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Hours of listening to popular and academic lectures on ques-
tions related to the histories and theories of contemporary 
art, new media, and their artistic uses, coupled with an equal 
investment of time devoted to the consultation of contempo-
rary art magazines and print-based monographs and antholo-
gies can lead to two banal, yet significant observations. First, 
the increasing intellectual complexity and density of the  
theoretical underpinnings of contemporary art. Second, the 
origins of both the theory and the artworks are often taken  
for granted. Although interesting and informative, these  
lectures, magazines and books almost always highlight issues 
of content over context as if the former was independent of 
the latter. In the case of books and lectures on contemporary 
art, “context” refers to the principal site not only for the  
formation of the artist but for the production, dissemination, 
and archiving of knowledge concerning the histories, theories,  
and practices of contemporary art. In North America, and 
increasingly in other parts of the world, this context is the 
university. Although rarely acknowledged, this institution 
processes the art world’s human and intellectual raw materials 
and transforms them into viable products (artists, theories, 
and practices) on a day-to-day basis. 

The university is now the principal institution, as measured 
by the numbers of artists who pass through its system,  
for the schooling of the contemporary artist in the Anglo-
American art world. It is also the primary institution for the 
education of historians and theorists. Thus, the separation 
between content and context, relative to the university, should 
be considered more significant and central to the creative  
process than it appears to be, although questions of research 
and education have recently become important topics of 
debate.1 Perhaps one of the reasons for this paradoxical  
historical occlusion can be traced to the university’s deceptive 
illusion of transparency. The university seems to have been 
relegated – indeed negated – to a benign unconscious presence 
in the art world, when in fact it has always had the disturbing 
– and destructive – potential to serve as a measure of progress 
(and ultimately of viability) against which to pass judgment  
on the archaic models of creativity that still dominate the art 
world’s culture, economy, and socio-institutional organization. 
Although the university governs, and increasingly regiments, 
the intellectual framework of contemporary artistic produc-
tion, its formative presence has been eclipsed, as if by an 
unconscious collective desire to avoid acknowledging its  
influence, notwithstanding the fact that academic methods  
of conceiving and compartmentalizing knowledge are deeply 
implicated in how artworks are visualized, produced, and 
received today. This occlusion has been reinforced by the 
ubiquitous and uncritical use of academic tools (the conven-
tionally – that is, academically – formatted book) and methods 
of presentation (predictable academic layout conventions)  
that artists have unconsciously adopted by way of their  
reading practices in order to communicate information to  
their intellectual peers in the most efficient and democratic 
manner. What is at issue here, of course, is the way artworks 
are conceived so as to function in relation to specific bodies  
of information and disciplines of knowledge. 

Artists are university-integrated intellectuals to the extent 
that they can now pursue PhDs in practice, they can now  
compete for grants in the category of the social sciences, and 
they can now actively pursue collaborations with colleagues 
from other disciplines including anthropology, cultural  

studies, communications studies, computer science, and 
mechanical and electrical engineering. Given this new multi-
disciplinary institutional environment, one would expect  
that the question of knowledge construction, transfer, use,  
and dissemination would occupy a central – and reflexive – 
position in artistic production and, by extension, in the core 
cultural matrix of each product since it can now easily be  
considered a purely academic product. While art’s discursive 
systems have now attained a degree of academic respect- 
ability, artists still avoid engaging with the university in the 
same way they critically engage with the gallery or museum. 
The academic institutionalization of “artistic creation” should 
also be factored into the way contemporary art histories  
are constructed, since they too are invariably the product  
of an academic environment, its disciplinary structure, and its 
methodological models. It is relatively easy to conclude that 
these new academic conditions of production are, for the most 
part, rarely, if ever, acknowledged by the majority of contem-
porary artists and other art world protagonists (gallery own-
ers, curators, museum directors, boards of trustees and so on) 
as important or significant frames of reference in the produc-
tion and reception of artworks, although their effects have  
had an ubiquitous impact on the art world and its products. 

