9. English-language Summary

Postmateriality in Art

Indeterministic Art Practices and Non-Material Art

Doctoral Thesis

9.1. Introduction. Art that is not defined in time, space, material and authorship

9.1.1. Motivation

I would like to begin with my motivation for writing this thesis. The sphere of art is perceptible differently from the points of view of the creators of art and the reflectors of art.
 On the one hand, the vague, non-object, flowing world of creators associated with creative activity as a dependent process that ultimately may perhaps also materialise as physical art, and on the other hand, the object-oriented, physical world of artefacts with recognisable specific characteristics that is more typical of the reflectors of art and is based on factual or object-oriented art.

The discussion of art and artists on the basis of results and productivity has always seemed questionable to me. Although this is a simplifying point of view, artists can be very down to earth. It would be just as simplifying to view the reflectors of art simply as researchers of results, artefacts and objects. They could also be interested in process-based art, open creative work, and what takes place in the subtle spiritual and intellectual worlds of the artist or in theoretical historical and social processes in art.

As the second indication of personal motivation, I would point out the conception of a happening (on the basis of which an actual happening was carried out) that I wrote for art collector Matti Milius on 1 March 1985 and which was intended for the film Matti Milius’s Frantic Manifesto by Haralds Elceris. Its title was Zero Exhibition and its objective was to put on an exhibition of blank paintings that would mean playing out wishes and dreams:

„An exhibition of non-pictures, a display of zero paintings, works of art that embody the most – that which has not yet been started. The negation of an exhibition.”

I would like to mention my article Video Art (Almanac Kunst (Art), 73/1, 1989), which I wrote without having seen even a single international work of video art, as the third aspect of my personal motivation. Estonian video art did not yet exist as a collective practical experience of artists.

These three examples should frame three aspects of the relationship of the undersigned to the topics considered below. First, the aspect of subjective and intuitively „primitive” cognition that considers non-material creative work to be primary: a certain creative existence without boundaries that is not expressed in matter and facts; the second aspect is the personal experience of authorship and artistic experience, the aim of which has been the creation of „zero art”; and the third aspect is an example of the experience of the writer, where there were no actual contacts with what was passed on through the article.

The fourth, intellectual motivation is to discuss the essence and origin of technical, non-material, rule-based art and to examine those non-material and ephemeral processes that take place in the area between art, the artist and the public with the emphasis on new media art.
I would name the wish to place what is taking place in the Estonian art landscape in the context of international developments as my fifth motivator. This emerges more clearly in the 3rd chapter “The Multilocal and Immaterial Body of the Work of Art” and the 7th chapter “On Internet Art”. Here, however, I would like to disavow a certain position of the art historian, the deficiencies of which will undoubtedly be ascribed to the author. Having followed developments in the art world and new media in the 1990’s and reflecting them regularly in critical articles,
 I do not consider it necessary to be the chronicler of the art world and recorder of events in the final decade of the 20th century in this work. Generally speaking, the fostering of new media art and theory has been dealt with in Estonia during the 1990’s from both established (Soros Centre for Contemporary Art Estonia, Estonian Academy of Art) and marginal positions (French-Baltic video festivals, offline@online new media festivals, Non Grata vilm and fideo festivals) and it has achieved its culmination in official developments with the development of the Interstanding series of conferences into the ISEA with Estonian participation in 2004.
 I have not considered it necessary to include all this factological and detailed information in this work since it merits an entirely different kind of method of treatment that is in a certain sense altogether more continuous than the present study is, in which the author’s thought process frequently makes detours of a historical nature.
9.1.2. Problem and Objective

Is it possible, on the basis of the artistic subject matter described and analysed in this study, which I refer to as problems of post-material art
 – indeterministic and undefined artistic practice, nonmaterial art, new media and technological art that includes the authorship, materiality, representation and transmission of a work of art, the process of creating art, and the uniqueness of a work of art, to find an invariable factor that combines all of this?

My assertion is that art is not physical and material reality, but rather indefinable reality based on transient objects, variable materiality, and random or purposeful activity by way of matter (or its absence) and sometimes-active agents. Nowadays, art takes place in post-material space that ties physical objects, people, nations, institutions and communications networks together into a perpetually changing self-organising sphere and flowing space functioning between system and chaos. Art that is born in this environment can be referred to as non-material art.
The objective of this study is to render significant the vague and indefinable that lies between works of art, artists and works of art, artists, artists and the public, the material states of works of art, and objects that form a work of art. It is not defined and determined by time, space, material and authorship.
The determination of this field of study is one of the objectives of this study. Its second objective could be referred to as the specification and definition of certain recurrent patterns that can be noticed in art associated with new media. Its third objective is to observe non-material and open creative work in the context of art history as perpetual cultural practice that is part of human activity.

This kind of negation of artefact-oriented art studies is rational, regardless of its apparent contrariness, and contemporary in terms of its aspirations, dealing with art that at least in terms of its ambitions can be considered part of the vanguard. New media and new technology art deals primarily with problems and artistic practices, and is filled with experimentation. To a lesser extent, it deals with the creation of unique artistic products. The study of this intermediate area between objects and phenomena understandably cannot avoid those objects and phenomena themselves, their edges, without which this intermediate area would not exist.

