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ARTIST: IDENTITY IN MUTATION

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.! 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 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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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-a-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.



ARTIST: IDENTITY IN MUTATION

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).? 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.* 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

ARTIST: IDENTITY IN MUTATION

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 1 & 11).> 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.® 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.? 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
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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-Emile 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 & 11, 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.

NO.
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Artists are a product of their time. They ‘emerge’ at a specific period in history, they react to their environment and
implicitly or explicitly to the history of their discipline, and they disappear leaving a body of works behind [or not) ...

For an artist who emerged in the mid-1970s (as opposed to the late 1950s, early or late 1960s) thers were some
specific guestions that were highlighted by the most radical art of the time.

One set of questions was focused on "What Is the function of ArtT
Is this function social, political or cultural? Is it composed of a mixture of the three? If so, what are the proportons
of this mixtura®

Another set of questions was focused on "What are the limlts of art and how are they reglstered, assessed andior
transgreased?
Can one produce a visual'sssthetic proposition that simultanecusly refers to the art world, its history and products
and to the mundane world of everyday existenceT Can one import elements of the latter in order to reconfigure the
parameters of the former?

These were two challenging constellations of guestions that confronted an artist who might have wished to critique
and expand on an immanent’ late 18680s and early 187TDs conceptual art heritage.
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Today the artist lunctions in a different socic-ecenomic and political universe.

The artist is now a "witness' whose job it is to inform or sensitize the public to historical and contemporary events.
The artist is someone who makes psople 'aware.”

However the artlst continues to function within a particular cultural and disclplinary text and this t to be
taken for granted by the majority of artlsts who present thelr work In museums and gallerdes. The guest to understand
content has eclipsed the guest to understand context, and so Art's old soclo-economlo and cultural reglme remains in

place to ultimately govers artistic production in the name of democracy and & new mone complex and sophisticated form af

social realism that has been deployed under the guise of a new ethnegraphic turn.

Art no longer serves the members of a society in a saif-reflexive, experimental and critical fashion in order to better
understand it's social functions or it's ‘place in the world.' It now serves soclety in the capacity of a perambulating social
and politioal i H this I Is no longer oritically consclous of it's own conditions of
existonoe.

c [H] the deboer } the governing conbext...

NO. 4




ESCAPE VELOCITY NO. 3 A POSTCARD BOOK BY DAVID TOMAS, 2011 NO. 5

-rl-lhf M;&ﬂ'ﬂj. .a.c..a.d’.em.y

Art is a product of its disciplinary history. In the 18950s this disciplinary history mutated
as the practice of art bagan to be taught in universities in the Anglo-American world.

uivecsly
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THE SHIFT AND SOME OF ITS VISUAL CONSEQUENCES

Conceptual art and the new post 1950s disciplinary context for Art:
‘Dematerialized practices' raise questions about knowledge, information,
and environment: Robert Barry's 115 Volts, 1969.

NO. 8

1ight as medium
and content...
words as medium
for the display
of the Tight
that makes
an exhibition's
visibility
possible...
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Robert Barry's contribution to
Seth Siegelaub's ‘January 5-31, 1969' exhibition

Robert Barry

1. Wall to Wall interior Piece, September 1968, thin black plestic line snd screw eyes, 2110”7 x
12°47 {x T'H). Collection: Mr. and Mra. John W. Wendler, N. ¥

£ Dutdoor nylon monofilamant installation, Decamber 1, 1568, nylon monofilamant and screw ayes,
65" m 43" (= 14 12 18" abova ground ). Collection: Mr. and Mrs. Robari M. Topol, Mamaronack,
M Y.

3, (Proposal for) 99.5 me Carvier Wave (WBAI —FM), 1968, 99.5 megecycles: 5.4 kilowatts, MNew
Yok Callection®

4. BB mc Carvier Wave (FM), 1968 B8 megecycles: 5 milliwatts, 9 volt DC battery, Collection: Mr.
ord Mrs. Manuel Greer, M. Y.

5 1600 ke Carcier Wava [(AM), 1968, 1800 kilocycles: B0 milliwatis: 110 volis AC/DC. Colleetion:
Me. and Mrs. Robert M. Topol, Mamaronack, N. Y.

fi. New York to Lusembouwrg CB Carrier Wave, January 5 — 31, 1969,(N. Y. station WRZWER to
Luxembourg station LX1DT), 10 meters; 28 megacycles; 180 watts. Collection™

7. 4 MHZ witrasonic soundwave installstion, Jsnuary 4, 1969, 8.25 mm uliresonic soundwsvae.
Collection: Mr. Saih Siegelauh, N. Y.

8. 0.5 Microcurie Radintion Installation, January 5, 1969, Barium-133, Central Park, N. Y., 10 year
duration (approzimate). Collection: Private, N. Y.

*Montransleratile

Facing page Photograph of Catalog numbar 2.
Following page: £ photographs of artist's studio being occupied simultansously by Gatalog numbsars
4 and 5

Hare then | proposs rests tha visbilty of s in &n age
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Mmaght hawe Caled “man’s simusl nesdn.” Or, another way
of putting it might be that art deals analogoully with the
siale of things "beyond physica™ whers philpscphy had 10
make gaseriiong, And a0's attengih in that even Ihe Dieced-
ng aerdence B emerios, and cannot be warified by an
Asi'n ondy clabm in bor gri Ari in the definition of pr

books
articles
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photographs

information

knowledge

art
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SOMETHING WHICH CAN NEVER BE ANY SPECIFIC THING

Robert Barry, Vancouver

The rise of the power of the word and its
domination of the object, circa 1969:
Robert Barry’s contribution to the
‘995,000' catalogue,

Vancouver Art Gallery, 1970.

NO. 12

paint’ing, n. 1. the act or occupation of cov-
ering surfaces with paint,
2. the act, art, or occupation of picturing
scenes, objects, persons, etc, in paint,
3. a picture in paint, as an oil, water color,
etc.

4. colors laid on, [Obs.] s )
5. delineation that raises a vivid image in
the mind; as, word-painting. [Obs.]

Joseph Kosuth's contribution to Seth Siegelaub’s
‘January 5-31, 1969" exhibition
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NO. 14

ART's new context of production:

rescarch memo:

The University

Law Lozane (U of Chicago), Josaph Mosuth [New School), Robert Barry (Hunter College),
Douglas Husbler (Universiy of Michigan), etc. eto.

composa a list
of all the
educational

dadicate the project to mark lombardl

UNIVERSITY
PRODUCTION

OF BOOK-
BASED
KNOWLEDGE

LIBRARY

DISCIPLINES
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The prudl._mﬂnn of knowledge pivots on the library, the centralized archive for the
> university's principal product and medium of storage and communication: the book

I| | gpuensii -
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@ discipline

library
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LW READING ROOM, BRITidn MusLUM.
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NO. 17

ESCAPE VELOCITY NO. 15 A POSTCARD BOOK BY DAVID TOMAS, 2011
| Wa*zx;;,.

o, |-

Fagure 1T Amtowsion Panieris shieach of a circular Reading Room 1o be kested inose
wentral quadramgle of the British Muscum, Apeil 181k, 1852, Reproduced from A List of

Bonks of Referenor in the Reading Room, 1859, fecing p, svi. Courtery of the British
Muscum
Panirxi virtual rondor graphic
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Fanizzi virtual reader graphic
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The University: Contaxt for the Production of Knowledge ...

books
Knowledge articles

neéwspapers

photographs
The archive of knowladge informaticon

knowledge
The archive of its system(s) of classification. art

The dissemination of knowledge according to a basic system of organization and

clasasification: the discipline and sub-discipline.