Escape Velocity traces the transformations in the identity of 
an artist who was initially educated in a vocational art school 
environment and subsequently pursued a university-based 
education that began in the mid 1970s and has continued 
today in the context of an academic teaching career. In 
contrast to most artists who import information and 
knowledge from other disciplines, the artist in Escape Velocity 
attempted to create a visual practice by moving between 
specific disciplines (art, anthropology, and the history of 
science) and by producing visual works that could be 
considered, one way or another, to conceptually exist between 
these disciplines. The book’s title captures the essence of this 
movement, its efforts, and its results.

A Question of Context
There has been a progressive transformation in the institu-
tional foundations and concepts of knowledge in the art world 
since the late 1950s, while, paradoxically, the major categories 
of subject matter in the visual arts have survived such funda-
mental epistemological revisions. This has created, and per-
haps even facilitated, a gradual stealth-like epistemological 
mutation, thereby ensuring that its effects have not been read-
ily detectable precisely because of the continued presence of 
centuries-old categories of subject matter like the human body 
(in almost every sphere of contemporary art) or genre painting 
(whose persistence serves as a reassuring historical filter in 
advanced post 1980s large-scale photography). In contrast,  
the best barometer of these changes and the most efficient 
measure of their significance is to be found in text-based  
conceptual art with its focus on words, ideas, and language 
and its interest in other disciplinary forms of knowledge such 
as philosophy (Joseph Kosuth) or physics and the social  
sciences (Bernar Venet, Hans Haacke). While most art related 
activities have ignored their conceptual roots in the university, 
conceptual art did in fact produce work that could not exist 
without an implicit acknowledgement of the role of university-
based knowledge in both its production and reception. 

What would happen to our understanding of contemporary 
art, its history and theory, or media-based visual practices 
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and tailored to reprogram the history and practices of 
contemporary art in different ways than those promoted 
through the conventionally presented radical theoretical  
and historical contents of academically-formatted books.  
This short publication attempts to provide one model,  
one possibility, one example, of how this reprogramming  
can be achieved. In contrast to more conventionally designed 
books, this one is conceived in a visually reflexive way 
through its reference to, and reformatting of, some of the 
common visual presentation strategies that PowerPoint and 
Keynote have developed. The result is a compact visual 
manual whose presentation mimics some of the shortcuts and 
shorthand conventions of these common methods of 
presentation while (it is hoped) avoiding the barren trap of 
excessive theoretical simplification. 

Why choose to use PowerPoint or Keynote in order to 
encourage and enhance the visual impact of knowledge 
fragmentation, articulation, and dissemination? Although 
PowerPoint has been widely criticized because of its 
association with Microsoft-dominated computing practices,  
its widespread and uncritical use across disciplines and 
professions, and its encouragement of an overtly reductionist 
and regimented approach to information presentation and 
knowledge transmission, it has been chosen as a template  
for the presentation of information here precisely because of 
its ubiquitous use across academic disciplines from the 
humanities to the sciences to the visual arts and its specific 
qualities as a presentation technology that mimics how 
knowledge is now conceived and disseminated in our culture. 
By using a reprogrammed, re-articulated, and reformatted 
version of this presentation technology, Escape Velocity 
attempts to highlight not only its ubiquity but also its  
unique capacity to encourage a radically abridged economy  
of thought that now operates as one of the dominant 
communications paradigms for the rapid transmission of 
visual ideas and information in our culture. PowerPoint and 
Keynote’s common altered cultures and visual logics, through 
transposition between media (computer and book – a 
calculated, if risky, reversal of the widely accepted distinction 
between advanced and archaic media), exploit the way that 
they reduce, condense, streamline, and accelerate knowledge 
in terms of selected criteria of presentation (simple, clear 
graphics, highly compressed yet lucid quantities of 
information) in order to highlight a new concept of trans-
academic knowledge presentation.  