This applies particularly nowadays in terms of studying telecommunicative discourse that is not possible to objectify. It is nevertheless possible to make it factual. The representationist reduction of the existing to mere data does not reveal the nature of phenomena, the manifestation of which is indirect or temporary. Understandably, it is possible to “comprehend” the intransient and invisible by studying formulation or the remaining data, indirectly in this event.

I aspire to observe defined artistic trends, not detached isolated cases. In discussing the origin of creative directions or art movements, both intentionality and spontaneity can be seen in their evolution. Movements of artistic practice originate through the unification of the desires, interests and practices of artists. These movements are formed into international trends by artists themselves, theorists or artistic institutions after the fact or in real time. A prerequisite for this is a critical mass of active participants or works of art. The selection proposals of institutions, or invitations based on the theme or technology of exhibitions or festivals can cause a commission-oriented phenomenon, and create a critical mass of works or artists that expands under favourable conditions into an international trend or movement.

It is apparently not possible to speak of movements in our contemporary post-media and post-industrial era in the meaning that we have been accustomed to reading about them in art history textbooks, as if it were an artistic fashion based on using one or another method. The art world is fragmented both vertically and horizontally in the sense that “low” and “high” art can exist in parallel and even in one and the same works, that top level art can take place in the periphery, that many ambitious major exhibitions can be less influential, that some retrospective exhibition of old art can be a more innovative event nowadays than an innovative contemporary exhibition. At the same time, since this study discusses digital, interactive art to a great extent, the position of this author is that high technological and highbrow cultural are not necessarily in correlation even in the case of art that has aspired to this. On the other hand, high technology is sometimes intentionally combined with “low” with playful intent, yet also with the wish to avoid conformation in this sphere.

To some degree, this study “contends with” stereotypes set in art history and writings about art, that a work of art is material, permanent, sedentary, that it has a certain author, that art is a comprehensible system, and that the best are at the summit of its hierarchy. I would like to bring the opposite to the forefront with the objective of making the overall picture more complete. Since I have come in contact with what contradicts the object-oriented and permanent in my artistic experience, my intuitive wish is to also demonstrate this. Nevertheless, it must be pointed out that human nature and culture cannot be changed since it is founded on memory. This means that we need anchor points in order to comprehend phenomena and interpret the results of human activity – facts, names, words, emotions, sensations of sensuous and mental origin that become raw material for consciousness in the creation of rational interpretations, theories, and other such “narratives” and “models”. The “scheme” for why something takes place, why people do things the way they do, why certain phenomena take place, is created on the basis of mental traces and their interpretation. Thus in the programmatic wish to demonstrate that art does not lie in objects and materiality, we have to accept human nature and the patterns according to which culture functions, which is founded on mental traces that occur according to sensory impressions from the material world of objects.

Nevertheless, we can notice persistent tendencies towards the dematerialisation of works of art and non-material art, which, as I will demonstrate below, take place through three approaches:

1) doing away with and dissolving objects of art, as we can see in conceptual and performance art,

2) the adoption of new artistic materials that we can observe since the 1950’s, and

3) the adoption of electronic media and digital technology, which has been taking place since the 1960’s. 

These developments should be seen as being interwoven within the framework of certain works and exhibitions.

While these phenomena have previously been viewed in terms of artistic movements, decades, or artists, in this work I would like to present more universal tendencies that pervade different eras, media, and ways of creating art as creative currents that are essentially non-material, processual, ephemeral and indefinable in other terms. I would refer to them as being post-material.

Post-material should be comprehended as post- but also as pre-object-orientation, nonmaterial, open, physically and temporally unlimited, also based on electromagnetic waves and digital code. The inner dominant of the concept of “post-material” is temporal and physical indefinability, as we see in art and creative practice that is not static in terms of objects and permanent in terms of matter. This should not necessarily be temporally associated with technological art phenomena of the last quarter of the 20th century, although the primary emphasis of this study nevertheless is on this period. As I demonstrate below, open creative practice that places its primary emphasis on process is universal, and figurative artistic work aimed at object-orientation and physical artefacts is historically recent.

I would avoid interpreting “post-material” in its social meaning as interest in recognition, belonging, society, a fuller life, self-realisation, happiness and other such aspirations and as the opposite of consumerism, as anti-consumerist ideologists use it. I would also analyse examples in this study that have come about through aspiration to oppose object art subject to marketing.

