Origins of Multimedia and Interactive Art in the United States:
NEW FORMS, MATERIALS, ATTITUDES

[Begins with quotations by three men who were at various times on the faculty at Black Mountain College] 
“nothing is possible without doing it”
Charles Olson, Poetry and Truth (64) [1, possibly read at top & scroll down to description]
“A multiphasic experience sought a multiphasic form”
Robert Duncan, The New American Poetry (435)

"The art work is not a thing, not a static object; rather, it is the process of interaction among receiver, performer, and composer. All three are equally important, equally indispensable, but the composer is only an initiator in the last analysis and, after the performance the work exists at one flash, a memory, finally independent of the time it took to reveal it."

John Cage [mention 24, ubu, and 15, indeterminacy]

The history of multimedia can be described as a field of experimentation involving new procedures, media, methods and aesthetics. It is an undisputable fact that Black Mountain College—an experimental college that hired an extraordinary faculty which was open from 1933 to 1957 in the foothills of the Appalachian Mountains in North Carolina—is the site where multimedia art and literature were first intensively practiced in the United States, at least two decades before computers became popularized.
 [link 2] Today I will begin by introducing some of the general philosophies and pre-digital multimedia events that transpired at Black Mountain, then trace subsequent developments in layered art that precede use of computers before discussing the ways in which computerized expression may fall in line with this lineage. [link 3] As you can tell by now, this discussion has a companion website that organizes links to various relevant sites on the World Wide Web, some of which we will look at during this lecture, and a list of keywords to use for future reference at http://web.njit.edu/~funkhous/mmu/1, which includes historical resources, including a couple of timelines and definitions that I think you will find helpful. [links 20, 21/17, 25]

A historical and theoretical aspect of importance in this discussion is Walter Benjamin's idea that, "One of the foremost tasks of art has always been the creation of a demand which could be fully satisfied only later" (237). This view resulted from Benjamin's belief that Dada attempted to create by pictorial--and literary--means the effects which the public would later seek in film.
 [link 22] I mention this quote to suggest that the professors and students at Black Mountain were striving to achieve, by mixing different media, something that could only be rudimentarily realized at the time, although it can now be easily accomplished in the digital sphere. What was happening in the mid-twentieth century in terms of the development of art was that the slow mechanical nature of a linear, sequential process was not equipped to deal appropriately with an environment whose circuitry provides a total electric field and simultaneity of events. The Black Mountain vision for education and presentation of art—with its emphasis on process and materials—required a capability to act, to create, change, and recover particular encounters within the developing body of knowledge. 
[link 4] The other imperative of the college was to serve as a progressive educational institution. "We have no inclination to play at being Greeks, Troubadours, or Victorians; for we consciously belong to the second third of the Twentieth Century," writes Josef Albers in an early Black Mountain leaflet (Harris xix).
 [fn, mention 5] The fundamental goal of Black Mountain was to function as an integrated community, which would interact in a variety of settings, and "believed it wise to pay attention to past experience, and to keep all formulations tentative" (Duberman 25). When Charles Olson became leader of the school in the early 50s, its poetics were further articulated; Olson writes, in "A Draft of a Plan for the College" [1956]: "It is not the appreciation or the listening or the creation of music, but the work side of music as of dance--the direct necessity of either, if you make, as we do, work in writing and theatre pivot on process." (Byrd 65) Olson is referring to the clearly processual and multi-layered art which developed at the school over time, which Robert Creeley described as, "a way of thinking of the process of writing that made both the thing said and the way of saying it an integral event." (Creeley 76) 
To describe one example of the type of work nurtured at the school, which is usually credited as being the birth of multimedia arts in the United States, I quote the "Foreword" by unconventional composer John Cage in his book SILENCE, which describes the famous performance this environment led to: 
At Black Mountain College in 1952, I organized an event that involved the paintings of Bob Rauschenberg, the dancing of Merce Cunningham, films, slides, phonograph records, radios, the poetries of Charles Olson and M.C. Richards recited from the tops of ladders, and the pianism of David Tudor, together with my Juilliard lecture, which ends: "A piece of string, a sunset, each acts."
The maximization of resources which occurred at Black Mountain was a crucial and direct influence on performance art and poetry in the United States after the Second World War. These developments in twentieth century art and poetry, undoubtedly influenced by dada and other precursors, result from the technological ability for the composer to allow and/or control numerous variables of the human senses within the framework of a performance situation or any sort of presentation. A preoccupation with and desire for effect upon an audience is what leads creative minds to multimedia. As former Black Mountain faculty member Robert Creeley wrote in the Introduction to the Poetry In Motion II cd-rom, "...poets particularly need to be heard, need an active and defining presence, need physical sound and sight" (n. pag.).
 [link 16] At Black Mountain, this was not only a possibility, but a requirement. 