Turbo-knowledge
PowerPoint and similar shorthand-based presentation systems 
have a particular relationship to knowledge, and academic 
knowledge in particular, that is well defined by the word 
“turbo-knowledge.” This category of knowledge is the result of 
the pre-packaging and acceleration of information through 
media that are designed to operate with optimum efficiency in 
a culture whose economy functions according to the basic 
premise that information must be received, understood, and 
processed within the boundaries of a thirty-second attention 
span. Hence turbo-knowledge’s simple visual language and its 
straightforward and efficient slide-based sequential 
presentation format in programs like PowerPoint or Keynote. 
These economical programs for the compression, acceleration, 
and reception of knowledge are not, at first sight, so very 
different from what are normally valorized as shorthand 

presentation methods in a university. They are akin to 
photographic slides organized in carousel form and they bear 
a close kinship to the more ad hoc visual presentation 
strategies used in classes and seminars in which knowledge is 
transmitted in a transient oral fashion with accompanying 
text/slide presentations and supporting diagrams which serve 
as visual shorthands or mnemonic graphic devices. While 
PowerPoint or Keynote presentations produce very different 
spatio-temporal and visual/aesthetic experiences of 
knowledge than those produced by a book, article, or lecture, 
and while they can easily be distinguished from a slide 
presentation because of their high-quality graphics and their 
ability to present complex visual propositions in sophisticated 
sequential articulations of text, graphics, photographic, and 
videographic information, their complex programs allow for a 
degree of automation, flexibility, and speed that is beyond the 
reach of older technologies and methods of presentation. 

Turbo-knowledge’s ideal medium is to be found in Power-
Point or Keynote. However, its media antecedents include  
the photographic slide, the file card, the microfiche card, the 
footnote, the word definition, microfilm, and the bibliographic 
entry in which information is often presented in block form 
and organized in a concise and sequential fashion in order  
to facilitate its efficient reception and where its streamlined 
form allows it to be quickly accessed and used in different 
ways. Another antecedent is, of course, the postcard with  
its standard format and limited space. Turbo-knowledge is 
also an efficient means of communicating information in a 
transverse fashion and it can, under certain circumstances, 
promote mutations in the artist’s identity. For example, it can 
serve as a quick and efficient medium for the provisional  
relocation of artistic activity in another discipline (artist as 
anthropologist, artist as historian). These distinguishing  
visual and historical characteristics ensure that these kinds  
of presentation technologies test the limits of knowledge in 
relation to its historical functions, disciplinary uses, and 
future conditions of existence, transmission, and reception. 
This book’s visual structure is therefore based on the premise 
that turbo-knowledge is the most appropriate model for  
conceptualizing and theorizing new kinds of practices where 
the transfer of information, knowledge, and identities are no 
longer limited by disciplinary boundaries and where form  
and content are tailored for rapid consumption. 

Moreover, the movement between disciplines has always 
been considered an antithetical site of visual activity or  
“negative” production vis-à-vis the academic environment, its 
economy, politics, and disciplinary structure. To escape from 
one’s disciplinary formation and its world view demands a 
conceptual and physical effort (and risk) that can be measured 
in terms of a process of re-education through the gradual 
assimilation of new disciplinary knowledge and the produc-
tion of different kinds of works (contents).2 This effort can be 
understood, metaphorically, to take the form of the overcom-
ing of a gravitational (disciplinary) force field (knowledge, 
methodologies, world views) through a movement that  
progressively “accelerates” away from an old configuration  
or system of knowledge. Its velocity is a function of a mea-
sured overcoming of the old by way of the assimilation  
of new information, knowledge, and methodologies, and it 
represents the intellectual and physical effort needed to  
overcome the resistance and inertia of habitual (disciplinary) 
thought. In reality, there is never a clean break with the old. 

(and most art practices today are media-based), if one took 
account of the university as a specific context for the produc-
tion of knowledge and used this context as a foundation for 
the development of an alternative art/media history and  
theory as well as using the university and its disciplinary 
matrix as the basis for the development of innovative forms 
of counter-practices that are nevertheless still – and paradoxi-
cally – predicated on them? Is it even possible to de-program 
the university-trained artist and the academically-informed 
institutional milieu in which he or she functions today? And if 
it is possible to deprogram the artist, where would this lead 
when considered in terms of new methodologies and prac-
tices, as well as new models of reception, in a world that has 
been dominated over the past fifty years by succeeding waves 
of advanced academic theories? When one considers the  
contributions of cybernetics, semiotics, structuralism, post-
structuralism, psychoanalysis, anthropology, communications 
studies, film studies, gender studies and, more generally,  
a transdisciplinary politics of representation or a collective 
acknowledgement of the multiple and contradictory composi-
tion of social identities, one is confronted with the broad  
success that these key movements and ideas have had in 
transforming not only the social sciences but also the visual 
arts. This success is compounded by the death of the author 
and the unlimited extension of textual practices across  
disciplines and cultures. Today, however, these compounded  
academically-based upheavals no longer seem to have the 
revolutionary potential and specialized progressive appeal 
that they had fifty or even fifteen years ago. So questions 
remain concerning the role of art and the artist in a world  
not only governed by academic theories but also framed by 
the ongoing operations of a post-1990s New World Order:  
If it is possible to de- and reprogram the academically-trained 
artist where would this lead from the viewpoints of post-disci-
plinary methodologies, practices, and models of reception? 

