual — through control of analo-
gies and oppositions — is also essential to art. In

ritual the raw matenals are human beings, and the
‘truths” sought for are relived by the participants,
not sublimated through objects. In describing the
Hayoka ceremony of the Sioux — a ritual revealing
certain distasteful truths — Black Elk explains the
use of foolish tricks to balance the solemnity of
the message: “One Side and | were fellow clowns,
We had our bodies painted red all over and
streaked with black lightning. The right sides of
our heads were shaved, and the hair on the left
was left hanging long. This looked very funny, but
it had meaning "2 At the time of the cere-
maony, nearly one hundred years ago, these Sioux
medicine men were aware that their culture and
its mythic foundations were rapidly crumbling —
a condition nol unlike our own. It is ironic thal
today some artists, descendents perhaps of the
white settlers of Sioux lands, are attempting to re-
learn the principles of ritual practice. We sense this
in some avant-garde art such as that organized by
Darryl Sapien and Michael Himton a little over a
year ago at the San Francisco Art Institute

The artists were given a room 20-feet by 30-feet,
and divided it into a symmetrical space. One 20-
foot wall was painted blue, the opposing wall
orange. These colors were balanced in value and
intensity. At the center of the room the artists
placed a tidy 10-foot diameter circle of steer
manure. Hanging above they suspended a 10-foot
diameter mylar-covered, reflecting disc. The artists
included two high-intensity tungsten spotlights,
necessary for filming, On the floor, near the cen-
ter of each wall, lay four props: one black blind-
fold, one jar of vaseline, one tray of paint (orange
and blue at their respective walls), and a 20-foot
length of rope bolted to each wall.

Sapien and Hinton proceeded to enter the
room, nude except for dyed skull caps. One man
was painted orange, the other blue. Each stood
against his wall staring at his opponent. After
three minutes the Blue Man began by crossing the
room. With a piece of chalk he outlined the
Orange Man on the orange wall, Blue Man re-
turned to his wall to await Orange Man who re-
peated the outlining process using orange chalk.
Orange Man returned to his wall. Next, the cele-
brants covered the lower half of their bodies with

{159




.II-.I.II.r..IlnT,--I_.._.. - = .I_-.....-i..-....r..l..‘...vl-_...-.r.




1. Datryl Sapien and Michael Hinton
Untithed Ritual, December 1971,
ian Franchcn Art Institule.

the stick jelly and tied the free end of the ropes
around their waists, The ropes almost gave them
the freedom of the room. But so long as they re-
mained attached to their rope, they remained ex-
tensions of the wall,

Sapien and Hinton then simultaneously fixed
the black blindfolds over their eyes, tying them
securely. They placed each foot into their respec-
tive trays of paint and then walked straight ahead
into the circle of steer manure. Magically, foot-
prints in orange and blue lead out of the chalk
outlines. With arms oulstretiched in simulated
blindness the two men touched for the first time,
instigating a passive, tactile dialogue which lasted
about four or five minutes. The two then removed
the blindiclds from each other. The dialogue
gained in intensity as the two moved from a blind
sense of each other's presence into an active con-
test. They began to wrestle with all their strength,
each trying 1o throw the other to the ground. The
violence of the struggle reached a peak after about
seven minutes and then began to subside. Both
celebrants were soon exhausted.

Through the course of this aggressive dialogue,
paint and steer manure intermixed on their bodies.
Gradually the two human forms accomplished a
cerfain homogenization. Through the catalyst of
wrestling, they reached a level of relative unity
The result was satiation and monochromaticity.
When both parties became too exhausted to con-
tinue, they untied themselves and left the room.

The residue of the contest remained: chalk out-
lines on the walls, footprints, tangled ropes, ma-
nure strewn throughout the room, and the linger-
ing energy of the combat. All of these aspects
remained as a kind of residual mythology. The
artist’s intent was to leave the room intact for as
long as possible. Due to complaints about the
odor, the residue of the ritual combat was cleaned
up after two days. Ideally, people walking through
the room would be allowed to reassemble the se-

quence of activities, Sapien feels that these ritual
by-products are symbolically important.