As I mentioned, human consciousness needs anchor points in order to describe the world and to discuss its own nature. These are sometimes the material “remnants” of creative activity, or works of art. This is the case even in the event of art where the aim of the author has been to focus on that which is not part of the object and on the nonmaterial. Here materiality is the nutritive soil for post-material discussions. This applies with particular clarity to the sphere of media art, where arguments concerning the concepts that define this art and “matter” have not yet subsided. Yet in the thirst of theorists for the absolute, one can arrive at quests for primary matter that are to some extent fruitless. When Armin Medosch
 proposes to name “electromagnetic waves and code” the material of media art, couldn’t one suggest that the reduction of the art of sculpture to its primary matter, in other words crystallised calcium carbonate – CaCO3 – which is what marble consists of, provides just as much clarity and feeling of security? What then would be the primary matter of bronze sculpture or oil painting? Yet as I describe below, non-object oriented art and works are considered nonmaterial first and foremost, in which case non-materiality is a metaphor. In this case, objective material manifestation is a means for manifesting and bringing forth an invisible-untouchable reality.

In his book The Language of New Media, Lev Manovich refers to his own method as “digital materialism”, tying together the terminology of art theory, literary theory, media studies, social theory and computer sciences.
 For him, this term is more for referring to a hybrid and multidisciplinary method, which we could conditionally also apply in denoting the art under consideration, primarily within the limits of digital art.

The answer to the natural question of what will ultimately change if art dematerialises, immaterialises, if the author is dissolved, if the objective is not the creation of an object of art, but rather an open process, can be that something will change but much will remain the same. Three aspects will change the most: first, the position of the public will be altered into that of a co-author; second, the artist’s position, as the one who presents the work of art as a participatory context, will also become a co-author and part-author, and third, a “universe” of different kinds of temporary works of art will come into being, a post-material environment where works exist thanks to the media used to represent and transmit them. 

The fact that in order to speak of phenomena including art, researchers and even artists themselves need anchor points in the form of objects, facts or words that form the basis for discussions of the material existence of a work of art and of the creative process, will remain the same.
9.1.3. Methodology, Theoretical Sources and Concepts

This thesis is composed of six parts. I introduce the problem and subject matter in the first chapter. Parts 2–6 are rewritten previous articles.
 The titles of the chapters have been left unaltered as they were in earlier publications since the writings are thematically directed at one sphere of interest, bearing in mind their congruence into a complete whole, and since they were written within the past two years.

This thesis represents a qualitative direction in research. It is based on overviews of literature concerning the history and theory of media art, catalogues, articles, and discussions that have taken place in e-mail lists, the search for associations and the presentation of contrasts. This is founded on my 20 years of contact with electronic art as both a critic and an artist, during which time I have both as a bystander and as a participant had to resolve questions that arise when new cultural phenomena and technologies become part of culture and that influence artists and the public. My method of research is to make generalisations on the basis of specific material. I use specific works and cases, analysing selected works in varying degrees of detail in order to come to conclusions on the basis of isolated facts, works of art, and artistic trends. I analyse and contrast the discussions of various authors, for which purpose I use multi-media information from the Internet in addition to written sources.

Edward A. Shanken has made the most serious attempt to present methodological points of view from the interdisciplinary sphere of research of art, science and technology in his writing Historicising Art and Technology: Forging a Method and Firing a Canon.
 In writing about the interdisciplinary sphere that he calls AST (Art, Science and Technology), he refers to Jack Burnham’s book Beyond Modern Sculpture: The Effects of Science and Technology on the Sculpture of This Century (1968), which has inspired him. Burnham, in turn, refers in his preface to Gottfried Semper and Alois Riegl. Shanken points out that the study of art history is by its nature an interdisciplinary undertaking, and studies are inevitably founded on history, philosophy, the sociology of science and technology, literary criticism, and synthetic methods of cultural studies, meaning mass culture, television and film, which has recently been applied by Sherry Turkle and Lev Manovich in analysing screen-based multi-media, and so on. Shanken cites examples from his own writing Art and Electronic Media (2002), defining spheres: Coded Form and Electronic Production; Motion, Light, Time; Networks, Surveillance, Culture Jamming; Simulations and Simulacra; Interactive Contexts and Electronic Environments; Bodies, Surrogates, Emergent Systems; Communities, Collaborations, Exhibitions, Institutions. This, then, is in his interpretation the sphere of art, science and technology. The methodologies for its study are more often than not synthetic.
In terms of literature, I rely on treatments and publications in which art is studied bearing in mind the factor of the indefinability of its materiality, technological nature, or authorship (S. Zielinski, U. Eco, D. Davies, S. Penny, L. Manovich, P. Weibel, O. Grau, E. Huhtamo, F. Popper, H. W. Franke, I. Arns, E. Shanken, P. Galanter, and others). The main referential spheres are media archaeology, the history of electronic art and media art, and the theory of new media. These spheres have formed as directions of research and terms over the course of the past 20 years. Parallel and competing terms are used in reference to them.

It pays to recall historical examples: volume II of Aesthetica by Max Bense was published in 1956 under the title Aesthetische Information. In 1965, he invented „generative aesthetics”, which contains a reference to Noam Chomsky’s „generative grammar”.
 Information Theory and Esthetic Perception, by Abraham Moles, was published in 1958. The word „information” is also used nowadays as Information Arts (see S. Wilson, Information Arts
). „Digital art”
 and „virtual art” (O. Grau) are also in use. Frank Popper uses the term „virtualism”. Mark Tribe and Reena Jana treat new media art as if it were a trend in art history in their book New Media Art.
 Bearing in mind non-existence, temporariness and non-materiality, which I emphasise in particular, I refer to the Finnish study of conceptual and performance art Katoava taide/Ephemeral Art,
 where ephemerality/transitoriness/temporariness is used rather as a covering metaphor, as it could also be spoken of in the case of digital art.