This short book attempts to answer some of these ques-
tions in a creative and provocative manner by proposing a 
history/theory of media that begins with the university as a 
meta-medium for the conception and production of artworks. 
The book addresses the question of university-based educa-
tion directly and traces the impact of the medium and its  
educational model on the history of one particular art prac-
tice. But its objective is not only to broadly and succinctly 
trace this history; it also proposes an alternate approach that 
is presented in a form that reflexively mimics one of the most 
widely used tools for contemporary university-based public 
presentations and therefore for the transmission and dissemi-
nation of specialized disciplinary forms of knowledge:  
PowerPoint. This visual tool is widely used by academics,  
the business community (and it is worth noting that business 
interests are now deeply implicated in the day-to-day  
activities of the university), as well as by artists, historians, 
and theoreticians who might consider themselves to be,  
in some sense, non-academics. It is therefore through the 
articulation of content and a specialized, yet popular, visual 
tool that this book attempts to rethink the question of the 
relationship between artistic education, contemporary art,  
and new media practices insofar as the university can be  
considered to be a new artistic meta-medium relative to older 
and more traditional academic and artistic media. The Power-
Point format points, in its turn, to other popular formats, such 
as the postcard, that have been used by artists as economical 

vehicles for the transmission of their ideas and works. Escape 
Velocity exploits this ambiguity in order to draw attention to 
the multiple possibilities that are created by the marriage  
of new and old communications formats. The postcard is  
an economical and robust design solution for coupling images 
and personal messages in an open layout context. It also 
serves as a bridge with alternative publishing formats  
that were used by artists in the 1960s and 1970s, and it can  
be used as a simple yet efficient template for referencing  
contemporary screen-based computing technologies, such  
as the intelligent phone and the tablet computer, that have 
been designed for rapid information consumption and ultra-
portable multitasking activities.

Why choose the university as a new context for the 
production and theorization of visual art and media-based 
artworks? On the one hand, the paradoxical and artificial 
separation of theory and practice in the university, a situation 
that mimics a culture wide, if not global, western socio-
economic, industrially-conveyed separation of process and 
product is astonishing. This distinction has been encouraged 
and reproduced by the compartmentalization of disciplines 
such as Art History, Visual Art, Cultural Studies, Visual 
Studies, Communications Studies, and so on, even if these 
disciplines share common goals, references, and strategies. 
On the other hand, given this contradictory situation, one is 
also constantly surprised by the way contemporary artists use 
academic knowledge as a means to develop, clarify, and 
promote visual propositions while resolutely refusing to 
acknowledge the university’s role or its ultimate impact on the 
production and the reception of artworks. Instead of treating 
the university as a new meta-medium that should be factored 
into the material foundations of the creative process, most 
artists continue to produce work as if they are still operating 
in a traditional craft- and object-based art economy (a 
situation that seems to be actively promoted by galleries, 
museums, and auction houses). What would happen to the 
concepts of creative content or aesthetic experience if the 
university was treated as a (new) technology and/or as an 
advanced meta-medium? One answer can be found in the 
kinds of new content-forms that can emerge from a “creative” 
use of advanced presentation technologies. PowerPoint, for 
example, is rarely, if ever, considered to be an acceptable end 
product of a research process in the academic world. Instead, 
it is invariably seen as a convenient form of shorthand – an 
efficient way to present, in an acceptable fashion, edited forms 
of visual information for rapid consumption and analysis. 
However, new kinds of visual propositions/micro-works, or 
perhaps even media-based artworks could be produced from 
these kinds of shorthand practices. Such propositions and 
artworks would operate most efficiently in a context in  
which the university would be redefined and conceptually 
updated; in other words, it could be conceived as a hardware 
environment and each discipline a different software program. 
One could then imagine specific kinds of counter-practices 
coalescing in opposition to this environment and its array of 
programs that would promote alternative models of the world 
– ones that would be more attuned to the contemporary 
possibilities of fragmented and accelerated knowledge 
production, circulation, reception, and consumption that are 
the basic characteristics of contemporary global subsistence. 

