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Introduction

Has the future slowed down?  Since the sixties media theorists have in large part been rewriting McLuhan
.  The power of the global media to change the world has been confirmed by the changed world.  Whilst there can be little doubt about the influence of the internet as the apogee of the electronic revolution the process does not seem to have progressed at the exponential rate imagined since the sixties.  Nothing that has happened to the world has been a necessary function of the development of cyberculture.  It has merely confirmed cyber communications as one strand of global communications.  The dialectic that underpinned the nineteenth and a large part of the twentieth century has given way to morass of knowledge that denies understanding whilst promoting communication.  Communication now is not about understanding but rather is about swapping opinions.  

This essay will address the reasons for this in terms of technologically led art.  It argues that the essential nostalgia inherent in political and artistic discourse leads to a slow down in the advancement of western culture and begs us to hark back to an imagined utopian past.  The lack of ‘truth’ and ‘authenticity’ that pervades contemporary thought is a consequence of the reproducibility of knowledge and the consequent cheapening of knowledge as an artefact.  The first part of the essay briefly examines nostalgia and critiques of nostalgia, the second examines the development of immersive and interactive arts and finally, using examples from contemporary technologically led art, ‘nostalgia for the future’ is found to be the driver of change in the artists response to the electronic environment.

Nostalgia.

Nostalgia is an emotional response to circumstance characterised by a yearning for an idealised past.  Muehling and Sprott discussed the uses of nostalgia in advertising in a paper for the Journal of Advertising in 2004 
 in which they provide a useful historical survey.  The origins of Nostalgia can be traced back to the seventeenth century when Hofer produced his “Medical Dissertation on Nostalgia,” a psychological explanation for “homesickness”.  This sense of ‘Home’ is central to the explanation of Nostalgia, as is the interpretation of ‘Home’ as a place to which we return.  According to Muehling and Sprott, ‘Nostalgia has been examined in a range of behavioural research in the latter half of the twentieth century, including self-concept (Belk 1990, 1991; Davis 1979), brand loyalty (Olsen 1995), brand meaning (Brown, Kozinets, and Sherry 2003), the human senses (Hirsch 1992), consumption preferences (Holbrook 1993; Holbrook and Schindler 1991, 1994, 1996), literary criticism (Stern 1992), collective memory (Meyers 2001), and emotions (Holak and Havlena 1992, 1998), and has been touted in numerous business/trade publications as a highly effective and persuasive marketing/ advertising tactic (see, e.g., Naughton and Vlasic 1998).’ 

The examination of Nostalgia in consumer research and advertising concentrates on this active understanding of and positive reaction to the past that is characterized by Gasiorek in a paper on the The Politics of Cultural Nostalgia: 
 where he describes ‘a form of parodic nostalgia [that is created] by combining a powerful desire to return to a superseded past with a wry awareness not only that such a return is impossible but also that the imagined past was not quite so hallowed as the myth-making mind would wish’.  This ‘wry awareness’ is at the root of an understanding of nostalgia as a tool used by advertisers to sell products and also used by consumers to enhance the experience of the purchase.  ‘Wry awareness’ is also present in a contemporary culture redolent with nostalgia in our wistfulness when contemplating a ‘loss of innocence’.  Turner 
 describes this as ‘our nostalgia for a lost innocence’ having previously asked why ‘is mourning and nostalgia for the pop dead such an important component of popular culture?’    Alvin Toffler
 sees nostalgia as one escape from an increasingly uncertain and continually changing environment that he characterizes as ‘Future Shock’.  The literature of nostalgia repeatedly uses metaphors of escape and longing to suggest the reasons for its prevalence, indicating that it is possible not to be nostalgic.  There is an accepted opinion that ‘Whatever view is taken, there are grounds for a retreat into recent history on an episodic basis or, perhaps of more concern, as a major dimension of personal and social identity’.
 