The university is a liminal soclo-cultural space devoted to the production of

knowledga according to a aystam of disciplines and sub-disciplinas.

The university is a rite of passage based on a disciplinary division of labour devoted

to the production of knowledge upon which a socliety and culture are founded.




ESCAPE VELOCITY NO. 21 A POSTCARD BOOK BY DAVID TOMAS, 2011 NO. 23 4 5 30 N 73 Sm

\_edece elarendm. POM.
_ SRoty aT S GEORKE WILINMS ART PHLERY
+Smoye Brapirimm CNTCE — Feg aReH 1971

mven-

oaw;z..o &y Iy fom f—

45 30'N=—=T3 36'W sre the geodetic
co=ordinates of Montreal. They locate
us by a coding system that 1s ouvtslde
the usual ones, with theilr references
to the historles of culture, race or
prolitics.They relate to the history of
technelogy, and are purely informstional,
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one Planet, one nation, sun ra




ESCAPE VELOCITY NO. 23 A POSTCARD BOOK BY DAVID TOMAS, 2011 NO. 25

At present she was studying the

History of Art
("the second raters last refuge').

Vladimir Nabokov

ESCAPE VELOCITY NO. 24 A POSTCARD BOOK BY DAVID TOMAS, 2011 NO. 26

interlude
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«the art work's new information
SCONOMy... T
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mapping

150
books
articles

newspapers
photographs o0
information

knowledge

art 5
200
201

m st
of all the educational institutions
Ereaq ted by jor artists
since the 1930s
and

then organize it
on the basis of a timeline

(date[slname of artist/
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dim lights ...

MAPPING THE SHIFT AND ITS CONSEQUENCES

ESCAPE VELOCITY NO. 28 A POSTCARD BOOK BY DAVID TOMAS, 2011 NO. 30 I

ARTWORLD
TH= ARTHCRL TG FOIROMY, CIRCS 1950-1370

ART SCHOOL
HOLET OMAL TREINING

YISUAL ARTS
SLIRJFCTS:
DRAWIHG, FAINTING, FRIMTHAKING, SOUPLTURE

ECOMNOMY FOR THE CIRCULATION OF ARTWORKS
AND THE CREATION OF SYMBOLIC, ECONOMIC, AND CULTURAL CAPITAL

STUDID
14 3LACH BOR)

GALLERY

MUSEUM
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NEW EMERGING CONTEXT FOR
R RKS i G

THE PRODUCTION
OF Os-i Us

VOCATIOMAL SCHOOL/ACADEMY

UMIVERSITY |

FHILOSOP=Y | [ LITERARY STUIDIES | | VISUAL ATTS DERRRTHENT | | HISTORY OF ART | COMMUNICATIONS STUDES

COMARETIVE I TERAT LRE
A METOSCIRL NET

OTHER IMPORTANT DISCIFLIMES:
T ANTHROPCLCEY
+ FILM TUDIES
= HETORY
+ CLOGRAMHY
* ARCHITICTURD

NO. 32 "I

NEW EMERGING CONTEXT FOR THE PRODUCTION
OF ARTWORKS IN 1980s-1990s

|_ VOCATIONAL SCHOOL

UNIVERSITY

| | 1 1 |
|

PHILOSOPHY | | COMPARSTIYEUTEAATURE | | VISUAL ARTS DEPARTMENT | | FESTCRY OF ART | | COMMUNICATIONS STUDIES

CLILTURAL STUTIES
(A ACTADISCAPLIND G
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CONTEXT AS COMMUNICATION MATHIX

convantional library-centred meladisciplinary matrix post-disciplinary matrix
disciplinary matrix

@ @ o

Iocal metadiscipline

{see postoards 113-114)
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Two strategic options for developing a visual practice in the age of the university.

Accept the place of art as an academic discipline in the pantheon of
disciplines and then treat artworks in the same way as any other academic
product: Artworks are defined by specific disciplinary parameters and art Is
produced In relation to those parameters. In other words, art Is recognized
and accepted as Art because it claims to be art and not something else.

However-and this is the important point—it is now housed in an institutional
context that also hosts other disciplines. This was not the case before.
Explore and critique this new context of production by first acknowledging the
context and then by focusing on the space between disciplines as the
privileged location for the emergence of another kind of visual practice.
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YWORKS OX THE RISTORY OF PHYSICS'

DAVID TOMAS - NOVEMUER 02 - 28, 1979
FRIDAY, NOVEMEER O2 at 0:00 P.M.

SR TamST et T Al Lt

Thare are aatablished msara &f exploring and pressnting forms of
knovledge. Thene include the painted surfacze and displays asscciated
with mussuss. In & ure thoos methods provids & seans of organizing
and presenting or'carryiog' a body of knowledgs. The formal attributen
of theas ocbjects reflect the culturally conditiomed sctivitiea which
forms the basis of thair manufacturs, As methods they also stand as
sssories and histories of theae activitiss. As cbjecta for analysis
they provide the means of exploring aspects of the orpanization of the
syntenn of koowledge they smbody. The particular abjecta categoripsd
an pcientific inatrumenta apd their asscciated experimental results
provide the meana of sxploring the cognitive aspectn of sman, not onaly
the sensory stage of cornition, but also the relation betwesn the
sapirical and thaoretical lavela wa. sciestific cognition.

n

If one manueen that the human mind "regardlsss of the identity of
thoss who Bappen 0 be giving it expression, nhould display am imcreaningly
intelligible atructure’ (Lovi-Strausa), it then becomes immaterial

when conaldering two distinot thaught processen vhich of the two

takos ahaps through the other. What becomes lmportant is that ome

ashould ahed light on the othar, In fact. that light shoold be ahed on ths
ntructurs of ths human mind.