Specific shorthand presentation technologies like 
PowerPoint, or Apple’s equivalent, Keynote, can be exploited 
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new advanced stage in the education of the artist: combined 
doctorates in theory and practice. The new conditions for the 
education of the artist and for the production and reception  
of artworks have led to a new kind of artwork that is con-
ceived explicitly or implicitly as operating simultaneously  
in relation to a number of academic disciplines and within the 
frameworks of various academic or academically-supported 
traditions and theories. Art is now the product of multitasking 
knowledge, a widespread feature/methodological practice  
that is one of the distinguishing hallmarks of the kind of  
information culture in which both art and the university exist 
and function.

Previously, artworks and scientific and technical projects 
have been conceived in terms of autonomous products, and 
their ideational cultures have always been mapped in those 
terms. This book proposes a new and opposite strategy: 
namely that the “work of art” is nothing more than the graphic 
and spatial history of an idea, often related to existing aca-
demic theories, and that this idea’s genesis is technologically 
mediated and ultimately framed by a specific type of environ-
ment: the university. This approach is fundamentally different 
from Conceptual Art’s transformation of the concrete art 
object into the form of an idea (or system) in a number of 
important ways. First, there is no engagement with the  
definition or parameters of “Art” or any of its objects that does 
not take account of its relationship with the other disciplines. 
Second, the approach does not take for granted the existence 
of an autonomous “art world” or of the independent existence 
of autonomous, discipline-bound objects. Instead, it seeks to 
replace the art-related-object with another kind of work that  
is capable of ultimately existing between different disciplines. 
Since ideas are concretized through different kinds of media 
and inscription/recording technologies, the content of the 
object also relates in surprising and intimate ways to the  
history – past <–> present <–>future – of these media and tech-
nologies. However, insofar as these media/technologies cross  
disciplines, an object’s content can also include other disci-
plinary content, but only in media/technologies’ terms. Hence 
the importance accorded in this book to the history of media 
and technologies of reproduction since it can become the 
meta-context for the production of a certain class of visual 
work. Insofar as they also operate in the meta-medium of  
the university, some reflexive forms of artwork have the status 
of meta-contextual/meta-academic visual works.

It is on this basis that one can conceive of a practice that is 
situated at an interface between research in the history and 
use of new technologies and different ways of displaying and 
experiencing transdisciplinary knowledge and representations. 
This research is predicated on a nonlinear or relational history 
of media and technologies that is congruent with the parallel 
existence of a relational transdisciplinary history of subject 
matter in the university. 

Subject matter in the visual arts is at the heart of the 
articulation of the production process as well as being 
implicated in the correct and uninhibited reception of a work 
of art, even when this work is radical. Until the first quarter  
of the twentieth century, subject matter could be organized 
into well-demarcated categories (portrait, landscape, still-life, 
nudes) and visual and technical innovations could be easily 
measured against these categories in ways that allowed for a 
clear tension to be articulated between the known and the 
unknown, convention and innovation. Thus the formal and 

material innovations of cubism could be measured against the 
conventional art historical categories of the nude and still life, 
or, later, in the 1960s and ’70s, a number of performance art’s 
radical gestures could be measured against its articulation of 
the existing categories of the body (Gilbert & George’s The 
Singing Sculpture, first presented in 1969, or Robert Morris’ I 
Box from 1962) or landscape (Dennis Oppenheim’s 1970 
Parallel Stress, Parts I & II).5  However, it was also in the 1960s 
with the work of conceptual artists like Joseph Kosuth, Robert 
Barry, Bernar Venet, or the collective of artists that operated 
under the title Art & Language that the question of subject 
matter was opened up in previously unforeseen ways – 
towards, for example, a radical questioning of the categories 
of subject matter that sustained art as a coherent and well-
recognized discipline.6 The ultimate unacknowledged 
reference and principal site for the questioning and 
transformation of subject matter in the visual arts was,  
of course, the university, and the presence and significance of 
subject matter as an organizing principle of knowledge was, 
and continues to be, reflected most clearly in the form and 
organization of the university’s library or library system which 
is at the heart of academic research practices, including those 
of contemporary artists. 

