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Manifesto

The Work of Art in the Digital Age

About virtuality and its basic constituent: the pixel.







	Today reality – including the image – is liberated from its material stamping.







	In the Digital Age there is no distinct border between old fashioned physical reality and virtual reality: the present world is characterised by the unhindered and continuous free flux between the two that properly should be referred to as one reality: a »Gesamtwirklichkeit«.







	Reality anno post-MM may be easier to form – possessing a neoplasticity – given that the stream of information and images rise exponentially, approaching a hyper-level ... Yet, this does not make the world more real than the reality of prior times.







	The virtual picture has an aura of freedom. Still, it remains tied to the pixel; the underlying uniform quadrant hiding in the screen.







	In everyday speech the pixelated picture is disdained: it belongs to an inferior aesthetic category. But, in a philosophical approach the pixelated image is not to be  criticised because it visualises what is hidden or technically erased, and thus exposes the Digital Era.
About the pixelated image it can be said: it is haunted by the pixel.








	Given the pixel – the basic constituent of the digital image – art is at the risk of a misstep, a critical artlessness.







	The freedom of art is in danger, as, philosophically, in each single pixel forming the digital work of art – is hidden a straitjacket.







	Basically, the pixel is quite limited with a being of one chrominance and one luminance, and therefore quite banal, uniform and artless!







	We ought not fear and tremble; we ought to confront the pixel; be conscious of it: because if not it will – as a suppressed and repressed entity – inoculate a false freedom into art. Only by being aware can the continuous revolt – and further, revolt in freedom – take place. For this reason the contemporary artist should do research into virtuality and pixilation, poke I.
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Prolegomena

In the digital era it will be natural – even compelling – to question the traditional painting and its legitimacy: is it possible for today’s painter in a meaningful way to find colour fluids and rub them in and out and onto a stretched canvas-sack? ... It has been seen in days of yore and away!

Has the traditional physical painting become a mere thing of the past, an antique, a relic or an artifact from the archives of art history? – And will the painting in the future be of only historical interest in the evolution of art and its continuous emancipation from its origin?



Ch.1 Art: Origin and source
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Prehistoric times

Since the cave mornings of Cro-Magnon man has painted and decorated with colour solutions – for his own visual pleasure or in spiritual and cultic contexts based on a magical relationship between the pictures and the real objects1.

In this ´beginning of time´ naturally occurring pigments – carbon, ochre and other mineral oxides – were used, pigments that nature in all its generosity laid out for man.

The colouring minerals were pulverised on stone palettes and suspended in water or animal fat before being applied with fingers, bone spatulas and animal hair brushes2. Pigments from the plant kingdom also belong to the early colours, although they demanded more complex processing.

The immanent urge to depict and decorate is as old as man himself. This is confirmed by the oldest artifacts and drawings from prehistoric times. Well-known examples date 30,000 to 10,000 years back in time to the early Paleolithic Period, e.g. being (i) the cave paintings at Lascaux in the southwest of France with motifs of important hunting animals such as bison, horses and aurochses3, (ii) the rock shelter drawings of Bhimbetka India depicting animals, humans, births, communal dancing, burial and other ceremonies4, and (iii) the Apollo 11 Cave`s stone-plaquettes in the south of Africa5.

Bhimbetka
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War scene with elephants and horses
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Two warriors battling with shields and spears2

Prehistoric art also includes engraved reliefs (petroglyphs), some stand in sheer stone while others are coloured in the five available main hues: yellow, red, brown, black and white6.

The tendency is clear, man has in decades of millennia incised, drawn, printed and painted with an array of simple materials, colours and techniques – at hand: Art commences given the simple painting – it is summoning of pure undaunted delight!

The use of ´what is at hand´ has quite concrete meanings in prehistoric art as some of the earliest colourings are hand imprints. Negative imprints dominate, and a special technique was to spit the colour across the back of the hand onto the cave wall. With another method, the spaghetti technique, dye was  applied with fingertips in non-figurative, tortuous windings8. Thus is – hand, mouth and finger: absolute utensils ´at hand ´!

The preparation of engraved and coloured pictographs demanded strong tools, and stone burins (lithic flakes) have been found in the vicinity of caves and art sites. The Palaeolithic artist held the paint in animal knee-bones and vertebrae with “built-in” handles, and it was presumably applied with brushes of animal hair. The canvas, the bare rock, was used both raw and smoothened. In certain cases natural cave wall protrusion and contours served as motif models, mimicking the third dimension of reality. A fine example is the wild goat relief from the Caugnac cave (Lot, France). In this work of art, irregular chalk deposits on the wall surface imitate the visual sensation of fur and hanging under-wool8. – In all simplicity composing the »Gesamtkunstwerk« of then; the techniques, materials and motifs at hand ... way back then. Hail the grotto artist!