It is possible to find sub-spheres and subject terms among these more substantial concepts (new media art, virtual art, media art, information arts) that artists operate in, such as interactive art, telecommunicative art, telepresence art, bio-cybernetic art, experimentation with nanotechnology, A-life art, the creation of virtual agents and avatars, database art, software art, generative art, hybrid art, multi-media art, interactive film, transgenic art, and internet art. These can be considered sub-spheres of media art. I propose to refer to this sphere of study as the history and theory of media art. O. Grau believes that some of the above-mentioned sub-spheres belong to telematic, genetic and interactive-immersive art, which he refers to as virtual art.

The study of creative work and theory associated with art, science and technology is understandably interdisciplinary. The methodology for studying it is still evolving. O. Grau refers to the history of media art as image science and in his opinion, the interdisciplinary direction of study that deals with it combines art history, cultural studies, media and the history of science. In Grau’s opinion, the world of images and their creation around us has never before changed so rapidly as now.

In terms of the use of terminology, the objective is to rely on concepts that have stood the test of time, like „media art”. I point out „hybrid” and „multi-media” as examples illustrating the temporariness of terms.

The content of several terms may overlap or be consensual. Others may be temporary, artificial substitutes. Some terms may be altogether incorrectly interpreted. Take „immateriality” considered below. One author interprets the term as a metaphor and another strives to give it the content of an exact science. Immaterial art does not refer to the total annihilation of the materiality of a work of art, but rather to the disappearance of its objectness.

I mention Siegfried Zielinski’s book Archaeology of Medias
 as the most important of historical and theoretical sources. Important points of view from the cultural history of virtual reality are presented in Simon Penny’s article Virtual Reality as the End of the Enlightenment Project.

In terms of the point of view of the archaeology of media, I consider Erkki Huhtamo’s articles and his work as curator within the framework of the Alien Intelligence exhibition
 that took place in Kiasma in 2000 to be essential. The exhibition made media art expressive within its material and historical framework: exhibits ranged from automata from the 18th century to interactive installations from the 1990’s. Lev Manovich’s The Language of New Media 
 is an important source for analysing the roots of new media art. Oliver Grau’s Virtual Art
 places the activity of the virtual artists of the 1990’s in the context of historical illusion art. Frank Popper’s From Technological to Virtual Art
 is a continuation of the direction of interest of his previous studies, like Origins and Development of Kinetic Art (1968), Art, Action and Participation (1975) and Art of the Electronic Age (1993), the content of which is the detailed documentation of technological art and the activities of artists, and the drawing of conclusions.

In terms of theoretical context, which is the starting point of this study, I mention the collection of articles and exhibition catalogue Ästhetik der Absenz
 published by Ulrike Lehmann and Peter Weibel, which contains comprehensive texts about the „absence of art” and the „aesthetics of absence”. It places picture denial, the vanishing of the picture, immateriality, destroyed image, and space emptied of art in a context that we could perhaps refer to as „Anti-Art” according to Thomas McEvilley’s treatment of this theme.

Yet this approach reflects earlier strategies for the destruction of art and „immateriality”. Under the influence of Jean-François Lyotard’s exhibition Immateriality (1985), electrical-technological and material-based artistic experiments that denied art and broadened the boundaries of art emerged at the end of the 1980’s and continue to evolve in the digital art of the 1990’s and 2000’s. The topic of immateriality became altogether popular at the end of the 1980’s in association with new technologies.
 The Karlsruhe Centre for Art and Media Technology ZKM (Zentrum für Kunst und Medientechnologie) developed the topic of the „aesthetics of absence” into the exhibition „Iconoclash. Beyond the Image Wars in Science, Religion, and Arts” in 2000, attempting to provide an overview of the history of picture and image wars, and subject matter associated with new media.
I refer to the web page www.mediartnet.org of Media Art Net as an important source of information. This is the most exhaustive collection of texts on new media theory and history, to which a multi-media layer has been added. Historical works can be seen as pictures, sound and video, to say nothing of scholarly texts and documents. Its content is preserved in two books: Media Art Net 1: Survey of Media Art and Media Art Net 2: Key Topics.
 The web page netzspannung.org created specifically for researchers should also be mentioned. I consider the online archive of Ars Electronica
 to be essential, where the catalogues and conference collections since 1979 of Europe’s most prominent festival have been stored.

9.1.4. Technology, Material, Medium

Art and technology are interwoven as a consequence of the centuries-long activity of artists. The gravitation of attention towards the creator, author, maker, or altogether in the direction of the technical means for carrying out the work has frequently been brought about by a circle of artists, observers and researchers, who are convinced of the inevitability of developments. It is as if what went before ushers in the present. This can be observed in relation to the art, theory and writing of the history of new media.