I have mn intereat ln these thoughts. M Pk

lnakfnrmd ® s R ‘ = N
. Tl fhes o Tashot delfimatil oMy
DAVID-TOMAS liwves and works in Moairesal. His long standing interest in

ncigncy has led hism through felloships; research papsrsy and lectures oo

the sufiect. He exhibita.in Moptredl abd in thé recipiknt of & Canada

Counc iy Junior Orant. archivn documeni

M
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A good deal of the most rigoreus and stimulating
work produced in the last 14 years has Lorrowed
notions from other lelds of Enowledge and gpplied
them to examining the sTructural paramaters of art .
With the switch from , for instance , artist as
histeorian to historian as artist the reverse pro-
cedure il true . A8 a historlian oné now hag to
relearn what those activities are that gould be
defined ag ‘artistie’ within what can be termed a

' post-conceptual conditieon '. Any productions

from this point of view reflect this epistemological

reorientation .

catalogue statement, 1980

archive documant
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NO. 37 TWQ MODELS FOR THE
AND THEIR COMSEQUENCES ( TIRST DRAPT -- OUPLIME
1650580 )
Trafiafar af
Erowledge
Other Areas of Mrowledge
Solence , Fhilosophy ete.
ETAGE 1
art as a form of knowledge
that interacts with other forms of knowledge
within a university-based system of knowledge
archivie documant
ARTIST AS HISTORIAN
= RIS POR THE TRANSPER OF KNOWLEDGE IN ART
ESCAPE VELOCITY NO. 36 A POSTCARD BOOK BY DAVID TOMAS, 2011 NO. 38 I
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« EXplore the university’s knowledge and disciplinary matrix
in a quest for other forms of knowladgs ...
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CIRCA 1980: THE VISUAL WORK'S CONCEPTUAL

AND METHODOLOGICAL ARCHITECTURE:
A TRANSDISCIPLINARY OBJECT THAT CANNOT BE COMPLETELY
ASS5IMILATED IN THE ART WORLD

UNIYERSITY

HMISTORY GF SCIENCE

NEW
INCUBATORY
mew idess and meiheds pirugiurs of sgigntiling instrumenis M EDI U M

+ pyenbali irrsttiars of fultural sl
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VISUAL WORK

STUDIO
GALLERY
HUSEUM
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THE ARTWORK TRAMSFORMED INTO A VISUAL WORK

THAT EXISTS BETWEEN FIELDS OF KNOWLEDGE AND IN
MOVEMENT BETWEEN THEM

UNIVERSITY

VISUAL WORK

NON-ACADEMIC WORLD

NO. 42

interlude
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- the space batween .. 7

ESCAPE VELOCITY NO. 42 A POSTCARD BOOK BY DAVID TOMAS, 2011 NO. 44




ESCAPE VELOCITY NO. 43 A POSTCARD BOOK BY DAVID TOMAS, 2011

... distant voice linking up the slide sequence ...
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SUBJECT MATTER, IM GEMERAL, IS ANYTHING WHICH CAN BE CONTENT FOR SOME THEORY.

WIKIFEDIA
subject matter
avant-garde
|J||l |d
constructivism

hiotopraply

(;w Wﬁf néneteenth wm{wy Mfffwﬁ&ﬂ)
i akey to the art of the twentieth century.

surrealism

APPROPRIATION ART

conceptual art
ete.

e
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NO. 48

eCOnamics

culture

Aetman artifact's

subject matter

HUMAN SENSES
sociely

Aeeoran srnd

paolitics
human environment



ESCAPE VELOCITY NO. 47 A POSTCARD BOOK BY DAVID TOMAS, 2011

ESCAPE VELOCITY NO. 48 A POSTCARD BOOK BY DAVID TOMAS, 2011

NO. 49
From Artwork to Visual Work

research diagram

EXPLORATION OF THE
POSSIBELITIES THAT EXIST
BETWEEN MEDIA THROUGH

INDIVIDUAL MEDLA
SPALCE AND TIME

BASIC COMCEPTUAL AND MATERIAL
STRUCTURE OF EACH MEDIUM/
TECHNOLOGY

Ve febeon A g . L.! edre s r'{_i‘.- *'—-i
NO. 50 : Jr [ Pt e J ar A Harhard - L r'?f'r: e d T If .l
A e T y :
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_Can transdisciplinary media such as the printed book or photograph be used

to archive‘and communicate interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary forms
of knowledge?
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L ,i Joseph Nicéphore Niépce--A Portrait of Nigpce in 1828,
| mada aftar he had succeasfully fixed by maana of a camera abacura and
light sensitive chemicals the firat image from nature.
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' 19721977, pencil drawing and letraset
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NO. 53

NO. 54

Some types of photograph exhibit 4imit characteristics' that shed light on the disciplinary
foundations of knowledge. In these cases, maaning Is contaxt and technology specific.
Thess photographs ralse questions about the receptivity of visual works whose logic derives
from a movement between disciplines. f receptivity is a question of subject matter,
knowledge and disciplinary parameters, then what happens to works that operate In the
space between diasciplines?

Right: Joff Wall, Plcture for Women, 1979 (Edouard Manet, A Bar at the Folies-Bergbre, 1882)

Early photomicrograph of the disintegration of a silver nucleus, 1948.
Juff Wall, Stereo, 1982 (Edouard Manet, Olympia, 1863)
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NO. 55

The photograph's presentation cutside of s disciplinary matrix mises questions about s content and status.
1) What la an Image's aplstamological statua? How doas ana underatand lta function In tha visusl srts
as compared to how lia function is understood In the physical sclences?

Z) Is an Image just an lmage or ls it the product of a process of production that also has a specific aymbolic
structure and sot of culturel stiributes and meaningsT
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NO. 56

One can treat an imaging technology such as photography in trans- and
interdisciplinary terms since it not only moves between disciplines,
it is also implicated in producing new forms of knowledge.

This appears to be an obvious and indeed a simple observation...

955,000

AN EXHIBITION OROANIZED BY LUCY LIFPARD
THE VANCOUVER AFT GALLERY

JANUARY 17 TO FEERLURY O, 1970

A} But media have their own inbuilt histories, cultures and systams of bellef baecause

there Is no such thing as a technology that exists cutside of its cultural matrix.
B) What Is photography's cultural matrix?
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NO. 57

NO. 58

JOSEPH KOSUTH

What is photography?

Is it simply a kind of picture making technology that can be used
by anyone for any type of picture making activity?

Is it a mathod of communication and transportation?

Is it a kind of portable discipline that is devoted to the production
of a specialized form of symbolic knowledge?
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NO. 59

NO. 60

A)

B)
0
D)

There is a history of photographic images (a culture of images or

a culture of representations).

There is a history of photographic apparatus, or technical and
machanical systems (a cultura of technology).

There is the history of a practice that begins with the idea that

it is not just a question of images or a question of technology,

there are other kinds of questions that are implicated in the formation
and deployment of these cultures; and they might be more fundamental.
There is also the question of photography's relationship to a

technical culturea that amarged at roughly the same timea

in the first half of the nineteanth century.

There is also the question of its basic socio-cultural and

symbolic function: What is photography's socio-cultural logic and its
symbolic function in western culture?

There is the question of photography's relationship
to a specific technical culture that crystallized
in the first half of the nineteenth century:

Photography emerged in tandem with other new forms of

transportation and communicatiom:

Thea steamship

The railway locomotive

The telegraph.