Baudrillard, in discussing America as the apogee of simulation,
 highlights the nature of artistic production in the twenty first century.  Any creative endeavour must be rooted in memory even where it is deliberately not centered in history.  Art continually strives to overcome the impossibility of being present in the moment for beings who are condemned by temporality to draw their present from their past.  Heidegger addresses this temporality in Being and Time, where he identifies ‘Dasein’
 as the human entity in relation to its awareness of its own being.  Although Heidegger reasons that this ‘temporality’ is the continual ‘becoming’ of ‘Dasein’, its awareness of self as finite, it stands as a useful metaphor for the condition of creativity.  In manufacturing artifacts that stand as ‘art’ the human entity expresses its predilection to walk backwards into the future.  

In a paper delivered at the ICA towards the end of the last century,
 Baudrillard suggests that we should adopt an ironic attitude to history, value and technology, essentially to ourselves, and that this ‘would at last free us from the Heideggerian vision of technology as the effectuation and final stage of metaphysics; it would free us from all retrospective nostalgia for being,’
 Whilst Baudrillard only comments on the negativity he perceives in Heidegger’s analysis Heidegger argues that our finitude defines us, or would had we not forgotten it.  In essence the two arguments are not dissimilar, Baudrillard adopting the position of an ironic commentator on Heidegger’s presumption that we can change ‘Dasein’ through remembering.  

For Baudrillard nostalgia assumes its full meaning when there is ‘a proliferation of myths of origin and signs of reality; of second-hand truth, objectivity and authenticity’
. Baudrillard goes on to discuss the characteristics of this nostalgia as ‘an escalation of the true, of the lived experience; a resurrection of the figurative where the object and substance have disappeared. And there is a panic-stricken production of the real and the referential, above and parallel to the panic of material production.’
 In living in this state of nostalgia we are anxiously searching for something real and our panic drives us away from abstract considerations.  As a result of this we are driven to recreate rather than create and thus can only achieve simulation or simulacra.  

Baudrillard proposes this current state of nostalgia in Hystericizing the Millennium where he states that 

“Nostalgia was nice in the way it sustained the feeling vis-à-vis things that have taken place and could also branch out to encompass those that could come around again. It was beautiful as a utopia, as an inverted mirror of utopia. Beautiful in the way of never being fully complete, like a utopia never fulfilled. The sublime reference to origin in nostalgia is just as beautiful as the notion of the end in utopia. On the other hand, things stand quite differently when one is confronted with literal evidence of the end (where dreaming of the end is no longer possible), and with the literal evidence of origin (where the dream of origin can no longer persist). Today we have the means to implement our origin as well as our end. Through archaeology, we excavate and exhume our origin; with genetics, we reshape and custom design our original capital; through science and technology, we are already able to operationalize dreams and utopias of the most idiotic kind. We assuage our nostalgia and our utopias in situ and in vitro.” 

Technological Art

Art created through the intercession of Technology has been a part of artistic practice since man began to express himself.  Excluding Mime it could be argued that all art requires some form of technology.  For the purposes of this essay technologically led art is restricted to work that utilizes the characteristics of telematic communication, and more particularly that which engages with the Internet and Computer Mediated Communication.  The main feature of this work is that it seeks to engage the audience in the production of the artwork, and that it does this within a multimedia framework.

There is an assumption at the root of contemporary technological art that the creative impulse is utopian, this assumption is inevitably rooted in nostalgia. Roy Ascott discusses the birth and development of telematics (art that utilizes networked technology) “…telematics, while being the product of considerable technological innovation, equally can be seen to carry forward an aesthetic of participation and interconnectedness implicit in the developing strands of art practice during this century. Indeed, it constitutes in many ways a return to values expressed in the culture of the very distant past.”
  For Ascott and the pioneers of telematics the apparent paradigm shift from the individual to the collective in authorship (after Barthes told them the author was dead) redefined the function of art in society and indeed promised the redefinition of society itself.  The promise so anticipated in the late seventies and early eighties has led to a nascent anti copyright movement but has failed to bring about the organic ‘net’ that makes every participant active.