The meaning of the means and the medium varies in the writings of different authors. Two interpretations emerge: the medium as material, and as a tool. We can add „medium” to them as an environment of electronic communication.

I nevertheless try to refrain from dealing with material as physical substance for the reason that it is a detached line of research, and the subject matter of means as material has been thoroughly studied in the treatment by Wolfgang Drechsler and Peter Weibel Malerei zwichen Präsenz und Absenz,
 and in the essay by Monika Wagner Das Material der Kunst. Eine andere Geschichte der Moderne.
 In some respects, the topic of physical material is important in the context of the present treatment where material becomes „non-artistic”, where material is a means for overcoming and abandoning materiality, an instrument for the destruction and denial of the picture, where it is not traditional material of figurative art.

9.1.5. Empirical Material

In terms of empirical material, I use works of art and exhibitions that I have seen over the past 15 years or so, the reflections of which can be found in the collection of articles by the undersigned The Screen as a Membrane.
 In particular, I single out exhibitions, museums and festivals of new media history and art that I have visited, like: ISEA 1995 (Montréal), ISEA 1998 (Liverpool, Manchester), ISEA 2000 (Paris), ISEA 2002 (Nagoya), ISEA 2004 (Helsinki-Tallinn), Interstanding conferences in Tallinn (1995, 1997, 1999); Ars Electronica festivals in Linz, Austria (1997, 1999, 2000, 2002, 2003, 2006, 2007), the Tokyo InterCommunication Centre media museum (1998, 2002), the exhibitions Alien Intelligence (Kiasma, Helsinki, 2000), Yves Klein. Air Architecture (Vienna MAK, 2005), Algorithmic Revolution (ZKM Karlsruhe, 2006), MindFrames (ZKM Karlsruhe, 2007), Yves Klein. Corps, Couleur, Immateriél. (Pompidou Centre, Paris, 2007), Mouvement des Images – Art, Cinema (Pompidou Centre, Paris, 2007), Bit international (ZKM Karlsruhe, 2007), Rom – offene Malerei. Das Materialbild im Italien der 1950er und 1960er Jahre (ZKM Karlsruhe, 2008), YOU_ser: The Century of the Consumer (ZKM Karlsruhe, 2008), to name the more major events with themes that mesh with this study. These exhibitions and events have allowed me to see 20th century art in its original form that has influenced the evolution of media art history and theory over the last twenty years.

I also refer to media art festivals and exhibitions that I have curated in the context of the international trend of software media art: curating the Estonian selection of the French-Baltic video festivals: 1994, 1996, 1997; the French-Baltic-Nordic Video and New Media Festival 1998; the 2nd offline@online International Media Art Festival 1999; M Cubed/M3, Painting and Multi-Media at the Tallinn Art Hall, January of 2001; In-Cinema conference and exhibition of interactive film at the Tartu Art Hall in 2004.

9.1.6. Field of Study: Defining the Indefinable

I could summarise my field of study using the following adjectives, which even overlap since they are both Estonian and foreign language words, and in this way more vividly characterise the area that is the object of this work. These words also characterise works of art, and ways of creating or receiving them: objectless, immaterial, dematerialised,
 without substance, transient, temporary, ephemeral, nonexistent, missing, mobile, variable, processual, multi-local (present in many places simultaneously), with shared authorship, serial, procedural, generative, algorithmic, systematic, epigenetic,
 rule-based, combinatory, conceptual, participatory, active, action-based, interactive, telematic, communicative, digital, auto-destructive, indeterministic, random, multiple, non-unique, non-singular, with shared materiality, hybrid, multimedia, mixed, remix.
 
The common denominator of this direction would be nonmaterial, indeterminist art and in the context of this study the permanence of art that is not defined in time, space, material and authorship and its characteristic place in artistic practice. Since I do not necessarily associate the sphere under consideration with a definite artistic period, but rather with approaches where temporal-spatial-material indefinability is pervasive, then I would use the term post-material to unify it.

Dividing these adjectives into groups, we arrive at the following five issues that are important from the standpoint of research. I would refer to them as the five areas of post-material art:

1. Concepts associated with authorship (works with common authorship, shared authorship).
2. Concepts associated with artwork as the result of activity and the absence of the material art object (objectless, immaterial, intangible, transient, temporary, ephemeral, nonexistent, absent, sedentary, mobile, variable, digital, conceptual).
3. Concepts associated with imparting information concerning a work of art, the transmission of information concerning a work of art as a temporal process and delay in transmission as a part of a work of art (communicative, multi-local, telematic).
4. Concepts associated with artwork as a process in their relationships with the physical work of art or its absence (procedural, generative, algorithmic, systematic, epigenetic, rule-based, combinative, participatory, active, action-based, interactive).
5. Concepts associated with the uniqueness of a work of art: multiple author’s copies of one work of art (multiples), one work of art as multiple objects, one work of art from multiple arts, from the content of media (serial, multi-local, interactive, telematic, communicative, digital, multiple, non-unique, non-singular, of divided materiality, hybrid, mixed, remix, multi-media).
9.2. Dematerialisation of Art and Immaterial Art

Interpersonal communication and artwork has oscillated on the axis of materiality and immateriality. This is characterised by object-orientation and exchange orientation. Object-oriented and exchange-oriented culture are seemingly opposites and reflect an understanding of the nature and operation of culture in simplified terms.