It is therefore important to remember that photography is not only

a picture making technology, it is also a system of transportation and
communication. This means that it Is a componant In a nineteenth century
matrix of transportation and communication that still serves as the basic
infrastructure for our communications and transportation networks today
even though its elements might have changed form.
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In 1904, tha Amarican historian Henry Adams stated that ha had witnessad
four impossibilities in his lifaetime:

THE DAGUERREOTYPE

THE STEAM LOCOMOTIVE
THE STEAMSHIP

THE ELECTRIC TELEGRAFPH
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Adams' statement embodies three important propositions
concerning media history
&
an art practice that operates in terms of this history:

A} Media history is not necessarily constructed in terms of specific
disciplines and isolated media (history of photography, new media, etc.).
B] Media history can function like (or through) a hub (Adams’ mind or its
equivalent) that links technologies of transportation and communication
that include imaging technologies like photography.
Media history should take account of the imaginative tension that can
exist between the impossible and the possible.
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NO. 63
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NO. 64

There is also the question of photography's
basic soclo-cultural and symbolic function:

An anthropological/symbolic understanding of photography's basic
soclo-cultural logic and function In western culture can lead to a different kind
of photographic practice: One that is not implicated in an ongoing expansion of
its product line. This alternative begins, instead, with photography's

symbolic matrix and Its process of production.

This alternative practice can be accessed In may ways. One way Is through

an act of denial, or negation, vis-A-vis the idea of fixing conventional

subject matters In photosensiive emulsions..

But in order to negate onae has to have a clear ldea of the reason(s) for

this act of negation.
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what § ...

w In other words: What was photography
W
it was not just a new type of semil-automatic picture making technology®

{(Question posed for the period 1835-1980)
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Somea conventional answers (circa 1839):

Photography was...

A symbolic and metaphoric extension of drawing
and painting (Arago, Talbot...).

A prosthetic extension of the eye (Arage...).
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NO. 69

NO. 70

Photography was a new automatic (and therefore democratic) method
of picture making.
It was a semi-automatic way of framing reality.

It was also a semi-automatic way of creating non-linear narratives
{(remember the space between photographs is as important as
the photographs themselves...).

Another more unusual answer:

Photography is as much a ritual process as a manufacturing process
that is measured in terms of the “quality™ of its products.

photography as ritual process...
a visual practice that maps out photography’s symbolic culture

(symbolic anthropologist or meta-symbolic photographer?)




This answer is Interesting because it opens the way for a reassessment
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of photography’s socio-cultural functions:
A photographic rite of passage 1839-1980.
1) The basic structure of a rite of passage ritual.
Abnormal condition. Initiate without status, outside society, outside time
{Rite of Margin : marginal state or liminal period)
Initial Final
‘normal’ condition ‘normal’ condition
i Y
>
F a—
Initiate in Initiate in
Status A TIME BASE : REALTIME Status B
Time phase I] Time phase T 2
Rite of Rite of
Separation Aggregation
(Preliminal (Postliminal
period) period)
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A photographic rite of passage 1839-1980.
2) The photochemical and optical process.

Optical
Inversion . Cptical
and Lateral Negative Correction

) Reversion .
Subject Positive
Iy

r —

Print

Chemical Chemically Chemical
Processing Inert Processing

Rite of Separation Marginal State Rite of Aggregation
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NO. 73

Light = Presence

Photegraghlc —3

Context -
Subject

A photographic rite of passage 1839-1980.

3) The basic symbolic transformation.

Rite of Séparation

Presence = Darkness
{Inwarsion)

Presence In the dark camera
and film container of the
latent image of the subject
== stabilization of latent
Image by processing

NO. 74

Rite of Margin

Darkneis = Absendce

Connotes the dark and the
creation of the skgn of ab-
HENCe - thi negative image
i the absence of normal
[white] light by the chemi-
cal process of development.
It I5 theretore denned as the
Interstructural state of
pefpetual negativenads

Rite of Aggregation

Absence = light
[Inwersion)

Process of re-structuring
the image.

\s

The suliject Is now
stabde and permanent
A% an imags In sochaty

A photographic rite of passage 1839-1980.
4) The articulation of optical/chemical and symbolic transformations.

Furtiram of Laiwni

Outiide Process

Pose of .._____,..-—"""-
Subject

Astheticlim of Subjct
Arrangement of

D crs

Fhotogenda

(L1

Hormal' Condition
SUBpeCT in STatus A
Tikrvies Plhasis T

L T L L T

Bma ol Margin: Mgl Hese o Lvinal Peried

Imside Prooess
(b Dharierasom)
Photcgenis
Trick Effects

ol sl Thiree

Real Time

Bridge Towards
FPermanence

Firal
Pesitive Print

Fomal Norrmal
Condmtion

Subject in Status B
Tierse Phasa T

Ourtsicls Process
Symtax . Mulipls
Pholographi
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Thus there was/is more to photography than its being a sophisticated
plcture making technology.

It was/ils a mode of manufacture/production.
It was/is a ritual process of production.
It was/is a generic mode of ritual production.

It was/is a genaric mode of reproducing the
Judaao-Christian myth of creation. -

Sou D. Tomas, "From the Photograph to Postphotographic Prectice: Toward a Postoptical Ecology of the Eye.'
BubSitance, No. 55, 1688, E5-88
Toward an Anthropology of Skght: Ritusl Performance and the Photographic Process.”
Samiotica, Vol. 68, Mo, 34, 1088, 246-270.
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What is photography?

1980-2010
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NO. 77

and will be

1880 | 1982

Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida (1980): A book that marks the death of a

conventional analogue-based model of photography through its reading of the

photographic image's special culturally sanctioned relationship with the world.
The concept of death therefore operates In two ways:
death of the mother,
death of the cultural/symbolic matrix.

Ridley Scott, Blade Runner (1982): The first important meditation on the cultural
matrix of a posthuman world of simulation in which the eye is the final frontier

between truth and deception. Beyond this point, there is no possibility of
optically detecting the true from the false. When we cross this frontier we enter
a new picture making regime and matrix of cultural possibilities...

NO. 78

Photography is still a technology of reproduction. But it now operates in a different world:
A world that functions according to other cultural/representational rules.
This paradigm shift will have an Impact on the collective mnemonic archive
that photography has produced and regulated since 1839.

Photography's conceptual matrix has mutated in form.

In its more radical form it is no longer simply a specific kind of product, digital
or analogue, as s0 many artists and others still think it is.

it is an attitude.

it is a way of conceptually framing space.

it is a way of concaeptually dividing space and time.
it is a way of thinking the space between images.
it is a way of life.

it is an anthropological condition of axistenca.
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What were the natures and functions

of photegraphy
and artworks in the late twentleth century?®

Could they overlap?

Could they ba measured in relation to and against other disciplinary forms of knowledgea?

What were the roles of photography In late twentieth century art making
and knowledge generating activities?
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During a century and a half photography was also more than a complex
technological process and more than a simple product.

The interdisciplinary conditions were parfect, In the 1970s, for the development of & meta-symbaolic
photographic practice that was rooted in a relational or meta-history of picture making media.

This approach was in marked contrast to photography's more comventional uses as a plcture making amnd
documenting medium whosa loglc was rooted in a ‘culture of representation.’

Fraviously, photography's meta-historical disciplinary or trans-disciplinary statuses werns never axplored
or avan acknowladged in practices gaared to a culturs of represantation. The camara was for the most
part used (or concelved) as a document producing machine by most artists In the 19608 and 197T0s.