This reveals an important difference in attitude
from those in more traditional cultures. While the
contemporary artist is still historically attuned —
either via the media, storing his paintings, or sim-
ply preserving film and tape records of his events
— the essence of ritual lies in its freshness and
emational intensity, virtues which demand live rec-
reation. The truth of this only came to me a few
years ago when a novelist, eighty years old at the
time, 1old me this story: Her mother grew up as a
member of an Indian tribe in Southern California.
The novelist spent much of her life in China, writ-
emotional intensity, virtues which demand lice rec-
ing abouwt its people. In later years she was made
an honorary member of her mother's tribe — pos-
sescing some Indian blood herself. She was thus
given the privilege of partaking in the tribe's ritual
life. Customarily, some tribes open certain lesser
sacred festivals to the public. This novelist brought
her tape-recorder to a closed ceremony. An elder
of the tribe came over and told her that she could
not use it. She replied that it was a shame since
none of the younger people of the tribe were
learning the songs. and in a few years the songs
would be extinct, with no trace of them. The
tribal elder replied that that was not a bad thing
— since the meaning of the sacred songs depends
upon the desire to sing them; after being sung
they disappear into the air — until someone wishes
to sing them again.

We tend to think of serious ritual as being ter-
ribly primitive and embarrassingly sensual, Quite
possibly it is, at least in its purer forms. On ils
most integral level ritual is the interface between
Nature and Culture. To pursue this comparison
further, one could say that if ecology is the syntax
of Nature, then ritual is its daily, procedural coun-
terpart in Culture. While ecology is simply the way
af Nature, ritual has to be learned and adhered 10,
Given the nonconnectedness of the institutions of
Western Culture, and with anti-ritual as a way ol
life, it is probably difficult to envision any funda-
mental connection between ritual and Nature. In
ways rarely understood by social scientists “magi-
cal” and organic are synonymous.” Yet as we with-
draw from the acausal essence of the organic, we
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progressively diminish the syntax of living interac-
tion and replace it with property and abstract
values. In the anthropologist Mary Douglas’s
words this constitutes “a denunciation not only of
irrelevant rituals, but of ritualism as such; exalta-
tion of the inner experience and denigration of its
standardized expressions; preference for intuitive
and instant forms of knowledge; rejection of medi-
ating institutions, rejection of any tendency to al-
low habit to provide the basis for a new symbolic
system. In its extreme forms anti-ritualism is an
attempt to abolish communication by means of
complex symbolic systems.” ' One of the truisms
of ecology is that the only test of Nature is the
ability to remain. Two hundred years of techno-
logical domination has given us an illusionary
sense of our own permanence, One of the basic
principles of MNature is concerned with asymme-
tries that develop between bordering ecological
subsystems. Given two bordering subsystems
{either natural or cultural or a mixture of both),
the less-organized subsystem releases energy to
the more-organized, and in the process the less-
organized subsystem loses information while the
more-organized gains some.” Over a period of
time this produces imbalances between neighbor-
ing ecosystems precipitating crises within the
more-organized system. As a culture builds up its
urban areas, mechanizes and simplifies its food
chains, cuts down its diversity of relations with
Mature, it assumes the form of a more-organized
ecosystemn drawing on the surpluses of energy
from the simpler ecosystems around it
Considering the atrophied and unpopular con-
dition of the avant-garde today, it is difficult in
some respects to connect it with fundamental eco-
logical needs. Still there is evidence that this may
be the case in some vestigial form. One of the
maost remarkable anthropological theories to ap-
pear in some years is found in Roy A, Rappaport’s
book Pigs for the Ancestors, a study of ritual in
the ecology of a tribe of New Guinea mountain
farmers.” The Tsembaga Maring are a tribe of
several hundred situated in the Central Highlands
of New Guinea. Rappaport's fieldwork among the
Tsembaga group convinced him that the tradi-
tional rationalizations concerning the purposes of

ritual, i.e., rituals suppress fear, reduce aniety,
and provide a sense of security, were a1 best
only secondary motivations. The author regards
ritual as the set of regulating mechanisms control-
ling relationships between the Tsembaga and
important components within their environment
According to Rappaport:

It will be argued . . . that Tsembaga ritual, parti-
cularly in the context of a ritual cycle, operates & a
regulating mechanism in a system, or set of inter-
locking systems, in which such variables as the aea
of available land, necessary lengths of fallow peri-
ods, size and composition of both human and pig
populations, trophic requirements of pigs and
people, energy expended on various activities, and
the frequencies of misfortunes are included.”

