From: Dr. Edward A. Shanken

+Commissioned by Rhizome.org+

For Keylines, a Project of Rhizome's Tenth Anniversary Festival of Art & Technology

http://www.rhizome.org/events/tenyear/keylines.rhiz

Historicizing Art and Technology: Forging a Method and Firing a Canon

Defining the Problem:  Canonocity, Methodology, and Historiography

The development and use of science and technology by artists always has been, and always will be, an integral part of the art-making process.  Nonetheless, the canon of western art history generally has not recognized the centrality of science and technology as co-conspirators, ideational sources, and/or artistic media.  Bound up in this problem, there is no clearly defined method for analyzing the role of science and technology in the history of art.  In the absence of an established methodology (or

constellation of methods) and a comprehensive, canonical history that would help clarify the interrelatedness of art, science, and technology (AST) and compel revision, this exclusion or marginality will persist.  As a result, many of the artists, artworks, aesthetic theories, institutions, and events that might be established as the keystones and monuments of such a revised history of art will remain relatively unknown to general audiences.

Indeed, there is no comprehensive scientific/ technological history of art, as there are feminist and Marxist histories of art, for example.  This leads one to wonder what a history of art written through an interpretive lens that emphasizes AST would look like.  What would be its monuments?  How would they be related through historical narrative?  What similarities and differences, continuities and discontinuities, might be mapped onto the use of technology for artistic purposes throughout the history of art?  In other words...

How would the story go if standard survey texts, such as Janson's History of Art, were re-written with an emphasis on the entwinement of science and technology in the history of art?

Leading art historians have contributed greatly to the understanding of AST during the Renaissance, Baroque, and Modern periods and in photography, though their work seems to have little impact on mainstream canonical discourses as measured by survey texts (1). In this regard, the sharp new two-volume set, Art Since 1900, written by Hal Foster, Rosalind Krauss, Yve-Alain Bois, and Benjamin Buchloh, ignores the history of art and technology to such an extent that Billy Klüver and E.A.T. are not even mentioned.  Such exclusion from a text that clearly aspires to gain canonical status has significant, deleterious ramifications for the history of AST.

Much of the pioneering historical, critical, and theoretical English

language literature on AST has been written by artists (2).  A great deal of influential current literature on new media is being produced by scholars who apparently know little about the history of AST or the history of art in general.  Rather than argue for the primacy and originality of the innovative theoretical positions that characterize AST's history, as embodied in works of art and articulated in artists' and historians' theoretical writings, much recent criticism, both within and without the discipline of art history, is dominated by citations of the usual suspects:  Baudrillard, Benjamin, Derrida, Deleuze, Latour, and Virilio.  Summoning such demi-gods to lend authority to an argument,

however, reifies existing structures of power and authority in academic writing - a result that not only diminishes the importance of AST but conflicts with the aims of the aforementioned gurus of post-structuralism.

As Suzanne Stone Maretto, the psychopathic TV journalist played by Nicole Kidman in the film To Die For stated, "you're nobody if you're not on TV."  The same logic applies to any form of public discourse:  You're nobody unless you're footnoted.  The historic monuments and historiography of AST will continue to be excluded from the canon of art history and broader intellectual history unless their theoretical contributions to critical and discourses and popular culture are underscored.  I'm not suggesting that writers gut Benjamin from their footnotes but that they highlight AST's own monuments and cite them as them as the aesthetic and intellectual core of critical and historical practice.

Art, Science, Technology:  Towards Forging a Method and Firing a Canon

From the invention of one-point perspective and the creation of oil paint to the development of photography and interactive virtual reality environments, technical innovation and the use of emerging scientific ideas and technologies as themes and media have substantial continuity throughout the history of western art.  Similarly, various aspects of sociology, economics, psychology, and philosophy have been employed in artistic practice for many years.  Yet, while the discipline of art history has embraced the integration of insights from the humanities and social sciences in works of art and developed its own interpretive methods based on them, it neither has recognized the centrality of science and technology to artistic practice nor developed methods for interpreting the integration of art, science, and technology.  This leads me to ask:

How can art history develop a more comprehensive understanding of AST without appropriate methods designed to bring this subject into relief?  What would such methods consist of?  What insights might emerge into the interrelatedness of art, science, and technology, particularly with respect to contemporary practice?