But the development of a meta~-symbolic photographic practice promoted ancther way of understanding
and visualizing photography and media history...
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= mct of
negation-

- another history
of media?
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(Cantact Shaat, 1880)
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NO. 83

NO. 84

negative ...

- Balected negative.
Compars to Hiroshl Sugimoto’s long exposurs photographs of cinemas.
Notwe the different relationships with the concept of a photographic subject:
movie vs. pure sunlight, cinema vs. photographic film strip.
Compare both to pertinent sections of Dziga Vertov's The Man with a Movie Camera [1928)

- -

I'm & habitual self-interlocutor. Arcund the tme | started photographing at the Natural
History Mussum, one svening | had a nearhallucinatory vislon. The question-and-
answer sesslon that led up to this vislon went something like this: Suppose you shool a
whole meovie in a single frame? And the answern You get a shining soreen. Immediately |
sprang into action, axperimenting toward reallzing this vislon. Dressed up as & tourist, |
walked into & cheap cinema in the East Village with a large-format comers. As soon s
the movie started, | fixed the shutter st & wide-open aperture, and two hours later when
the movie finished, | clicked the shutter closed. That evening, | developed the film, and
the vision exploded behind my eyes. Hiroahi Suglmoto

hittp:fwiani sugimotahiroshi.comfthaater. htmi
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interlude
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NEGATION

research

Postphotography
1980-2001

ACT OF NEGATION
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... take notes ...

one can map photography's picture making potential

in a completely different way, always beginning with an act of negation?

Photographilc :.

g m ] I:m.
-
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ESCAPE VELOCITY NO. 88 A POSTCARD BOOK BY DAVID TOMAS, 2011 NO. 90 m pmt-i : E :|&£'I'Ii¢ al"ﬁfact
transdisciplinary research module (TRM) for an alternative knowledge society?

(hypothesis, hybrid research strategy, spatial methods of argumentation, multimedia-based citation network,
vigible/finvigible bibliography, unconventional visual results etc.)

TAP
{rans-academic parasites (TAPs):
"scademic’ books whose conceptual and there is a constant nonhierarchical
mathodological approaches 1o historical oscillation betwean TAPS and their
and other data ane based in one way or foundational slements (ressarch papers)
another on the logic or information and TRMs
generated by TRMs

a TAM is the result of
a conlact and cross-fertilization between the concept and function of a research paper
and the concepts and spatial possibilities of installation andfor performance
ar
(800 Wilson Module, 1976-1980 & revisit postcards 29-88 with this definition in mind, change labels where appropriate)...
begin over again...
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NO. 91

NO. 92

CCTV video
camera & monitor

Polaroid Land
Camera
Modal 85
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tam of classification:

overaxposure in photography 808 DTS T

S PO n drawlng = black shiny graphite surface
mber tha symbollc correspondence batween
sphy and drawing, circa 18367)...
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Karimir Malevich,
Last Futurist Exhibition
(1915)

TRM
Act of Negation
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NO. 97

photographic camera

camera lucida

elements of a relational history of media

NO. 98

MNetworked/Intersystemic Approach to
the History of New Media

Camera Lucida Railway Locomotion
—_

—

— ¥R

Perspective machine

Phatagraphy
Cinematography

Old Technologies become Mew Technelogies Depending on
One's Spatio-temporal Orientation and Historical Viewpoint

**Layered/multi-dimensional approach to media history and to
the culture of new technologies**

TRMTAP research diagram
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NO. 99

new
words

for

new
processes

for
new
socio-cultural
perceptions
for
new

socio-cultural
experiences

NO. 100

M“‘FFL“E}

relokional

histories
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NO. 101

Bahind tha Eys Lias tha Hand of

NO . thes TRM maps out s fictional interince | batwesn o textusl space and & book cultum
. 102

= [vorwr omn the mind be sculsly conscious of the wry that the eye | foliows words in onder o guide the body through an unknown speos?

— words map out the interface | betwesn posalble and Impossibls histores
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olf-world colonles
Andaman Islands circa 18601850

. 8 meeting of possible and Impossible histories of representation? R
{remember what Adams sald..) ;
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NO.

NO.

105

106

Fart 1

Chapier

Part 2

i ||.||,|I|'r 2
Chapter 3

Chapaer 4

Chaprer §

Chapter &

Part 3

Ch apeT 7

Contents

Beyond the Image Machine, 2004

Introsduction

Thecsholds Between Media and History
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Unarthadox Time Machines: Images ansl

Instruments across Space, Time and History
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what ia the relationship between a relational history of media ...

ESCAPE VELOCITY NO. 106 A POSTCARD BOOK BY DAVID TOMAS, 2011 NO. 108

.. and a post-possible history of representation?




ESCAPE VELOCITY NO. 107 A POSTCARD BOOK BY DAVID TOMAS, 2011 NO. 109

ESCAPE VELOCITY NO. 108 A POSTCARD BOOK BY DAVID TOMAS, 2011 NO. 110

interlude
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NO. 111

NO. 112

OUR EYES, SPINNING LIKE PROFELLERS,
TAKE OFF INTO THE FUTURE
ON THE WINGS OF
HYPOTHESIS,
DZIGA VERTOV

escape velocity

a speed sufficient to overcome the gravitational force of a planet

QED
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... slide show, voice, notes, questions...
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NO. 113

NO. 114

escape velocity

model |
a sufficient to COME Aggravi tional force of a\plhnet
Q

=3 ‘wings’ ol hypothesis like propellors

escape velocity TRMTAP BASIC RESEARCH CELL )

model Il
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* observe the university’s changing environment ...
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INVISIBLE MOVEMENTS, ACTS OF NEGATION

1.1 FOR A NEGATIVE PRACTICE OF PHOTOGRAPHY:
AN INTERVIEW WITH ALBERTO CAMBROSIO

Areerto Camsrosio: Your work is situated at the juncrure of two fields of acriviry, the
artistic and the academic. We might sec in that an attempt at an artistic deconstruction of
academic discourse, an attempt which, from a practical point of view, nevertheless creates
certain objective limitations 1o the exposure of your work. People active in the field of art
don't read, or at least don't master, scholarly and technical publications, while academics do
not ‘consume’ art exhibitions the way they consume the books and articles written by their
colleagues. You work in a sort of 'no man’s land.” Is this a conscious strategy?

Davio Tomas: Yes, because with respect to the sense that there are two ficlds of knowledge—
the scholarly and the artistic—whar’s ar issue, on the one hand, is to establish a relationship

with a body of information which is not, or so it would seem, material aut of which an arristic

discourse can be constructed; and, on the other hand, to put in place a methodology which,
strictly speaking, is not that of the academic field, We might say, therefore, that I operate in

a 'displaced’ space, because [ have to produce a discourse in relation to an ‘arristic’ frame of
reference while at the same time raising questions that do not really belong to this particular

ficld; and that I try to find a way of producing a discourse which, while it can't really be

described as ‘academic,” nevertheless incorporares strategies that are relared to research practices.
Thus the texts that [ publish in academic journals, for example, are implicitly conceived in

a visual context, or in relation to a visual milicu. On the other hand, my ‘visual texts’ are

conceived in relation to these ‘scholarly” texts. Berween these two poles something is st in

play, which consists, for example, of critiquing, at the level of representational form, what

could be seen as a visual given, while at the same time critiquing what ‘representation’ might

be in the academic field.