One of the more interesting problems discussed
by Rappaport deals with differences between cli-
max and cultivated ecological communities. Cli-
max communities are natural ecological areas
which have achieved their greatest possible com-
plexity and orderliness. This is defined by max-
mum biomass production, long and sophisticated
food-chains, and inhabitance by stable hierarchies
of organisms. Many wildemess areas may or may
not be climax ecologies, but in contrast humanly
inhabited areas are generally cultivated com-
munities — simply because there is some external
regulation of animal and vegetable life. Cultivated
communities protect favored species and tend to
deplete those less useful. Consequently they are
ecologically less sophisticated than the climax
communities they replace. The stability of culti-
vated communities depends upon maintenance by
the dominant species, and it is usually a people’s
lack of concern with long-term environmental de-
pletion which transforms a fertile area into one of
lower production. “Anthropacentric degradation”
is evident in most areas of the populated world
since at least the period of Neolithic Man. A prime
example is the loss of forests and farming land
throughout the Mediterranean area %ince the
Second Millennium B.C. It is significant that, in
Rappaport’s words,

The question of whether or not degradation,
absolute or anthropocentric, is widespread over

Tsembaga territory was touched upon eadier in the




discossion of the adequacy ol fallow periods.
fvidence indicated that except in highly localized
areas there is no degradation of either sort.®

Relationships between ritual and regulation of
crops, lands, and tribal activities are not precisely
understood by the author. However, it is clear that
rtuals are initisted according to statistically aver-
age periods of repetition so that “the ritual cycle
may be regarded as a mechanism that, by respond-
ing to changes in the relationships between van-
ables in a system, returns these variables to former
and more viable levels”® Rappaport's model is
basically that of a heating thermostat. He sees
ritvals as a kind of binary regulating device where
signals are either go ahead or stop. Decisions to
institute certain rituals are the result of tribal dis-
cussion and consensus. Given any input of com-
plex quantitative information (e.g., concerning go-
ing to war, slaughtering pigs, or opening fields to
planting, etc.), ritual for the Tsembaga represents a
qualitative simplification of a given situation, In
other words, the initiation of a ritual is reaffirma-
tion of an archetypal plan; the occurrence of ritual
provides information as to the feasibility of the
next ritual stage. In the absence of any theory that
might correlate the syntax of ecological balance
with the syntactical nature of ritual, the author
simply assumes that the absence of strong secu-
lar authority and the power of the sacred to the
unsophisticated Tsembaga are enough to insure
the observance of ritual,

Binary mechanisms thus make suitable regulatons
and iransducers. But why is it that such mecha
nisms should be embedded in religious practice!
In other words, what advantage does sanctity con-
fer upon tramsducers and homeostatst . . . Any
form of communication that employs symbols can
sccommodate les. But a ritual is not only an act
ol communication: it s also a sac reec performance
Although sanctity inheres ultimately in conceptions
that are not only assumed by the faithful to be true
but whose truth is placed beyond question or
criticism, objects and activities associated with
these conceptions partake of their sanctity. Since
that which is sacred is taken by the faithful to be
unguestionably true, sanctified messages are more

likely than unsanctified messages to be accepted
as true'”

Summarizing from Rappaport’s theory of nitual
among the Tsembaga, it appears likely that in its
most essential form ritual parallels and coordinates
all the aspects of organic existence including con-
ceplion, birth, growth, regulation, and death. Con-
sequently the art of historical cultures approxi-
mates these cultures's metaphysical life-and-death
cycle in historical time, while the art of ahistorical
cultures tends to reinforce the metabolic routines
of day-to-day living. Art-consciousness grows pro-
portionally as a culture becomes aware of its own
past; art-consciousness dies as this same cullure
recognizes the non-unique quality of its past, that
is, i1s inevitable cyclic periodicity.