Facticity is common to both object-oriented and exchange-oriented culture. The ephemeral, non-material, non-object based has also taken place and become real and factual. The ephemeral and non-material work of art is turned into the object of supplementary cultural or economic processes through documentation. We can observe this in the instances or repeated bursts of denial in 20th century art, beginning with Dadaism, in which earlier rules were disposed of, up to situationism, conceptual and land art of the 1960’s. The innermost motivation of artists seems to have been the purification of the landscape of rules, the elimination of the previous network of relationships and rules, and the establishment of their own.

Speaking of early electronic and digital art, it is often no longer possible to exhibit works. The technical exponents of electronic, digital and immaterial culture are no longer in production, putting collections and exhibitions in the situation where art at an earlier technical level needs to be emulated into a new environment. Otherwise, its exposition proves to be altogether impossible.
 Alongside the creation of digital culture, the need for archiving and preserving it has arisen.

Experimentation and discussion of immateriality began in the 1950’s and is fresh even now. The theoretical journal Parkett dedicated a special series of writings running through three issues entitled (Im)material? by Johanna Burton, Nicolas Bourriaud and Boris Groys to its 20th anniversary in 2004.

These three points of view characterise the interest in immateriality and dematerialisation in the context of the communication society and digital media. Groys’s point of view that „virtual pictures” give off a stronger smell of sweat than traditional works of art is refreshing in its irony, demonstrating at the same time that „immaterial” is more a fashionable brand name for new digital immaterialities than an appropriate essential qualifier.

9.2.1. Yves Klein’s „Immateriality” in 1958

I characterise the work of Yves Klein, who has left a vivid imprint on 20th century art with Anthropometries, which was painting with nude models, that he began in 1958. In reference to Klein’s practice, Monday, 28 April 1958 is of particular importance, when at 9 pm, Yves Klein opened his exhibition of the void Le Vide (The Specialisation of Sensibility in the Raw Material State into Stabilised Pictorial Sensibility, The Void) at Iris Clert’s gallery in Paris.
In this exhibition, Klein exchanged „immaterial pictorial sensitivity zones” for pure gold. The ritual of relinquishing an immaterial pictorial sensitivity zone was described in detail in the respective document.
 There were seven such zones in total. Half of the gold acquired as a result of the relinquishment ritual must be cast into the ocean or a river in the presence of two witnesses, where it is lost once and for all. Similarly, the buyer must burn the receipt after marking his name on the receipt. The use of the word „immaterial” is striking.
Attention should also be directed to Klein’s idea of „Air Architecture”, where he wrote in 1958 that the classical city of the future will be built of fire, air and water. This kind of city is infinitely flexible, spiritual and immaterial.

The title of his lecture given in the Sorbonne in June of 1959 is The Evolution of Art Towards the Immaterial.
 His manifesto written in the Chelsea Hotel in New York in 1961 ends with the words „Long Live the Immaterial!”

In the opinion of some authors, his 7-year period of creative work pre-empted happening and performance art, land art, body art, conceptual art and digital art.

9.2.2. Lucy R. Lippard’s and John Chandler’s „Dematerialisation of Art” in 1968

In association with the dematerialisation of art, it has become canonical to refer to the article by Lucy R. Lippard and John Chandler The Dematerialization of Art, that appeared in the February issue of Art International in 1968. In this article, they saw „ultra-conceptual” art budding from two directions: art as an idea, and art as action.

This „ultra-conceptual” means placing the emphasis on the thought process and that the work of art is becoming more of a planned product. This is also conditioned by the fact that a large number of artists have lost interest in the physical evolution of a work of art.

A few months later, Terry Atkinson responded to Lippard and Chandler with the writing Concerning the Article „The Dematerialisation of Art”,
 in which he criticises the use of the word „dematerialisation” in a metaphoric sense. Strictly speaking, art does not deal with this. If an art object is dematerialised, then there should not be any trace of materiality.
 He goes on to discuss matter as a form of energy in terms that allude more to physics.

Tendencies towards the dissolution or metaphoric dematerialisation of the art object were obviously international.

Lippard also confirms this in her later writing, that at the same time, when meeting with colleagues in different American cities and hearing about the same kinds of developments in Europe that led to conceptual art, she became convinced that „ideas were in the air” and developments took place in parallel. She considered Marcel Duchamp as their most important art historical source.
 Jacob Lillemose refers to Lippard in suggesting the differentiation of dematerialisation as an act and immateriality as a condition while discussing the art of the end of the 1960’s and the phenomenon of dematerialisation that is mostly associated with conceptual art, tying them to popular scientific theories at that time, for example with system theory.

Lillemose adds that seeing immateriality in the context of dematerialisation is one of the ways to break the technological focus that surrounds only new media – bearing in mind placing discussions in the context of art history.