Camnrosto: So you refuse any rigid distinetion between the artistic and academic fields, and
you prefer to see yourself as a sort of symbolic process constantly moving back and forth
berween one field and the other. Nevertheless, those who see you from the outside are able
to follow this movement only with great difficulty. And so they want to position you within

3l



A& BLINDING FLASH OF LIGHT

‘Exporimantal” Fhotographic Structure (seen
froam the et and the right), 1980, instaiation
at RS 1, MNew York. A trinsparent partition
divides the room inbe two speces: the space of
the: phoiographer's acthlbies and the spoacae of

the viewer's activitien. in the formar, o meatakc
rod marks the place where the stroboscope was
ofignally locoted, snd an slectronic timor where
the camera was placed. In the atbier space, an
slectronic timer = also seen, an wiell 55 8 6 matre
by 4.2 matre ‘photograph.’ The bwo tmears,

edch e mirror imagoe of the other, osciliate n
cyches of ten-seconds —the exposure time of

the ‘phctograoh.”

Protgraphs: D) Torres

one or the other of these two caregories, How
can you escape this polarization imposed
from outside?

Tomas: There are two ways. The first is social,
and consists of legitimating yourself in each of
the two felds simultancously through schol-
arly articles and art exhibitions, Bug, in so far
as the legitimarion process is closely tied to a
given field, and nor to both fields at once, the
problem of the intelligibility of the discourse
I'm trying to put in place remains. Because, in
the end, there is no way of escaping a discourse
which attempts to trap an agent and o draw
it into its own field. The discourse can also
refuse to define the agent—the discourse
can ignore it and thus plunge it into non-
knnwlcdgc. The other, more inreresting way,
is to persuade the rwo Relds thac a third space
exists, a space which has a specific relationship
to each of them. To reach chis point, you have
to ser up a sort of sedduction, which is both
visual and intellectual, a sort of rransgression
that will simultancously deny both poles.
This gesture of negation thus plays the game
of power (the game of legitimation), in so far
as the power of legitimation is always played
out with respect o a non-knowledge which,
by definition, is beyond a field’s frame of refer-
ence. Inother words, we can seek this state of
non-knowledge by means of an act of negarion
embodied in a gesture of transgression. You

have 1o initiate a process of negation in order to start this process anew, in order 1o creatc a
field that I call ‘negarive’ with respect to the other two fields. The problem, however, is first
and above all not to be a vietim of the seduction yourself, not to take yourself as an artist or

az
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an academic and thus find yourself ipso facto in one ficld or the other. On the other hand,
the effect produced by the seduction carried out by a non-knowledge! can most likely only
be described by means of an institutional discourse, which implies a ‘third’ role, defined by
its connection to the positive roles of artist and academic (in my case, of anthropologist).
This third role is the role of the photographer. This choice is neither fortuitous nor arbitrary,
because it is linked to the idea of a history of the Western gaze, a history which combines
the anthropological, artistic, and photographic gazes,

Camsrosio: Berween these two fields, however, there is dissymmerry. You thus can't expecr,
by sitvating yourself in the middle, to have the same effect on each of them,

Tomas: Historically, the field most susceptible to being interested in such a project has been
the artistic field, which, at least in appearance, is by tradition ‘open.” There is no reason

why,
however, the artistic field should, # priors, be more open 1o such a stravegy. This is true even
if we consider its tradition, which, for its part, is conditioned by its own history, by the
history of its knowledge. There is no place in this history for a seemingly ‘negative’ space,
conceived of in terms of its relationship to another field. On a strategic level, you can see a
natural effect of rejection, which is the result of an instioutional and artistic *dual constraint,”
because, on this level, non-knowledge must also be our of the field's frame of reference. This
dual constraint is thus produced in the exhibition setting: a negative discourse is strategically
present within a positive setring, that of the gallery or museum as an insticutional component
of the artstic Reld.

Camerosio: I'd like to return briefly to the problem of how the movement through which you
construct your discourse is perceived. Where you postulate the existence of an oscillation, we
might simply see a doubling;: there is not just one David Tomas, but two—one for academics
and one for artists. How can your movement be made visible?

Tomas: At the moment, my strategy consists, quite to the contrary, of moving about withour
anyone noticing the movement. At the precise moment when the movement becomes evident
to those abserving it, at the precise moment when your extra-institutional position is perceived,
that’s when people start 1o say " But, in fact, he's not really an academic,” or, similarly, “Bu, in
fact, he's not really an artist.” You have to avoid exposing the movement, while also avoiding
the danger of symbolic dissolution, which threatens any immobile agent deprived of an
institutional definition. On the other hand, the vision of the artist as ‘undivided entity’ is
a Romantic vision. In actual fact there is no unique entity burt rather, precisely, movement
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between two roles defined by sociocultural fields. Existence berween the artistic field and the
academic field can never be embodied in a specific individual. You therefore can’t see yourself
as automarically existing between two positive ficlds, bur only as movement.

Camprosio: Is your ultimare goal subversive? In other words, does it seek the dissolurion of
these two fields? Or is it, rather, a personal strategy of differentiation?

Tomas: At first, | borrowed elements from the history of physics which 1 incorporated into my
work. This was a way of questioning the premises of the artistic field. It was less a subversive
act than an act carried out from a crisical perspective. The external elements [ incorporated
into my paintings questioned an art—painting—that is incapable of conceiving of itself as
an historical art. I use the word historical here nor with respect to the limited discourse on
painting bur in the sense of a larger discourse, the discourse of a displaced knowledge within
a given representation. Problems coneerning the history of physics, ance they are transferred
to an artistic framework, question the notion of such an art form’s subject.