The library is a repository of knowledge that has been 
codified and classified in terms of different subject matters 
that are operated upon by various representatives of the 
disciplines that constitute the university in its various forms. 
With the consolidation of the visual arts within the university 
in the 1960s and 1970s, the previously unexplored, or 
haphazardly explored, question of the nature, organization, 
and “display” of knowledge in the visual arts and, in particular, 
its relationship to other forms of knowledge, became a key 
issue in the production and reception of artworks, even if this 
was not openly acknowledged. Perhaps then it is not 
surprising that it was during this period that Bernar Venet 
produced his photostatic and photocopied physics books,  
or that Joseph Kosuth created his Information Room (1970) or 
that Art & Language presented its Documenta Index (Index 01) 
in 1972.7 Nor is it surprising that Vito Acconci should have 
conceived of his Info-System/Bookstore for Documenta X in 
1997 since this work, along with Kosuth’s, points directly to 
the influence of books on the production and reception of 
artworks.8  In fact, Kosuth  and Acconci’s artworks could serve 
as different paradigms for the work of art in the age of the 
university-trained artist – the former in terms of library  
or home-based research/work spaces and the latter in terms  
of the university bookstore. But these are limited and rare 
examples that still retain close ties with the idea of an 
autonomous discipline since they only reveal (Kosuth) or 
mimic (Acconci) new sites for the importation and absorption 
of ideas from elsewhere.

Nevertheless, it is during a period of transition, like the one 
that existed during the 1960s and ’70s, that one can clearly 
see how subjects are constituted and consolidated while still 
being able to track the instability of the interrelations between 
data, information, “knowledge,” media, and subject matter.  
It is also during such periods of transition that artworks  
take on a reflexive quality and began to question their own  
modus operandi. To understand the role of the university 
today and use this understanding to develop new practices  
it is necessary to return to the ’60s and ’70s to measure the  
contextual and intellectual distance that separates that period 

Instead, micro-passageways are created for the transfer of 
information, methodologies (or their fragments), and ideas 
that can result in eddies of micro-disciplinary dialogues. 
These eddies are composed of “liquid knowledge” (fluid and 
quixotic knowledge consisting of dislocated disciplinary frag-
ments or elements that have no immediate relationship to 
their origins); more sedentary forms of “hard knowledge”  
(an “architectural” configuration of information that is cast  
in a stable spatio-temporal form); or “soft knowledge”  
(a malleable and flexible “architectural” arrangement of infor-
mation).3  Since there are, in the case of the artist in Escape 
Velocity, three “force fields” to overcome (Art, History of  
Science and Anthropology), the metaphor applies to each of 
these disciplines and, most importantly, to the movement 
between them. One concrete result of this movement has been 
the publication of three books that address issues in each  
discipline in unusual, yet common ways.4 Another has been 
the production of a sequence of visual works. By personalizing 
the trajectory of the artist and the mutations in the artist’s 
identity that result from this compounded movement as  
the artist is consecutively de/reeducated and de/re-skilled,  
the book provides the reader with an actual “case study”  
by means of which he or she can uncover and explore not  
only some of the parallel formats for the articulation of  
information when the university and its communications  
systems, technologies, and cultures are factored into  
contemporary “artistic” processes of production, but also 
some of its actual products since one of these products  
is this book.