9.2.3. Frank Popper’s „New Media” of the 1970’s and „Virtualism” of the 2000’s

In keeping with chronological presentation, „new media” should be considered briefly in the context of the artistic and material experiments of the 1960’s and 1970’s, as considered by Frank Popper in the book Art – Action and Participation, published in 1975.

What is „new media” in Popper’s treatment? Dematerialisation, light and plastic materials are new media. New materials, material experiments, new material technologies.

He considers the disappearance of the object that is associated with the following developments: participation of the public, the architectural factor, and the use of new, non-solid plastic materials. Attention is directed to the viewer, who is given the power to make permutations and combinations, which weakens the status of the object or „chef-d’oeuvre”.

Frank Popper is one of the oldest (born in 1918) new media and technological art historians and theorists with one of the longest tenures. Later, in the year 2000, he has defined the processes of the transformation of artistic materials and the technologisation of art as the virtualisation of art.

In his interview, J. Nechvatal agrees to call this „virtualism”, historically defining this as the period from the 1980’s until the present.

Popper has studied electronic art since the early 1960’s and written 4 important books (see above). Jack Burnham’s Beyond Modern Sculpture (1968) and Gene Youngblood’s Expanded Cinema (1970), which has shown how the „virtualisation” of art has taken place, are ranked alongside Popper. Popper’s From Technological to Virtual Art was published in 2007. It dissects the virtualisation of art in the light of digital changes.
Popper’s progression from „new media” in the meaning of new materials to virtualism in the meaning of a term uniting the electronic field of artwork is characteristic of the last three decades, one of the traits of which is the entrance of electronic and digital means of creation into cultural information exchange.

9.2.4. Jean-François Lyotard’s „Immateriality” in 1985

Les Immatériaux (Immateriality) organised by Jean-François Lyotard and Thierry Chaput at the Pompidou Centre in Paris in the spring of 1985 marked an important change in museo-graphic tradition. It included conventional exhibition objects as well as more contemporary technology. Nowadays it has emerged into the field of vision of researchers both as the predecessor of the technological sphere of art as well as a gigantic multidisciplinary exhibition that did not lack philosophical ambitions.

Lyotard writes in the press release for Immateriality on 8 January 1985:

 „Why ‘Immaterials’? Research and development in the techno-sciences, art and technology, yes even in politics, give the impression that reality, whatever it may be, becomes increasingly intangible, that it can never be controlled directly – they give the impression of a complexity of things.”

Lyotard refers to the Sanskrit root word mâtram: matter and measure (mât – to make with the hand, to measure, to build). He selected five terms from this root word: material, materiel, maternity, matter, and matrix. „Material” supports the message, „materiel” is the basic stock that carries the message, „maternity” defines the function of the sender of the message, „matter” is the speaker of the message, and „matrix” is the code of the message.

The semantic field should be spacious and enable overlaps and movements from one semantic zone to another.

The basic question: do new „immaterialities” change the relationship between man and materiality or not? The objective of the exhibition was to characterise one aspect of the contemporary situation that is associated with the new technological revolution.

Here is the present situation as well. Immateriality can nowadays be considered a new material condition that new media artists deal with. It is associated with currents of digital electronic objects. It is associated with time, space, material, and the indefinable situation of authorship.

9.2.5. Intermediate Summary: Art that is Undefined Materially and in Terms of Objects in the Context of Non-Electronic Art

We see four important manifestations that I would point out as a form-oriented classification: first, the expansion of the concept of artistic materials through the import of new materials (plastic, iron, glass, rubber, concrete, and so on), second, the avoidance of physical and object materiality (Klein’s „immaterial sensitivity zones”, conceptual art, the use of Takis’s magnet energy, the use of light as an artistic material, the movement component of a work of art as part of the work), third, the inclusion of the public, offering the opportunity to participate (Fluxus’s instructions for behaviour and games for them to join in on, kinetic objects that the public can switch on or physically push into action, and so on). Fourth, we can add algorithmic and generative compositions that were presented at the New Tendencies exhibition, for instance, which in spite of their mathematical nature were manually carried out. In other words, tangible art on the background of which a certain interest in relation to the natural laws governing visual perception could be surmised. (Manfred Mohr, Victor Vasarely, and others).

9.2.6. Non-Materiality in the Context of Early Electronic and Technological Art

I would differentiate manifestations of experimentally technological art and exhibitions that test the boundaries of materiality. Artists and approaches exploring the boundaries of materiality, who/which brought new materialities into art, or abandoned those that the public and critics were not accustomed to, were discussed above. In parallel with this, the movement, optical, electrical and computational factor enters into art.

The sources of ideas for the post-Second World War neo-avant garde lay in developments from the beginning of the century. Here geometric abstraction is mentioned. It originated from the Constructivist Manifesto by Gabo and Pevsner in 1920, which evolved further into the Abstraction-création movement (1931–1937) and was one of the predecessors of the innovatory movements GRAV, ZERO, „New Tendencies”, and various schools of op art and kinetic art in the 1960’s.
 In addition to the schools of thought named above, Gruppo MID, Gruppo N, Gruppo T, Nouveau Realisme, Dvizhenije from Leningrad, GUTAI Group, Equippo 57, Argentina guppo Arte Concreto, and others are considered to belong to the constructivist schools and those dealing with light and kinetics that followed informal art.