This underlying approach also characterizes my more recent work. Before, when [ used the
histary of physics, | transplanted—when all is said and dane quite naively—the clements of
one history into another. My current work on the ritual of photography questions the very
notion of photography as a sociocultural process and, simultaneously, questions the definidon
produced by the discipline of anthrapology concerning what a ritual is. 1 replaced the process
of transplantadon with simultaneous criticisms of the anthropelogical framework and the
artistic framework. In this way, for example, I am both subject and object of an anthropological
practice, both indigenous person (a photographer) and anthropelogist (I observe the pracrice
of phatography). The link with anthropology allows me to construct a series of interrogations
into the status of an anthropologist who sees himself as the subject of his own research, while
also construcring a series of investigations into the status of an indigenous person who tries
to think beyond his own culture, in the sense in which he might see himself as the subject
of his own anthropological practice. The doubling is carried out through a reflexive process:
as a photographer, 1 see myself in relation to an anthropological theory of the photographic
process {and in so far as this is a theory | developed in 1979—in my role as an artist—there
is a doubling of roles involved); as an anthropologist, 1 ‘observe’ what | have become as a
sociocultural subject of study, and 1 ‘see’ that in changing the activity of a phorographic
practice (which is to saw by theorizing it from the poine of view of anthropological knowl-
edge), anthropology has become not only a science of observation bur also an applied and
experimental science. Because [ (the anthropologist) begin to manipulate photography on
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the hasis of its "knowledge,' the status of anthropological objectivity is altered. The artist, the
other pole of this process, sees photography {and, in its terms, anthropology as well), from
an aesthetic perspective, as a form of representation: a spatial graphics. And so this reflexive
process appears once again in the oscillation between the role of the artist and the role of
the anthropologist. The result of this srrategy is not an academic representation, nor is it an
artistic representation, it is the verbal and visual representation of a visual mutation on the
academic and artistic levels. The fields of art, photegraphy and the Academy dissolve into
their own gazes. For me, it is necessary that this movement, which 1 have been describing at
length, not be the result of an acr of bricolage. It is a subversive strategy which attempts to
establish a homogeneous field, because the different fields evoked have, since the nineteenth
century, been intimately connected to the complexity of a history of the Western gaze. This
history has yet 1o be written: under the fixed gaze of the scholar, the Western gaze has raken
possession of multiple universes which form the fabric of the sociocultural space in which

our daily life is defined.

Camarosio: At an exhibition at Oprica gallery in Montreal in 1979, at a time when you were
using the history of physics, there was a painting upon which you had anached, immobile,
a locomotive. In your more recent work, which we might call ‘negarive,” miniature trains
{which are now in movement) are invariably present. Using this train element, can you berter
explain how a scemingly ‘positive’ discourse (in bath an artistic and an anthropological sensc)
has been incorporated into your work?

Tomas: The painting you are referring to ook up the theme of a painting by René Magritte
cntitled La Durée Poignavdée ( Time Transfived, 1938) in which could be seen, among other
things, a train, By linking Magritte’s painting to the work of Galileo, 1 wanted to creare a
poetic space, to cross a horizontal movement (the train in motion) with a vertical one (the
abject falling in accordance with Galileo's law). In this transcription, as you have observed,
the train was attached to the canvas and was suspended in space, thus defying its own physical
movements. In this way, I was asking myself what a train falling in the space of a paintng
might be, and in general, whar it might be in pictorial space. I took up this question in my
subsequent work by superimposing a photographic discourse (the stroboscopic photography
ol an object falling in space) onto the history of painting, which I condensed and questioned
in the way I had when transcribing Magritee's painting. From the point of view of my personal
development, this painting was the first in which a train appeared as a physical object. For four
years afterwards 1 didn't use trains, and when | did return to them, they were in motion.
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‘Expserimantal’ Photographic Structure NI, 1982,
Installatson at the Belgo Bullding, Montreal, This
work i3 dividad into three axes: the aus of the
photoprapher's activity, the axis of the draughts-
man's activity, snd the symbalic asds of history
The first axis includes, in ordes a mirmos, & strobo-
scope, 5 camera, ond four transparent positve
‘photographs.” The second includss 8 draving
tabile. at which the artist =5 seated, a Polarcid
camerd, and o quate printed on the wall. The
thrdd intersects the other two and = mado wup of
video cameras and a minlature train, which moves
Essbensen bwo points marked by vides monitors
Twi video cameras ‘record’ the rain's trajector
When it crosses a bridge ocated in the axis of the
draughtsman's vissn, & vieewsr s gsked b laks

a photograch: the draughteman’s act of negation
consists in making o ‘black’ deawing of it

Pabogt iz O Tomes
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Let's go back, for a moment, to the first paint-
ing. The transcription of Magritte was meant
to be analytical. It was a metadiscourse on the
original painting: by adding the parameters of
the two movements (horizontal and vertical)
and by making reference 1o a law of physics
discovered by Galileo, I was transposing
another domain onto art, Between Magritte's
train and my own, the discourse was reversed.
I now think rhat this attempt to enquire
into the parameters of a field by transferring
clemients from anather field into it was naive,
and prevented me from enquiring into art's
sociocultural framework. Although 1 was
interested in this question, my work was
still directed rowards the problems posed
by the epistemological status of the framed’
image and not towards a larger context. In
the meantime, | moved into the academic
field, passing from the history of science to
anthropology. 1 thus chase a broader held,
one that was capable of relating apparently
heterogeneous, yet socioculrurally linked,
clements such as trains and the photographic
process in a reflexive way.

Camnrosio: For the exhibition of your work at
Galerie Yajima in 1983 (Photagrapin: A Word),
you were seated on a draughtsman’s stool a few
metres away from a mirror, which was pierced
ar its centre in order thar the railway line that
extended from you, and that supported a train
which circulated in both directions, could
pass through, Among the various objects thar

INVIGIBLE MOVYEMEMNTS, ACTS OF MEGATIGM

Fhatograpts: A Word, 1983, instofation ot Galone Yajima, Montraal, Ths work takes up most of
thwe elerments present in tho previous piecces (the axes of the photographer and the draughteman,
ard the symibolic axs of history). When the train crosses a bricpe mid-way along its trajecton:
the image of the tramn s shown on the videa monitorm, which thes redistribute it n spaca
Simultaneously, this prompts the drasghleman's activily, which lasts only s long g the tram s
crossing the bridge

Photograchs: Contra oo documentation ¥Ywean Soulsnco
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completed this structure were a camera and a stroboscope. | wonder if you could explain the
funetion of the stroboscope?

Tomas: In general, photography has been at the root of all my work since 1975, whether
directly or through pictarial transcription. As for the stroboscope, | had already made reference
to stroboscopic photography in my transcription of La Durée Poignardée. It then appeared
in all of my work after 1980, which attempts 1o create a negarive discourse. In this work, it
functions as a ‘mechanism of negation,” making it possible for me to trace a negative field.
Concretely, [ use it to produce a negation of the conventional photograph, in so far as it is an
image created by light that reflects off the objects of the universe. In photographs produced
with a stroboscope (which 1 call “ideologically complex and brute”) the light source is turned
towards the lens and cowards the photographic film. We are thus in the presence of a radiated
light. On the other hand, the process of development, for its part, is completely conventional.
Thus, from the point of view of the conscious act of negation, conventional photography
‘implades” and, significantly, the photographic process is projected into a space which can never
be the space occupied by its conventional history because there was a shift from the meaning
of the photograph to its context. Its history is, in fact, the history of a process of producing
subject/images and not simply the history of light deposited in successive layers through the
action of a stroboscope. With such an act of negation, | aim to produce sedimentation, a
deposit—and a hole of light (1o speak metaphorically)—which functions only as a sign of itself
and not as a sign of a (vertical) narrative in a photographic space. We thus arrive at a narrative
without a history, because history, from the point of view of conventional photography, has
been displaced clsewhere, beyond a negative discourse with respect to its own conventional
history, and towards its production strategy. In other words, the stroboscope represents the
sign of a transgressive gesture, an act whereby | turn a light source against the history of the
photographic, anthropological, and artistic gazes.