The university is currently a battlefield with contestants 
promoting different visions of the most appropriate form  
and function of knowledge associated with various academic 
disciplines when approached from the perspective of demo-
cratically supported and socially productive forms of applied 
research. Words and phrases like “appropriate,” “function,” 
“knowledge,” “democratic,” “research,” “democratically 
supported,” “socially productive” and “applied research” have 
become the sites of conflicting interpretations as various 
political factions have attempted to redefine the university’s 
function under the guidance of progressive, neo-liberal, or 
conservative socio-economic paradigms. Increasingly, the 
university’s traditional (if fictional) secular neutrality and its 
(nominal) educational independence are subject to covert 
political pressures and more or less direct exterior economic 
controls in the name of an amalgamated form of socio-
economic rationality framed by a populist democratic 
ideology. The advocates of this ideology have held the 
university accountable to the socio-economic expectations  
of the majority, as opposed to answering to the long-term 
educational needs of a progressive society and its evolving 
culture. Their will has been gradually imposed on the 
university over the last few decades through the introduction 
of various regimes of bureaucratic efficiency. The university 
conceived as a utopian space of free thought and the site of 
multiple forms of independent research is now under scrutiny 
in the name of new norms of productivity and democratic 
accessibility and new socio-economic standards of account-
ability that are increasingly used to determine the parameters 
and value of research. These criteria have transformed the 
university into a site of contestation in which the role of free 
thought, free speech, and open-minded or “disinterested” 
experimentation are the battlegrounds for alternative 

interpretations of their social roles and functions. Insofar  
as the traditional function of the university must be defended 
as essential to the healthy development of a society and 
culture, and insofar as Art is now a university-based academic 
discipline in the Anglo-American world, it must now play an 
essential – if eccentric – role in defending progressive values 
and practices as well as defending its own vision of their 
visual and aesthetic dimensions and functions as motors  
of social progress and cultural regeneration. This book 
contributes to this defence through the concept of turbo-
knowledge that it proposes and exploits for its own ends  
with the objective of critically and reflexively examining Art’s 
contemporary conditions of existence. 

A Question of Subject Matter
What are the issues and elements that are bound up with an 
attempt to produce visual works that exist between disciplines 
and which take the university as their new context and 
condition of production? What is the status of these works 
from the viewpoint of “Art” and other disciplines that are 
implicated in the production of these visual works? These 
questions cannot be answered in a satisfactory way unless one 
adopts a historical viewpoint and explores how knowledge 
was conceived and then re-constituted and re-articulated 
within the visual arts before and after the artist entered the 
university and the institution became a key reference for the 
production of art. Today, the progressive artist and the 
enlightened work of art are no longer tied to archaic, manual 
forms of skill-based training and vocational models of 
apprenticeship. Art’s nature and function, its economy and its 
institutional framework have been the subject matter of many 
artists’ practice since Marcel Duchamp’s early twentieth-
century probings of its limits. In the 1960s and ’70s Michael 
Asher, Daniel Buren, and Hans Haacke explored issues and 
developed practices that probed the art world’s institutional 
matrix. But they overlooked a new emerging context for the 
production of artists and their art and for the dissemination 
and exchange of their ideas. Art, in the late twentieth century, 
was increasingly produced within, or in relation to, a multi-
disciplinary, university-based environment and the artist was 
educated on the basis of academic or corporate business-
oriented career models as universities themselves were 
infiltrated by a new economic rationalism in the 1980s and 
1990s. Increasingly, the artist was encouraged to produce new 
visual works that operated in relation to other disciplines such 
as the hard and soft sciences, cultural and communications 
studies, visual studies, design, and even business studies. 
This modus operandi was complemented by the use of new 
technologies and media with their automated methods of 
production (computer, digital video, and photographic 
technologies, amongst others).

The contemporary artist’s visual activity, as distinguished 
by new academic and/or business models and related research 
environments, bears little relationship to a previous genera-
tion’s vocational picture-making or object-building practices. 
One way to highlight the distinction is to point to the role  
of theory as a fundamental frame of reference and filter for  
an adequate and critical engagement with contemporary works  
of art. Another is to point to the increasingly intimate relation-
ships that exist between academics from other disciplines and 
artists who teach in universities or artists who are university 
trained. Yet another is to point to the institutionalization of a 
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in the history of art from the present one. This book 
presents a measure of the development of a visual  
practice that bridges this distance.

1. See for example Texte Zur Kunst, theme 

issue Artistic Research, June 2011 and its 

network of references.