In the absence of established methods to interpret the history,

theoretical content, and practical applications of science and technology, the canon of art history exhibits an impoverished understanding of both the role of science and technology in the history of art-making and the contributions of artists who have been important innovators in that regard.  This is a slippery slope.  On the one hand, if one takes post-structuralism seriously, the reconstruction of a master narrative is theoretically problematic, if not ethically corrupt.  Moreover, many of the distinguishing characteristics of contemporary AST projects, such as decentralization, non-linearity, collaboration, self-organization, and hybridity, would seem to challenge the epistemological foundations that legitimate grand narratives.  In this respect, the canonization of AST is arguably tantamount to ensuring its failure by its own criteria. 

At the same time, canonical revision that reflects the importance of

technology throughout the history of art implies a critical reconsideration and recontextualization of artists, artworks, art-making practices, and historical narratives that previously have been excluded, marginalized, or not understood to their fullest potential.  Indeed, this double-edged sword is not unique to AST but characterizes the conflicts inherent in the struggle for legitimacy of any subaltern position.

Although theoretical challenges to master-narratives and grand schemes constitute a valuable corrective to naturalized discursive strategies and methodological models, the problem of defining a data-set remains. Discourse depends on and necessitates that participants in it agree that they have a more or less coherent subject to respond to or talk about. Canons provide that common ground, a shared database of generally accepted objects, actors, and moments that are held together by virtue of their participation in the construction of an evolving discourse.  Practically speaking, a canon can be only so large.  It must have sufficient critical mass to demonstrate its authority, yet its significance is predicated on a

certain exclusivity.  So, for each work newly admitted to it, another must be removed.  The sorts of judgments that administer this gatekeeping function cannot be separated from ideological agendas, personal and professional ambitions, and financial interests.  The elevation of a work as a canonical monument requires strenuous and ongoing negotiation to compel and sustain inclusion.

Critics and historians working in the field must not only exhume monuments of AST from the rubbish-heap of history and develop appropriate methods for justifying their historical import, but they must become involved in the process of negotiation and gatekeeping that will enable AST to gain canonical status (or to enter into the discursive domain of whatever will replace traditional canonical structures).  Such involvement includes attaining positions of authority in professional organizations, funding

and exhibition institutions, the academy, publishing, and so forth.  In many respects, the AST clan, such as it is, has already begun to

infiltrate these ranks but has a long way to go to achieve a leveling of the playing field.

--

1 These include Jonathan Crary, James Elkins, Linda Henderson, Martin Kemp, and Barbara Stafford.

2 These include Roy Ascott, Jack Burnham, Critical Art Ensemble, Douglas Davis, Mary Flanagan, Alex Galloway, Eduardo Kac, Margo Lovejoy, Simon Penny, Peter Weibel, and Steve Wilson to name just a few.  Notable exceptions include the work of Jonathan Benthall, Marga Bijvoet, Dieter Daniels, Charlie Gere, and Frank Popper, the media-archaeological scholarship of Oliver Grau and Erkki Huhtamo, and the criticism and editorial work of Tim Druckery.  Survey texts, including Christiane Paul's Digital Art and Rachel Greene's Net Art, together with anthologies, such as Ken Jordan and Randall Packer's From Wagner to Virtual Reality, Noah Wardrip-Fruin and Nick Montfort's New Media Reader, and Judy Malloy's Women, Art, and Technology (MIT, 2003), as well as the web-based resource, Media Art Net, also have helped to historicize the field, though it must be noted that of these works, only the essays in Media Art Net are written by art historians with doctoral training.