Cansrosio: What, to remain with the Yajima exhibition for a moment, was the relationship
berween the stroboscope and the train?

Towmas: The stroboscope was placed at the end of the rails, just in front of the camera lens.
It functioned as a source of light directed not towards a subject (the rails, the train, or the
general context of its production), but towards the photographic lens, It was thus a sousce off
pure light. Like the object that was ‘falling” in the painting exhibited ar Optica, the train ar
Yajima moves in space. As a concrete object, it takes a specific historical form (it is a 1930s

INVIGSIBLE MOVEMENTS, ACTSE OF NEGATIOMN

Burlington Zephyr) and we can thus asserr that it moves within the time of its own history.
Nevertheless, it is no longer an historical object, but an object as process, because its role
is that of a subject for the act of photography. It is a subject, however, that can never armin
the condition of photographic subject, because berween the rails and the camera is the
stroboscope, which fills the camera’s viewfinder and points towards the lens (which is another
historical artifact: an 1860s Harrison Globe lens). The stroboscope thus blocks the train’s
access, and that of the general context (the photographic subject), to the chemical status of
photographic subject/image. The resulting photograph is completely white (complete negative
entropy). This photograph is then used as the subject of another transgressive gesture by a
draughtsman who is seated behind the camera. As for the draughtsman’s role, it is not arbitrary
cither, because it is situated on the ‘track’ of a history of the Western gaze. (Fox Talbot, an
unskilled dranghtsman, used a camera lucida for his drawings in the 1830s before he began
his research into photography.) The photograph is thus negated in wrn: the draughtsman
produces an entirely black drawing {complete negative entrapy). The displacement of
conventional photagraphic discourse is twofold: a play takes place between the photograph
and the drawing. At stake is the classification of the universe into light and darkness, day
and night, presence and absence.

With respect 1o my carlier work, another change is visible: instead of an object limited w a
specihically artistic discourse, there is now an object which truly operates within a cultural,
social, political and economic discourse. [ say “political,” because what is ar play in the
positive histories of the fields in question, and in the gallery space in which these objects are
found, is power. These objects are present as representatives of the strategies of the producer,
that confront the strategies of the viewer, which are governed by the conventional history of
photography, a history thar is simultaneously cultural, social and political. The discourses
linked rogether by the horizontal axis of movement between the role of the artist and the role
of the anthropologist are in a vertical relarionship, so to speak, with the negative discourse
suspended beyond the positive discourses. Objects such as the train and the stroboscope thus
undergo a doubling, symbolizing both what they are in their own histories (the Burlington
Zephyr and the Harrison Globe lens) and this ather, ‘non-historical’ existence, which is to
say what they could be, or would be, in this negative space that is brought into play in the

g,:t“::ry setnng,
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Camgrosio: There is a fundamental difference between your ‘history of physics” period and
your ‘negative history' period. In the former, you already employed a metadiscourse: you
did not have direct access to physics but rather to a discourse on physics, which you then
articulated to artistic discourse. Now you are both anthropologist and an ‘indigenous person’
and you are thus also, without mediation, an anthropologist. I would say that the difference
is twofold, because not only were you not a scientist before (a physicist), while you are now
(an anthropologist), but before you could not be a subject of study within physics (you are
not an elementary particle) while now you can be an indigenous person. Another difference
is that photography is a technological object of study and not a scientific one. What's more,
it operates within a world said to be ordinary, and not exclusively within a laboratory.

Tomas: The irony of what I do resides precisely in the reversal of this relationship. The result
af my work functions, for the moment, within an environment that is just as esoteric as the
laboratory. This environment is the art gallery. The effect of work exhibited in a gallery is just
as esoteric as the effect produced by physical energy in a laboratory, because, in the end, in
an art gallery we don't see the same articulation of photographic operations that we see in the
‘realistic’ world’s frame of reference. In place of this reality, there is a displacement of the paosi-
tive discourses, which is carried out by means of a *hyper-realist” discourse (Jean Baudrillard).
I have become a simulacrum in a discourse-simulacrum, a model of a model within a model of
a model which multiplies in multi-dimensional spaces, because instead of a reference to reality
there are, precisely, references to models: of art, anthropology and photography. References
to a set of models which extend within a space dominated by the ‘panoptical gaze of the
scholar.” Faced with the silence of all these voices, which are simulacra of their own histories,
we no longer find either the artist or the anthropologist, dissolved by their own gazes, but
only an articulation between light and darkness (a basic model of classification). Nevertheless,
between light and darkness there is the transgressive gesture, as well as the trains, the lenses,
and other objects, which funcrion like toys: stripped of their own histories, they fill up a
timeless history thanks to a gesture thar relates them to an eternal present.

Camprosio: At the ourser of this interview, [ attempted o pin down the socio-logical dynamic
of your project and you replied by situating it with respect to two fields, the artistic and the
academic, which function as social agents of legitimation. Afterwards, however, your com-
ments increasingly followed the path of an inward reflection on your project. You seem 1o
want to avoid analyzing your position within the field of symbalic production and to return
to the more reassuring terrain of the internal logic which underlies your work. Insofar as this
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observation is true, we might see your anthropalogical discourse as a ruse, as an attempt to
shield yourself as producer from the objectifying discourse of the sociologist.

Tonas: Not at all. The displacement you detect in my comments was prompted by the need
to render intelligible the straregy 1 adopted with respect to the two fields, both within each
and in my movement berween them. All artistic, anthropological and photographic forms
of knowledge, as we know, represent instances of social activity. While my discourse may
scem to privilege an internal logic with respect to an external “socio-logic,” this shouldn’t be
seen as a ruse that attempts to remove me from the horizon of the sociological gaze, because
one cannot subtract oneself from ‘its” ficld of interest, but only make oneself ineelligible in
terms of this interest. What I have tried to explain, bath in my work and in my response 1o
your questions, is my attempt to pinpoint the question of the education of the Western gaze
as it has become clear to me. At the centre of my work is an attempt to subvert the problem
that is at the heart of the education of the Western gaze: the inscription of a subject/image.
My strategy consists of enquiring directly into the logic of such an inscription. In a world of
visual models, my approach defies a system of education; a simple gesture of negation allows
me to explore certain aspects of the sociocultural and political anatomy of this question.
The success, or lack thereof, of my approach can only be measured by the interest or lack
of interest it provokes in others. As for myself, 1 have never stopped being interested in the
socio-anthropological implications of this approach, even when [ try to distance myself from
them. You mustn’t forget that these implications are instances of the socio-logical objectifying
gaze. And, after all, your question is also the product of this objectifying interest.

Alberto Cambrosio is a sociologist of science who now teaches at McGill University. In 1984 he
taught at the Université du Québee 3 Montréal,

“Translared by Timothy Barnard

Tlheis sexct was arigioally published wnder the title "David Tomas, Pour une pratique négavive de la photagraphie : entretien
avee Allerto Cambrosio” in Pavachute, 37 (1984-85), 4=8, [t bas been rdi'm'fﬁr e present Iﬂar.i-ffrd.rfa».
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