The principal restriction placed on creative practitioners is that art references art.  Art is historicized developmentally, one movement building on another, throughout western history.  On those occasions when a radical departure is conceived it can easily be seen that this too builds on another, past, source.  The cubist revolution of Picasso and Braque that built on the oceanic sculptures in the Louvre are only one example.  The general rule is that as a new generation of artists encounters adolescence and a society it considers moribund another culture is appropriated to broaden horizons and allow further development.  Whereas in previous years this could reasonably be based in encounters with the history of different races in our time the appropriation is based in cultures of science, technology and, tautologically, culture itself.  One trend in technologically led art today is to engage in the social engineering that Ascott described, in that it seeks to link humanity together against the ubiquity of corporate politics.  In his 1962 essay “Opera Aperta”
 (Open Art) Umberto Eco suggested the work of art was no longer a message but was instead, an arrangement of possibilities.  According to Eco an image is the sum of its interpretations, according to all of its observers.  Eco suggested that “ the task of an open artwork is to give us a picture of discontinuity; it doesn't tell of it.  It is it”
 

The idea of ‘open art’ suggests the ‘happenings’ described by Allan Kaprow
 in the late 1950’s where art is an ever changing ‘work in progress’, “a narrative created by audience participation”
 This search for immersion and for the work to exist through the actions of the audience rather than the artist continues to be an ideal for technologically led art.  As such it fictionalizes the experience of art and removes the work from the sphere of imagination.  As Baudrillard points out, ‘Fiction is not imagination. It is what anticipates imagination by giving it the form of reality. This is quite opposite to our own natural tendency which is to anticipate reality by imagining it, or to flee from it by idealizing it. That is why we shall never inhabit true fiction; we are condemned to the imaginary and nostalgia for the future.’ 

The desire for a form of open art is expressed in western culture from Wagner’s Gesamtkunstwerk
 onwards through the futurists to Burroughs’
 speculations on the future of the novel and innumerable definitions of interactivity and suggestions for a new paradigm.  The accepted critique is that this indicates the beginnings of multi-media, although the possibilities for interaction with the audience would have been anathema to Wagner.  The new paradigm began to emerge in the late 1950’s and early 1960’s with happenings and events that suggested that the artist as genius was no longer required.  The critical discourse in interactive and immersive art suggests that this is now firmly the case although the ‘art world’ per se has yet to catch up with this.

Peter Lunenfeld
 points out that ‘With the author dead, creative genius has been replaced by irony.’  Lunenfeld goes on to discuss the lack of a ‘killer app’
 for internet art and addresses the lack of a defining artistic creation for telecommunications, as he puts it ‘there is no telephone opera’
.  It is perhaps obvious that the reason for this is that the telephone is not an art object, it is a communication device, moreover it has not been usurped by other communications devices.  Indeed Lunenfeld himself considers the telephone to have become ‘sexy’ again.  Much as the artists who engage with them would like telecommunications to be at the forefront of art the activity can only be secondary to the function of the media.  In the eyes, or ears, of the user the function of the telephone is not to listen, it is to talk.  This is fundamental to the nature of communications technology; it is used to exchange opinion.  In exchanging opinions the function of exchange is largely to offer, rather than to accept.  A trawl of the myriad discussion groups and listservs indicates that even the most vociferous and argumentative groupings quickly resolve into forums for the like minded.  Thus the artistic work conducted through the internet is stymied by the interaction that it perceives as its fuel.  Work that utilizes the properties of computer mediated communications, Douglas Davis’s Sentence
 or Bonnie Mitchell’s Chain Reaction
 merely ask users to add to an existing image or text string to make it bigger, or to ‘reflect the multiplicity of the experience’
.  
It is hard to imagine any examples where a work of art is created effectively from, or using, a piece of equipment that retains its primary use throughout the process.  The representation of a piece of equipment is not the equipment; the camera is not the photograph, the work created from the responses to the web survey, is not the survey.  Komar and Melamid
 devised a web based questionnaire that asked questions associated with personality quizzes, what’s your favourite colour? And so on, along with absurd questions like do you prefer paintings with animals? And if so do you prefer wild animals or domestic animals? They then created paintings based on the responses to the quiz grouped according to the respondents country, thus you could have Americas favourite painting.  The artwork is not dependant upon the tools of its gestation to exist, or at least only in so far as the artists chose to limit its existence to the results gained through the use of particular tools in its gestation.  It would be realistic to imagine that the same thing could have been done using a different mechanism to gather information.