It is not surprising that a very few arlisis are
beginning to become involved with growth and
harvest cycles of nature. Newton Harrison is one
of the most intuitive and perceplive arlists 1o
move beyond the concerns of recent Ecological
Art. His career in this respect is revealing. In the
1950's Harrison began as a sculptor, tumed to
painting in the 1960's, and by the late sixties
moved into Technological Ant with a series of
glow discharge tubes. These provoked several
proposals directed towards creating atmospheric
effects at high altitudes. Two years ago Harrison
produced a compost-earth pasture for the Boston
Museum’s “Elements of Arnt” exhibition and a
Brine Shrimp Farm for the Los Angeles County
Museum's “Art and Technology” project

The notion of Ecological Art was well estab-
lished before these projects. What distinguishes
Harrison's attempts is a desire to question and
record his own interactions and to construct sys-
tems involving complex hierarchies of organisms.
While Harrison, acting out of the long tradition of
gallery art, has made strenuous efforts to place his
“Survival Ecosystems' in gallery and museum con-
texts, he has been forced 1o rethink the direction
and meaning of such large-scale programs. It
seems clear that the relationship between a pain-
ter or sculptor and his work is fundamentally dif-
ferent from that of an artist making sophisticated
ecosystems. The psychological growth of a studio
artist rarely depends upon the success or failure
of his art. Though according to Harmison, one
cannot work successfully with natural systems
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without undergoing fundamental personality
changes — as slow as these may be. The more a
synthesized ecological system depends upon the
interaction of its human provider, the more that
person must attune himself to its rhythms. Being
drawn into an integral, on-going, natural system
gradually alters the artist's attitude towards self
and the world,

In the fall of 1971, Harrison set up a fish-farm at
an American exhibition under the sponsorship of
the British Arts Council in London. Fish were
grown in tanks for several weeks in preparation for
a series of ritual meals. The fish were harvested
and prepared for frying and stews. The fact that
this was done at a public opening of an art exhibi-
tion caused enormous controversy. Harrison was
attacked as a publicity-seeking sadist and the Arts
Council was accused of wasting public funds.
Though obviously, as a few critics insisted, not
only does the killing of animal life go on as a daily
aspect of modern survival, but Harrison ook pains
ta kill his fish as humanely as possible. The real
focus should have been on the fact that humans
feeding on lesser-developed life forms remains a
fundamental aspect of ritual art. Rather than sup-
pressing the fact in the unconscious mind — as
modern mechanized existence allows us o do —
the artist wanted to reveal the most critical aspects
of the life-chain.

Harrison believes that effective ritual stems from
homage to our life-support systems, which in turn
give sustenance and coherence to each social
group that participates. Ritual behavior attaches
itseli to specific and visible outputs of the system.
This homage becomes ritual as people involve
themselves with compulsive regularity, and their
behavior assumes the complementary qualities of
a natural evenlt. In the artist's eyes, it is this move-
ment towards omamentation and formalization
that makes the whole activity creative and lends
the group a sense of oneness, identifying it with a
unity greater than itself.

This is true of the simplest task. For instance,
there is an enormous difference between “making
earth” and simply composting manure to enrich
the soil. Harrison associates all of his mixing with
an earlier — yet still important — mixing of paint,

clay, and plaster, which he now sees as a surrogate
for mixing earth and water. Harmson goes on to
state that,

Our most important pre-ritual activities so far are
making earth and waler, where, in an alchemical
fashion we mix sterile and separately hostile ele-
ments, where the misture combines with time and
our touch, becoming literally a living element, a
medium for growth, Some of this is private and
does not bear publicity as yel. For instance, every
morning | turm earth for one-half hour, | spend ten
minutes of my time with a shovel, ten with a hoe
ten with my hands — and one minute with a hose,
Two weeks ago this mixture smelled vile since
0% of it was sewage waste, This morning 0l
smelled neutral — by next week it will smell fresh
and go into one of the indoor pastures and | will
start the process over again. In the abstract | un-
derstand that | make the condition for life and
that my activity is homage to that lile and feeds
hack into my body both the food that will come
from it and the physical strength that comes from
slow rhythmic work. | notice that | breathe in
when | pick up a shovel full of earth and breathe
out when empiying it. | notice that | make three
hoe strokes on inward breathing and three strokes
on outward breathing. In the beginning when the
mixture smells vile | take very deep breaths, draw-
ing in air slowly, but letting it out quickly. At that
paint my behaviour is almost gluttonous, | become
very possessive, running my hands through the
earth to break up small lumps. This behavior seems

compulsive to me. Yet it is very necessary that |
touch the soil all over, a3 a form of omamenta:
lion 1