[link 6] A trajectory of multi-layered expression in the United States has kept in-step with the localized activities at Black Mountain, and came to be known as “Intermedia” work, a concept that is defined by Dick Higgins in his book Horizons: “When two or more discrete media are conceptually fused, they become intermedia. They differ from mixed media (q.v) in being inseparable in the essence of an artwork” (138). [mention 18, interview/chart] Through the late 50s and 60s, the arts were juxtaposed through activities—known as "Happenings"—created by Allan Kaprow and FLUXUS. Kaprow was a student of Cage's, and saw the importance of breaking down separations between the arts. Happenings were art events that evoked symbolic and universal themes while at the same time integrally involved spectator participation. Artworks were also not restricted to museums or galleries, and were typically staged in public places. In general, artists did not strictly pre-plan events but instead outlined the conditions for an event and then let it play out on its own. [Refer to http://www.geocities.com/Athens/Acropolis/5422/kaprow.html] [link 7, read description of first happening on site]
[link 8] Fluxus artists focused on performance and also emphasized the projection of clear concepts through the implementation of simple actions. As in Happenings, the artwork depended upon the performance of viewers, who participated in the artwork. Obviously, including the audience was a radical departure from traditional performance, where there was a finite division between the performers and the audience. Higgins’ “A Winter Carol - Contribution #6” is an example of one such piece. The instructions, as detailed on Petr Kazil’s “Adventure Art” website were: “Any number of people may perform this composition. They do so by agreeing in advance on a duration for the composition, then by going out to listen to the falling snow.” [show MMU library book, Thomas Kellein’s FLUXUS (Thames & Hudson, 1995)]
[index] In literature and other expressive forms that involved language, while there are certainly variances in approach, similar activities would later be carried out by writers involved with The Living Theater, the Judson Dance Theatre and other groups. Jackson Mac Low, Jerome Rothenberg, Carolee Schneemann, and David Antin are writers who used multiple voices and sounds in formal or informal communal poetic events. Purveyors of the Black Arts Movement also recognized the value of multi-layered performances. Amiri Baraka's late 60's collaboration with Sun Ra's Arkestra, A Black Mass, would be but one of many examples where collaborative, intermedia forms would arise in the spirit of Black Mountain. Allen Ginsberg describes the "glorious ferment" in New York in this period in the "Foreword" of the Out Of This World anthology, writing, "The literary, musical, and cinematic avant-garde, as well as civil rights, censorship, and minority problems, all came together at one point, one spot in time, in the early sixties" (Waldman xxvi). Many particular aspects of the Black Mountain continuum solidify and make clear the importance of performative and intermediary forms in the latter part of the twentieth century.  
[link 9] While Black Mountain College fell into demise in the 1950s, other collegiate programs, such as Rutgers University in New Jersey, began to introduce participatory art into its curriculum, and inevitably, by the late 1960s high tech, interactive art began to emerge as a result of various corporate sponsored events. The first such events, called "9 Evenings: Theatre and Engineering," were organized by Billy Kluver and Robert Rauschenberg in 1966. In this collaborative event, Bell Labs engineers and artists such as Cage, Robert Whitman, Yvonne Rainer, Deborah Hay, and Rauschenberg designing new uses for technologies such as infrared video and wireless radio transmitters. The level of interest shown in the event led to the formation of an organization called Experiments in Art and Technology (E.A.T) that facilitated artists and engineers meeting and collaborating between 1967 to 1993. [links 10, 11]

A capacious if not curious alternative approach to intermedia arts—mostly speculative at the time—began to develop in the 70s and still occupies our attention in the present. Ted Nelson writes in Dream Machines [1974]: "...a very basic change has occurred in presentational systems of all kinds. We may summarize it under the name branching, although there are many variants. Essentially, today's systems for presenting pictures, texts and whatnot can bring you different things automatically depending on what you do" (44). [link 12] In the 1960s and 70s, Nelson promotes the computer as a mechanism which collects and organizes disparate texts, and suggested the terms "hypertext" and "hypermedia" for presentational media which performs in multi-dimensional ways. Several writers have subsequently chosen to adopt cybertext as a term which attempts to broaden yet create a unified field for computerized and other interactive texts. 

[link 13, mention Fuller’s presence, the model of the geodesic dome as a metaphor for multimedia composition] Contemporary artists using digital multimedia gain the ability to mechanically process and cross-index amounts and types of information inconceivable to artists, writers, scholars of previous generations. A movement toward encompassing multiple forms through electronic networks is appropriate anywhere where the artistic milieu is energetic, varied, and surrounded by various forms of media. Though art and writing have always been layered, and "branched" in certain senses, increasingly computer technology has come to play a role in the projection and performance of a poetry of layers. With hypertext, writes Michael Joyce, "The text becomes a present tense palimpsest where what shines through are not past versions but potential, alternate views." (3) A range of intertextual associations, and graphical combinations become possible via the computer screen.