The fundamental characteristic of this art is that it examines the product of communication whilst purporting to examine the nature of it.
  The art that results from this kind of interactivity happens more quickly because of telecommunications, but does not intrinsically happen because of telecommunications.  It is apparent that despite the desires of artists for the contrary the art is not in the exchange of information speedily over geographically great differences but in the use of the information once it has been gathered.

There is a trend in the development of contemporary art that points to the engagement of community in the creation of cultural artifacts.  In itself this trend naively dismisses the way culture is created.  It is unlikely, if not impossible, that works of real significance arise from committees.  The result of consultation is two fold, firstly it works towards the goldwynisation
 of art and secondly it dismisses the idea of the artist as genius.  Works that engage everyone in their creation of necessity call on the experiences of those most voluble in the committee process.  Specifically that experience must refer backwards and is thus nostalgic.  

Art and Nostalgia

The Canadian artist Janet Cardiff creates installations and walking pieces that are mainly audio based.  The audience experiences these works through wearing a Walkman or interacting with sculptural pieces.  In Louisiana Walk #14 the participant dons the Walkman and walks through the sculpture park of the Louisiana museum.  The sound guides the user through the space creating a tension between the real soundscape and the sound track.  The piece soon suggests that the participant is engaged in a narrative that plays on this distinction between the real and the imagined.  Such soundscapes inevitably place the participant in the position of witness, but witness to something that has happened in the past, or perhaps will happen in the future.  In this regard the work can be described as inhabiting a virtual space, part here and now, part then and there.  “Cardiff's tour invokes ghostly presences in the museum, overlaying the viewer's "present" with her observations of the same place at a previous time. In this way, the space between two temporalities - like the space between two thoughts - becomes at once a practiced and revelatory space”
 This invocation is a fiction, Fisher’s view that Cardiff overlays the present with her previous observations is only a part of the truth.  In fact Cardiff constructs a fiction that references other fictions – in most cases film noir – and interleaves this with the ‘present’ of the recording.  The effect is a layered aural framework that is further layered by the experiences and memories of the participant at the time of their listening.  The aural framework of a Cardiff piece is redolent of nostalgia; the participant becomes a witness to the integration of the narrative into the present space and necessarily considers the events suggested by the sounds to be ‘ghosts’ of previous events. 

The Sound Artist Bill Fontana was born in Ohio in 1947.  Throughout his career Fontana has explored ambient sound and most particularly its musicality and meaning when taken out of its normal context.  For the centenary of the Brooklyn Bridge in 1983 Fontana relocated the sounds the bridge’s structure emits in response to traffic to the plaza at the base of the World Trade Center.  Recording devices were placed in the struts of the bridges structure and the sounds relayed by telephony to speakers in the plaza.  As Fontana himself explains it ‘The physical and spatial relationships of the humming sound to the architectural scale of the World Trade Center towers altered the acoustic scale of the humming. This alteration of scale gave the humming sound of the Brooklyn Bridge a new spectrum of possible acoustic meanings.’
  Fontana creates new relationships between the sounds and the people who hear the sounds due to the differences in acoustics at the new site and the dissociation created by an unnatural ambience.   In the context of the this presentation the sounds transmitted also included the celebrations, boats hooting, choirs and music, the noise of parades, that marked the centenary in more traditional manner.  The aspect of this that most clearly approaches nostalgia is the sense of dislocation, of being somewhere else.  The mind seeks to connect the sounds to physical phenomena and the imagination seeks context and location.  This aspect of nostalgia led Fontana to explore the Anhalter Bahnhof, a disused train station in Berlin, in the autumn of 1983.  Fontana suggests that the space behind the disused station ‘seemed strangely quiet, as if haunted by the sounds of trains and people.’
  And he resolved to recreate this acoustical haunting.  Speakers were placed at the Köln Hauptbahnhof, then the busiest train station in Europe, and the sounds relayed, in real time, to the Anhalter Bahnhof.  The speakers were buried in the field to replicate the placement of tracks and platforms and the sounds reputedly created a realistic impression of the field as a train station. The sensation in the audience, which in contrast to the Cardiff pieces is a group of people, is to be placed in a present that suggests the past.  In reality the audience are listening to another place at the same time, but the absence of physical reference transmutes the experience to memory.

