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of many books and essays. Among those available in English
are The Technological Society (1964) and Propoganda: The
Formation of Men's Attitudes (1966) both published by Alfred
Knopf. A work in progress is Artin the Technological Society.
This article, written for THE STRUCTURIST, was transiated
from the original French by Lois Wilson.

We shalltry to avoid the standard questions in this area.
Everyone reiterates that art and technology' are similar
in nature; they are both interpretations of the world in
which we live. The expressions themselves have a
common origin, as we emphasize by recalling that
techne in Greek means art (though this definition is not
completely accurate). From its beginnings, art has
been combined with, if not dependent on, technology.
Prehistoric paintings and carvings mark a very clear
technological advance, coinciding with the knowledge
of color production, the manufacture of tools of every
kind and the production of weapons, fire and so forth.
There is, therefore, a common source. We see through-
out the history of art a reciprocal relationship: art
influences technology and vice versa. Obviously, we
must refer to Leonardo da Vinci, but aiso to all the great
architects of the Renaissance who are responsible for
significant technological advances. Finally, one last
remark in the name of curiosity: the word “technigue”
was used for the first time in France in the eighteenth
century Encyclopedia to refer to the technique du
peintre. How could their relationship be better ex-
pressed! But this succession of reflections is aimed,
especially to-day, at stating implicitly: “In actual fact,
nothing has changed. Technology has influenced art
in every period, and it remains the same to-day.” My
thesis, however, is the complete reverse. | deny noth-
ing of this influence, but | maintain that insofar as there
is no possible comparison between our modern tech-
nology and the technology of the preceding millennia,
its effect on art is totally different. Art becomes some-
thing other than what it has always been, and particu-
larly now that it is embedded in a technological society,
art no longer has the same function, the same role as
when it was placed in a traditional, predominantly
religious society. We must try then to determine what
innovations have influenced art and, in particular, what
it has become.
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COMMON BELIEFS ABOUT MODERN ART

We can begin by recalling a few “common beliefs”
about the relationship of art and technology dating
from the nineteenth century. We note the direct influ-
ence of technology; it upsets the sensitive universe in
which we live; we can no longer relate either to the
values of the past or to the general conception of the
world, nature and man which existed before. Tech-
nology also forces us to transform our aesthetic appre-
ciation of the world. Furthermore, technology brings
new instruments (the computer for the musician), new
materials (concrete for the architect, acrylics for the
painter, polystyrene for the sculptor, for example). This
gives the artist incredible freedom to deal with what
used to be constraint and obstacle. Every day new
methods are created for expressing the artist’s objec-
tive, and this transformation of the means of expres-
sion obviously brings about a transformation of the
concepts and goals. The power of the painter is totally
changed by the nature of his paints. The synthesizer
offers the possibility of “synthetic sounds,” and so
“paradoxical sounds” change the scope of the musi-
cian. Art becomes dynamic. It is impossible to remain
within the limited scope of traditional aesthetics; as
techniques are transformed, art must also undergo
transformation, not only in form but also in theory.
Modern techniques challenge traditional art; we realize
that it was only the expression of a given “class” of
society. The objet d'art must lend itself to change and
not remain frozen by eternity. Eventually it must be
designed to disappear, for in this art trend dominated
by technology, the final object, the ultimate creation, is
of little significance: the important aspect is imple-
menting the means. The overriding technical law is that
the means constitutes the essential factor. And mod-
ern art adapts itself perfectly to this requirement. It has
become an art of means. A complete change has
occurred then in the theories of art in relation to the
traditional world. | am totally in agreement with the
famous McLuhan phrase, “The medium is the mes-
sage.”? This holds true not only for television, but also
where art is concerned.

Moreover, technology can in itself become a model for
art. The machine can provide direct inspiration. Thus,
the urban dweller may imagine the city as a “machine
to be lived in.” “The city must be full of noise and
motion like the machine” (Nuove Tendenze: Citta
Nuova, 1914). Painting can copy machines directly or
portray man as a machine (for example, the painting of
Léger); music can become directly imitative of ma-
chine noise (Honegger's “Pacific”). And Beaubourg's
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meaning, to an influence on reality (through connec-
tion with magic or religion, for example), to a symbol-
ization of reality, or to communication. It is through the
exercise of one of these four functions that art could
come to produce works considered to be “beautiful.”
Insofar as modern art has left these spheres, that
means simply that it no longer corresponds to what, in
humanity, we have been able to imagine as art. It
expresses a radically new position. And this trans-
formation is explained by the radical change in our
society, in relation to all earlier societies, due to the
effect of technological development. O

NOTES
1. For the purpose of this article, the word “technology” has been
adopted for the French substantive “technique,” as used by R.
Clark, translator of “The Artist in the Technological Society,” J.

o v,

Ellul. The Structurist, No 6, 1966, pp 35-41" “Although the
English word “technigue” is used in The Technological Society
(Knopf, 1964), a transiation of Jacques Eliul's La Technique
(1954), we are taking the liberty of using the term “technology”
with the meaning originally given it by the author: “the search
for methods which are both rational and coordinated in their
total effectiveness in all spheres of human activity.” — L.W.

. 1 shall simply emphasize that in 1962, when unacquainted with

any of Mcluhan's work, | wrote in Propagandes that the influ-
ence of television is totally independent of the message com-
municated by this means.

. With regard to the following pages, the interested reader will find

numerous examples and analyses of contemporary works in
my book, L'empire du Non Sens, (PUF, 1979).

. For an explanation of the difference between technology and

technological society, see my book, Le Systéme technicien.
(Calmann, 1977)

. Cf. Le Systéme technicien.
. As in handwriting, i.e., refers to the technical processes associ-

ated with production of written symbols. — L. W.

. The question of the non-finalist growth of technology is extreme-

ly complex. | refer the reader to the study of it in Le Systéme
technicien.
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