Harrison’s wife Helen has been an instrumental
farce in many of these projects. She takes over
the planting and nurturing of the pastures. Harris
son speaks of watching her wash and inspect
every leai of some plants attacked by cabbage
worms. The female-male division of tasks between
Helen and Newton seems to be a natural detail of
their work together. Each has his strengths. Helen
comments, “l talk to plants, tell them what | ex
pect of them and what | will give them — warmth,
attention, food, water and companionship. They
respond well. It's not that I'm urging or pushing
it's that this behavior is in some deep sense right
and usually works, | treat the flowers and plants







s | would animals or children, the words are
there but often the relationship occurs without
them.'" **

Lagoon is one of Harrison’s more recent pro-
jects. This is an indoor micro-system, a tank B-feet
by 10-feet by 3-feet deep containing 1,500 gallons
of water. Lagoon is a body of water organized 1o
simulate an estuarial pool on or near the equator.
High-intensity lamps run in 12-hour cycles like the
sun. The entire bottom forms a gravel filter, and
the water lemperature varies three degrees day
and night. While Pacific Ocean waler 15 used,
weekly evaporation and the necessary addition of
fresh water sets up a condition in part similar to
rain, in part like estuarial flow. Within the animal
hierarchy, crabs are the end product of this lagoon.
Harrison concedes that if he were creating Lagoon
in the Southern California desert, as he eventually
hopes to do, he would introduce a natural food-
chain 1o support the crabs, Thus organic life could
and would 1ake care of itself. As it is, human
energy and processed food complete the ecosys-
tem. Harrison and his wife feed the crabs because
their natural foods are not available. Thus the
human transaction substitutes and becomes a
metaphor for nature.

The feeding procedures simulate conditions, in
part, both like estuarial and tidal input. As the
crabs are introduced to the tank, their feces acti-
vate the bottom filter. They kill, attack, and eat
each other until the population is reduced to a
reasonable number for the space — about 8-
square-feet per crab; in such a way territories are
established for each animal. After territories are
recognized, cannibalism ceases, pecking orders
are arranged, and mating and molting proceed.
Harrison and his wife have been particularly suc-
cessful in getting their crabs to mate and produce
larvae. Crabs almost never produce offspring un-
der artificial conditions.

Part of Harrison's time is spent in minutely ob-
serving the crabs and mimicking their behavior.
This may not be proper zoological procedure, but
this little piece of ritual is one of the best ways to
learn the crab’s habits. At times crabs swim over

one another with no signal of recognition, some-
times they approach each other with claws out.
stretched and open, circling like wary boxers wait-
ing for an opening. Harrison feels that when he is
taking care of the crabs on their terms, he is sub-
stituting for nature. Eventually Harrison and his
wife want to reintroduce the utilitarian into an
at an extremely refined level. And in the process
they hope to provide an antidote for the prevailing
cynicism of the Art World by making art the non
verbal teaching system it once was.

As social life functions are quantified and mech-
anized, art is progressively trivialized into the
shape of consumer goods. Tentalive as il is, Harn-
son’s art poses a most complex but fundamental
question: namely, can we really sever ourselves
from our food and material resources so that there
is no longer a magical interface (ritual-art) be-
tween the two? In Harrison's mind, such institu-
tions as the supermarket represent mass cullural
defocusing mechanisms, the means of disintegral-
ing the bonds between natural micro-systems and
human micro-systems (read home or family unitl
And in closing Harrison writes, “It is not the
supermarket as a center of trade, which i its
legitimate cultural function, that disrupts man's
intuitive contact with his biological sources, but
the supermarket as a utopian simplifier and de-
veloper of artificial needs that eventually erodes
our inner sense of discrimination and our ability
to relate magically to the environment.” '* During
the later phases of historical art, the role of the
artist. historian, and critic was to indoctrinate the
public into the esthetic mystique, thus facilitating
“art appreciation.” Presently, in this post-historical
period, we can begin by rediscovering art's quin-
tessential roots. By understanding our lives we
can begin to restore art 1o its rightful function.
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