Antiquity

When the point of interest is turned from the beginning of art and its creativity per se to the first handed-down art theory works, we approach the present age. Aristotle (384-322 B.C.E) writes in Poetics about the causes of poetry and art:

There are probably two sources of dramatic composition, both rooted in human nature and behavior. The instinct for imitation is characteristic of human beings from earliest  childhood. We imitate for more than any other species, our earliest learning is by imitation, and we enjoy imitations of all kinds...

Poetics ch. 4

Aristotle emphasises man`s immanent sense of mimesis, i.e. in a mimetic way to represent the surrounding world –which relates to aesthetic pleasure and an instructive function. Imitating art – ars imitatur naturam – subsequently had almost two thousand years of validity and primacy9.

Even though the tendency to mimic is universally human, this does not make all humans artists, and Aristotle writes that (i) there are certain artistically endowed persons gifted in mimesis, rhythm and harmony and (ii) some with divine inspiration (mania / ecstasy)10.

Thus, the artist of antiquity does not create ex nihilo (out of nothing) but is in the mimetic act assigned to the surrounding physical world – that which is already given, comprising the motif. Art is basically ars imitatur naturam, an understanding that also fits the prehistoric art praxis and motif cycle of bison, deer, elephant, weapons, humans ... etc. An interesting symbolism arises as the prehistoric paintings are primarily located in deep caves, symbolizing that the urge to depict originates in the innermost: The caverns and grottos do not only lead into inner earth but also into the depths of man.

Lascaux, Dordogne, Sydfrankrig 1940
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Entrance of the Lascaux cave: The discoverers Jacques Marsal and Marcel Ravidat together with Abbé Breuil and teacher M. Laval11.

 

According to this understanding, art has its origin and source in human nature together with the colours, materials, techniques and motifs available in the specific age. The cave paintings are often linked to spirituality and rites; however, this does change anything, if spirituality and rites are considered an integral part of man`s inherent inclination or nature.

Middle Ages

The idea of artist and art itself as exponents for predisposition and imitation is, all things considered, a poor reductive determination and comprehension – especially when  viewed from a modern perspective. The status of artist and art, however, has changed several times since yearly eras and antiquity. In the Middle Ages of Europe the concept of mimesis struggle with the Christian-religious concepts and new meanings are assigned to creation ex nihilo.

In ancient Hellas the pre-Socratic philosopher Parmenides stated that “nothing comes from nothing”12. This conviction is altered in the Christian context, because God, the creator of worlds, generated what was to become creation ´out of nothing´. However, it is decisive that this capacity or power is only attributed to God, and the human artist remains a ´subaltern´, subordinate and subject to re-present or re-produce God`s creativity and genius. The human artist is surrendered to what has already been given – by God. The poor status of the artist is clearly indicated by the fact that the works of art in the Middle Ages are unsigned, the person behind is of no interest.

Ch.2 Art: revolt
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Renaissance
The medieval religious grasp on art does not last and in the following cultural epoch the seed of the future of art is sown. The renaissance places man in the centre of all things, and another spirit and atmosphere break through.
With the Renaissance the thought arises that man is an entirely independent creature, self-contained and who itself is the starting point of all activities ... This new understanding first and foremost shows itself, in a liberation from all ties. One no longer accepts any authority, one does not automatically follow prescriptions, instead one claims the right to seize one`s own life and to make of it what oneself wants.
History of the European Ideas, chap v13.
 
Man is able to and wants to create henceforth his own world; freely he unfolds his possibilities and existence. The changed mood of life affects art and the well-known biblical words “the Lord works in mysterious ways” and “Be fruitful and multiply” might also characterise art in its future gestalt. – For art does not succumb, doesn’t give itself away to be strung up  and nailed down by authorities – clerical or secular. Art wants to be ´master in its own house´ and the creative individual – homo faber – can and will create ex nihilo without pre-established templates.
The artistic genius now generates in freedom as God, transgressing into God`s domain, a kind of hubris that would have been unthinkable in preceding times14. Commenced has revolt and rupture: In fire and brimstone and be hooded priesthood nemesis imbibes.
Leonardo da Vinci is one of the canonised artists of that time and the following eras, and his creations crystallise the essence of renaissance. Renaissance humanism, with man in the centre of all things, is expressed in two different ways: (i) in the detailed studies of anatomy by Leonardo da Vinci and (ii) his break with imitation in free thought and drawing experiments.
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