2. On the question of risk see David 

Tomas, “Une pratique entre les 

disciplines : risques et enjeux” in  

La mémoire, le virus, le risque : Actes des 

tables rondes du 10e anniversaire de la 

Galerie B-312 eds. Marthe Carrier and 

Jean-Émile Verdier (Montréal: Galerie 

B-312, 2003), 41–47. 

3. The question of what constitutes 

knowledge is complex and has been 

widely debated in every discipline from 

philosophy to visual art. For purposes  

of this book, knowledge is defined as a 

systemic configuration or agglomeration 

of specifically organized information – a 

meta-informational matrix that embodies 

a point of view of the world – that is 

capable of retaining its stability across 

time and space however short the 

extension or expanse might be. 

Knowledge models the world and is used 

to probe and speculate about its nature. 

From an anthropological viewpoint all 

human artifacts and systems of ideas are 

configurations of knowledge about the 

world and humanity’s position in it. 

Societies and cultures are large-scale 

meta-informational matrices whose 

economies, customs, and systems of 

belief model the world and organize 

human activities according to those 

models. From the university’s viewpoint, 

knowledge can take the form of a 

discipline, it can be transmitted orally,  

or it can be conveyed by a book, slide, or 

PowerPoint presentation (or similar 

mobile storage medium). In each case, 

the form is in itself a specific knowledge 

matrix. The question of knowledge’s 

reception adds a layer of ambiguity to its 

interpretation and gives it an essential 

elasticity that allows for its productive 

mutation in the hands of groups and 

individuals, a phenomenon that is 

essential for a society and a culture’s 

ecological health.

In this book, knowledge can be 

understood to take three basic forms: 

1) Hard knowledge: Within the 

university, knowledge has traditionally 

been transmitted by way of books, which 

stabilizes it and allows it to voyage 

across space and time in a permanent, 

coherent fashion. For the artist, hard 

knowledge has been traditionally 

transmitted via paintings, drawings, or 

sculpture. Today it can be transmitted 

via single and multiple channel films and 

videotapes, installations, etc. 

2) Soft knowledge: This term refers to 

knowledge that has been transmitted 

orally through the medium of lectures 

and seminars within the university but  

is also recorded and codified in the form 

of notes, diagrams and sketches. 

3) Liquid knowledge: While it retains 

its kinships to information and data, 

liquid knowledge is mobile and its 

affiliation to hard and soft knowledge is 

simply based on it being spatio-

temporally disenfranchised and therefore 

nomadic. It moves along disciplinary 

fault lines, cracks. It fills the gaps that 

might exist between the more stable 

architectural forms of hard and soft 

knowledge. It moves along invisible 

pathways and it can appear in very 

different hard and soft formations.  

Liquid knowledge from different 

disciplines can form transdisciplinary 

“eddies” between these disciplines  

under the right circumstances. 

4. David Tomas, Transcultural Space and 

Transcultural Beings (Boulder, Colorado: 

Westview Press, 1996); Beyond the Image 

Machine: A History of Visual Technologies 

(London & New York: Continuum, 2004); 

“For a Negative Practice of Photography:  

an interview with Alberto Cambrosio”  

in A Blinding Flash of Light: Photography 

Between Disciplines and Media  

(Montreal: Dazibao, 2004) 31–41. 

Originally published in French in 

Parachute no. 37 (1984–85), 4–8.

5. Dennis Oppenheim, “Parallel Stress” 

Parts I & II, 1970, in Ursula Meyer’s 

Conceptual Art (New York: Dutton, 1972), 

198–199. 

6. See the relevant artist entries in Ursula 

Meyer’s Conceptual Art. See also, for 

example, the exhibition catalogue 

January 5–31, 1969 (New York: Seth 

Siegelaub, 1969).

7. For Kosuth see, Ursula Meyer’s 

Conceptual Art, 170–171. For Art & 

Language see the exhibition catalogue 

L’art conceptual, une perspective 

(Paris: Musée d’art moderne de la ville  

de Paris, 1990), 110–111.

8. Acconci’s work is presented in 

Documenta X’s Short Guide (Ostfildern-

Ruit: Cantz, 1997), 14–15.
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