Both Fontana and Cardiff explore the relationship between sound and memory and sound and imagination.  In essence the audience is taken to a new space, a space of the imagination, and asked to contemplate the variety of experience created by the interplay between the here and now and the then and there, perhaps the now and then and here?  The argument of Baudrillard, examined earlier, that adopting an ironic attitude to technology, value and history would free us from ‘all retrospective nostalgia for being’
 is stymied by our inability to be free of the past.  In experiencing anything at all we are bound to reference our own histories and use this imaginative process to place ourselves in a spatial context.  Sound in particular forces us to be present and to reminds us of our physicality.

In ‘Snap to Grid’ Lunenfeld asks ‘how do we reason or feel our way vis-à-vis the TechnoCulture without relying too heavily on a perspective focused on the past?’ 
  He seeks to address this question by explaining the different strands of criticism that address developments in technoculture. From the ‘neo-luddites’, through ‘Digital Dialecticians, Vapor theorists’ and ‘Lexicographers of the Future/Present’ and ending on ‘Hyperaesthetics in Real Time’
.  His motivation is to establish a mode of dialogue that addresses the frighteningly fast pace of development in technoculture that apparently denies the ability to analyse because it refuses to stand still for long enough.  He argues that the dialectic of hyper reality needs to take place in real time and that aesthetic theory evolves directly in the discussions on listservs and in online discussion generally.  While acknowledging the immediacy of progress his suggestion that this can be done without reference to, or focus on, the past, is difficult to square with the way the aesthetics of hyper reality are transcribed by artists.  What technocultural developments have allowed artists to exploit more fully than at any time in history is the ability for a piece of work to be conceived as being different for each individual viewer.  This is not to say that a work was not always different for each viewer, but that the various methodologies available to techno art practitioners allow this concept to be central to the artwork.  Both Cardiff and Fontana illustrate this aesthetic very directly.  Cardiff’s work is inevitably different as it is experienced singly.  The ‘viewer’ dons a head set and walks in an environment with a different ambience than any other ‘viewer’, he/she experiences the narrative in more or less the same way but accesses his/her own memories whilst doing so.  In Fontana’s work the audience experience the same sounds with the same ambience at the same time, but because of a lack of visual reference associate sounds in their own way, make connections individually and understand the dislocation inherent in the work on their own.

But what of artists that create work that directly exploits the technology of communications, or telematics?  

‘To engage in telematic communication is to be at once everywhere and nowhere. In this, it is subversive. It subverts the idea of authorship bound up within the solitary individual. It subverts the idea of individual ownership of the works of imagination. It replaces the bricks and mortar of institutions of culture and learning with an invisible college and a floating museum the reach of which is always expanding to include new possibilities of mind and new intimations of reality.’ Roy Ascott quoted by Lovejoy p. 212

Roy Ascott suggests that in telematic communication the participant exists multiply, in an environment where collaboration is essential.  The telematic artwork is the collaborative act, be it visual, aural, tactile…  It exists in the realities of the separate locations of the participants and in the virtual space they inhabit together.

The notions of telematics and telepresence began to gain importance for interactive media art in the late1980s. Telepresence allows the viewer parallel experiences in three different spaces at once: 1. in the 'real’ space in which the viewer's body is physically located; 2. per tele-perception in the «virtual, simulated visual space reproducing a fictional or real, remote visual sphere; and 3. per tele-action at the physical location of the «data work or even of a robot controllable over one's movements or equipped with a sensory apparatus over which one can find one's bearings.