[index] Of course, it is a radically different situation to be in front of a computer "reading" than it is to be in an audience witnessing a performance: an abstraction exists in the absence of the presence of a group or human energy. Among concerns that exist at present regard the new media's ability to effectively enact a transference of experience and art. Can digital multimedia possibly carry the gestalt or community of Black Mountain? If not, it can, at the very least, carry the blend of media in publication form and, more importantly, lend itself to some of the important artistic methods and philosophies at the core of Black Mountain philosophies. In fact, technological/hypermedia manifestations of literature and art practically demand intermediary collaborations. Creative modes of "interactivity," expansive databases, and knowledgeable designs for digital multimedia relieve some of the obvious concerns about art relying on computer interface for effective transmission. Meaning is revealed or evoked through the programmatic, yet malleable, transmission of the "performance."   

Artists associated with Black Mountain were able to create a matrixed/non-matrixed multi-layered field for art. With the development and proliferation of mass-media, electronic networks, and hypermedia, terms for performance have unquestionably shifted since the 50s. It is impossible to suggest that computers are a catalyst for various circumstances and ideal possibilities described above. Still, the increased number of parameters in simultaneous projections and sounds enabled by new media imply new combinatorial creative procedures resulting from art, music, and writing which cannot rely implicitly on either unique approach. Nevertheless, nothing like a Black Mountain poetry or poetics exists in cyberspace to this date.   

The success of multimedia depends on content and a constructive and passionate energy put forth by the author or composer. Conceivably, it could be decades before anyone finds a way to synthesize a grand poetic vision and the computer. We do know for a fact that electronic composition, vast storage and telecommunications systems now allow for different types of poetic literature to be designed and created. These new systems have the potential to transplant the most effective attributes of the old techniques into the new in a process of using "a word" to absorb and transmit a voice or vision outward.

[link 14] Using Black Mountain as a model for such artistry demands further scrutiny. Charles Olson, directing Black Mountain at its very end, states his conception of the school: "What Black Mountain College sets itself to do is to breed the first-rate alone. And it does it by opposing, as of knowledge, the particular to the general; as of the person, the common to the special; as of culture and belief, the active to spectatorism..." (Harris 180). The first consideration here, toward the development of progressive forms for expression, of favoring the particular over the general, is not a problem. At the same time, according to Harris, just before Black Mountain closed, "Olson formulated what was by far the most visionary of his schemes for the college. The new college, described by Robert Duncan as the center of a 'dispersed force,' would retain a nucleus faculty...and sponsor a program of satellite projects...located in cities all over the world" (180). The location of such a poetics may be precisely and effectively enacted through the electronic passages and connectivity enabled by machines. Conflation of these electrified communities may be debatable because the artistic activity at Black Mountain stemmed from a physical and living space. A digitized presentation of poetry in a non-spatial, non-cotemporal form might even be considered by some to be antithetical to the purposes of Black Mountain. In contrast, I see it as an opportunity to renovate an innovative the arts, useful to persons interested in expression that is comprised of varied activities happening independently of one another. Spontaneous, creative, potentially globalized approaches may be simulated by computer processes, as a disembodied poetics grows cross-culturally.


Multiplex is precisely the word which defines the context of cybertext in the current creative and technological moment. [link 19] Multiple layerings, and the use of telephone circuitry and television receiving equipment capable of carrying two or more distinct signals, are symptomatic of a growing body of literature today. A potential inclusivity, anthological and transgenral, exists through the media's layering abilities. We have reached a point in the age of mechanical reproduction where the demands of the multi-layered poetry born at Black Mountain can be at least immaterially satisfied by manifestations from the new machines. It is an extremely demanding, highly processual, type of work but the tactics and machinery are in place to invent a vibrant poetry as a result of the invention and proliferation of digital media. Given the computer's ability to be programmed to create, change, and recover particular encounters within a textual body of knowledge and forms, it is possible that creative effects born at Black Mountain may be cooperatively carried to the present. 
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Notes





� Other important artists and thinkers that were on the faculty, who are not mentioned in this essay, are Josef and Anni Albers, Robert Motherwell, Franz Kline, Alfred Kazin, Merce Cunningham, Ilya Bolotowsky, Jacob Lawrence, Gwendolyn Knight, Willem de Kooning, M.C. Richards, Paul Goodman, and Walter Gropius. Albert Einstein and William Carlos Williams were among the entities on the school’s board of directors. 


� Dada movement inspired later interactive artists was because the Dadaists departed from painting as it was known historically and placed more of an emphasis on ideas through the appropriation of media and modern technology.


� The website designmatrix.com describes Albers as: “Perhaps the world's foremost master of color is Josef Albers, whose paintings are essentially case studies in color, demonstrating how the same color can look radically different (or even how two different colors can look the same) depending upon their contexts” <http://www.designmatrix.com/pl/cyberpl/cic.html>.


� In fact, of all the utterly profound artists involved with Black Mountain, Creeley, whose collaborations with visual and musical artists are too numerous to mention, most embodied Olson's ideals in a continuum of a multi-layered poetry for over forty years, checking out "all the possibilities inherent in the physical situation and associative values pertaining" (Real 83-4). As editor of the Black Mountain Review and beyond, Creeley frequently included, and wrote about, visual works by the artists with whom he was associated; his music, and verbal "dancing", continuously explored the electric possibilities for poetry until his death in 2005. 





 