The exhibitions of Nove Tendencije („New Tendencies”, since 1961) in Zagreb can be mentioned at this point. „New Tendencies” evolved into an international movement in the period of 1961–1973, which included artists from the former Yugoslavia, Italy, Austria, Switzerland, Germany, Hungary, Argentina, Spain, Holland, the USA and other countries. Instead of art, they dealt with „visual research”.

Bearing in mind the Estonian context, Leonhard Lapin’s text Objective Art from 1975 can be referenced.
 Essentially, „New Tendencies” was an amalgam of eight spheres of art: concrete, constructive, kinetic, cybernetic, conceptual art, op art, concrete poetry, and computer art.

Other exhibitions and schools of thought that took place in both Europe and America, and dealt with art in the electronic and early computer art context must not be left out.

Several terms belonging to the sphere of digital art that are customary nowadays, like the concept of „interactivity” in association with art, were used then, where I refer to the presentation of Branimir Makanec, „the role of interaction in artistic expression by means of computer”, which he presented in Zagreb in 1968 in discussing interactivity in its present day meaning.

The exemplariness and influence of early electronic and computer art exhibitions on the digital art of today is important, bearing in mind the works of art and methods of the 1960’s, where the creation of elementary programmes and systems can be seen. Secondarily, drawings made by the computers of that time are worth mentioning, as they were not at all a marginal phenomenon in the 1960’s.

From the point of view of the Estonian context, I refer to the masters thesis defended by Tuuli Lepik in 2004 at the Estonian Academy of Art „END IF, or Early Computer Art and the Beginning of New Media in Estonia 1960-1995”,
 which provides an overview of the visual-experimental activity of scientists, technicians and artists working with computers in Estonia. It is thus far the most exhaustive study reflecting the beginnings of Estonian computer art. Drawing parallel examples from Estonia means quoting Lepik. It is, however, evident that analogous collective and international phenomena, like for example „New Tendencies” in Yugoslavia, which belonged to the so-called Eastern Bloc, did not emerge in Estonia. Nevertheless, the arrival of undulations of op art and kinetic art in Estonia, vividly expressed in the works of Kaljo Põllu and the objects of Kaarel Kurismaa/Härmo Härm, should be mentioned. Works of early computer art were frequently exhibited together with op art and kinetic art in the West and Yugoslavia. Outwardly, computer art was as if one of its sub-forms. In drawing further parallels with Estonia, the beginnings of video, land and performance art can be seen in the films by Jüri Okas. Raul Meel worked in the sphere of concrete poetry since the end of the 1960’s already, as he writes in his Conspectus of the Past (2002). One „New Tendencies” exhibition from 1969 in Zagreb entitled Typoesie was also dedicated to concrete poetry.
 If we pose the question of parallels of phenomena between Estonia and the rest of the world, then they did exist. However, due to the isolation of the state, they did not develop into international manifestations. In terms of ambitions, the SOUP 69 school and Harku 75 can certainly be referenced. They looked towards the West and tried to domesticate art in Estonia that was seen mostly in journals and catalogues.

Harku 75 was intended as an event of cooperation between young scientists and artists. Nevertheless, it evolved into a joint action of primarily artists and musicians. The role of scientists lay in participation in the circle of intercommunication and acquaintance, and in providing exhibition space at the Institute of Experimental Biology in Harku.
 We can speak of the relative synchronicity of Estonian artists and even of being in step with the times on the basis of the example of Harku 75. Inter-media and multimedia were also topical at that time, and they are also discussed in the case of the Harku exhibition. This remained mostly „underground” art that was not displayed at official exhibitions in Estonia due to the closed nature of the Soviet Union.

The objective of the previous part was to create an understanding of the theoretical and historical background system that this study is founded on. The immateriality, dematerialisation and non-materiality of art, which is now placed in the context of digital art and culture, has been spoken of throughout. While non-materiality in the 1960’s is mostly in the meaning of dematerialisation, in the sense of reducing matter that the work of art consists of, then later, beginning in the 1970’s already, and pronouncedly since Lyotard’s exhibition in 1985, non-materiality has become immateriality, and this is associated with technological means. It is important to follow the manifestations of artists and groupings that have aspired to purge art from matter and pictoriality and make art investigative, including constructivist groupings, the objective of which was to deal with art under the auspices of „visual investigations”. „Immateriality” emerges again in the early 1990’s, now in association with the digital environment, and has remained a discussed term and more of a metaphor up to the present, since so called immaterial digital art is a labour and material-intensive sphere. In summary, in observing the experimental and theoretical activity around artistic technologies over the past fifty years, it is possible to see two directions: first, dematerialisation in the context of non-technological art, and second, the immaterialisation of the art object in the context of technological art.
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