Since the late eighties the pioneers of telematics have made extravagant claims for a new world order based on the ‘co-creating [of] non-imperialistic, multi-cultural or domestic agendas for community or global scale aesthetic endeavors’
 The idea is to change the essence of communication through the non-commercial exploitation of new technology, to use ‘new’ media to create a ‘new’ world.

In common with twentieth century philosophy and media commentary the play of language drives the agenda.  The desire to use media to mediate in an unmediated space is a central political plank of the major developers of this form of art.  As is already shown Ascott and Galloway/Rabinowitz see the form as a conduit for social change.  Other players such as Robert Adrian X used telecommunications to ‘«create individual access to telecommunications media and to develop strategies for their artistic deployment. The artistic dimension of the overall project consists precisely however not in creating special objects–‹artworks›–with means such as fax, but in establishing dialogical interchange relationships, that is to say: special relations among the participants who ‹produce› communicative occurrences.»’

Telematics essentially describes the means to create the space, the space is where the ’work’ exists, the ’work’ is ephemeral, existing in an undefined elsewhere, Ascott’s ’everywhere and nowhere’.   The net result of this is the same as for Fontana and Cardiff and it is perhaps a truism that the aesthetic that informed art through the sixties pervades in the development of telematic art.  

The practitioners of telematic art are overt in their statements around the nature of their work.  The work exists in the minds of the viewers.  In the same way as in the work of Cardiff and Fontana the viewer constructs an understanding of the experience and that is the artwork.  This directly harks back to Eco’s ideas of Opera Aperta.  The difference in approach is accentuated in the way, according to Robert Adrian X, in telematics the work exists in the establishment of ‘dialogical interchange relationships’.  Very directly for telematic artists, the medium is the message.

Conclusion

‘That which withers in the age of mechanical reproduction is the aura of the work of art’

According to Benjamin the authenticity of an image is diminished by its reproduction.  The advent of the technoculture changed the aesthetic of art to one where authenticity and aura are no longer major signifiers of art.  The reproducibility of image, and indeed experience, renders the aesthetic of genius redundant.  Is it no longer true to suggest that an individual artist engages in a singular vision?  

An increasingly apparent consequence of the growth in computing technology has been the dominance of the written word.  There is a notorious shortage of academic research into the way people use the Internet.  In 2004 Norman h. Nie, Alberto Simpser, Irena Stepanikova, and Lu Zheng prepared a paper titled ‘How Do Americans Use The Interent In Their Daily Lives?’
 And found that 57% of their respondents used their time online for communication.   Given the nature of, and desire for, communication and the development of the technology it is not surprising that the internet in particular has emerged as an epistolary medium
.  Authenticity is an aspect of the individuality of a thing, how close it is to being unique.  Words are exchanged in a format that would once have been valued but now, by its ubiquity, has become valueless.  Images similarly are easy to create and distribute.   

As we have seen earlier Lunenfeld has suggested that ‘creative genius has been replaced by irony’
, and as Baudrillard suggests that we need to adopt an ironic approach to ourselves to free us from our ‘retrospective nostalgia for being’
, critical discourse suggests that nostalgia is no longer at the centre of technoculture aesthetics.  The argument is that Baudrillard’s suggestion has been taken up and that the Heideggerian dialectic of technology has been superseded by an ironic futurism.  Artists have become intellectuals in the slightly cynical world-weary manner that underpins post modernism.

Is it not rather the case that culture requires heroes?  Baudrillard et al establish their identity by being the ones who know what’s going on.  In commentating on the lack of authenticity inherent in technoculture they suggest that in order to cope we must stand outside culture.  In analyzing the signifiers of culture commentators diminish the value of being present in it.  The important thing to contemplate is the possibility of not being present in culture.  Can Baudrillard, or indeed any of us, stand outside looking in?  

In 1968, Bruce Nauman
 produced a spare sculptural installation consisting of an empty room with a single tape recording playing on a loop.  A voice repeats, at varying degrees of emphasis, the phrase ‘get out of my mind, get out of this room’ the viewer is ordered to leave.  Nauman’s work neatly sums up the experience of technoculture and sums up the difficulty of encountering its intangible aesthetic.  
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