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In discussing the vast question of “Art and
Technology”,! we will consider one aspect, that
of the artist’s position within the technological
society. (It is equally possible to examine the
technological aspects of art, the influence of
artistic discoveries on the evolution of technol-
ogy and the transformation of art by techno-
logical conditions, all of which are problems
that can be seen in their permanent or “eternal”
aspect, or historically within a certain frame-
work of phenomena, or again sociologically in
the modern world as related to a society that
can be called technological.) We will further
limit the subject in two ways: we will concern
ourselves here only with the creative artist work-
ing with plastic forms, leaving aside the novelist,
poet and musician. We will also look only at
his position, and not at his function in this
society.

It is true that during the early development
of modern technology the artist did not feel
particularly concerned with this phenomenon
and continued to act as though the world around
him was not changing. Francastel writes quite
cerrectly: “In the first phase of his technological
& perience, man asks science for more powerful
m:thods to work with. He does not attempt to
diaw from his new strength a fresh understand-
Ir; of the external world. He is the same man,
orly more powerful. That is why there is at
fi st no new style . . . artists continue to depict
4 previous universe in which the new qualities
?f technological awareness are not expressed. It
Is only logical therefore that there should arise
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the conflict over decorative or structural style
which dominates the enormous artistic pro-
duction of today.”’2

It is clear from the outset that the artist can
be described as enjoying an infinitely greater
freedom when he knows how to use the methods
of modern technology. This freedom establishes
itself in every field of activity as, for example,
in the use of methods where the painter, the
sculptor or the architect possess technological
means which go beyond anything their prede-
cessors could have dreamed of. Since new meth-
ods are continually being sought, precisely be-
cause of technology, the artist can invent freely
without fearing that it will be impossible to
fulfil his plans. Developments in technology give
him an extraordinary control over his material,
material which now offers no obstacle and no
difficulty.

It is no longer necessary to use trickery or
complicated methods to overcome the obstacle
of stone or weight: the machine frees the sculp-
tor and the architect from all that is impossible,
and technology puts new materials at his dis-
posal. If he does not manage to adapt traditional
materials to his concept he can turn to artificial
materials, which being isomorphic, neutral and
without specific character, will be perfectly plas-
tic and malleable. Thus, the artist finds himself
completely free in his conceptions. He knows
that the means make him the master of the way
his idea is carried out, however daring, unex-
pected, or demanding it might be. Art will never
again consist of a set way of using those mater-
ials which are peculiar to it. Thus there is a
double transformation.? First of all the artist
derives from technology what may be termed
an active conception of the material; in other
words the material becomes, of its own accord,
an element of art. The material is in itself a
work of art as is the space enclosed by the mat-
erial, and the space which surrounds it. The
material may, in spite of the artist, become a
sort of force which emphasizes the surrounding
space. The architect frees himself from the wall
in order to create a building, the important
aspect of which is the communication between
an exterior and an interior space which will be
brought to life by light. Similarly, the sculptor
hollows out the solid mass and ends up with a
simple tracery of linear form.
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lent art which is more detached, non-functional
and self-sufficient. “Work in wood, in stone or
in metal becomes the monopoly of artists who
work to brighten the privileged moments of a
privileged clientéle, the common people having
the right only to a reproduction, in other words
to a copy.”

This leads us to the last step in this process.
1f the artist wishes to recapture an audience,
he must “belong to his time”. But then he will
find himself caught between the two jaws of
a vice created by our society’s technology — on
one side the utilitarian, on the other the super-
fluous.

Let us examine this last point. Technology
has introduced into society the principle of ef-
ficiency, the importance of usefulness, in the
material sense of the word. The only serious
and important activities are those which pro-
duce results which move in the direction of
“progress” whether measured in money, in power
or in comfort. All that does not contribute to
this progress is considered superficial if it is
not useful or efficient. Ever since the 19th cen-
tury, art in general has been placed in this
category. Art for the bourgeois and for the
technologist is something superficial, the sign
of luxury and of relaxation. Art occupies the
same rcalm as distraction and pleasure. On one
side there are the important activities, those in
which a carecer may be found and to which it
is worth devoting one’s efforts, and then there
are the activities of the “entertainers”, the sculp-
tors, painters and musicians . . . One need only
think of the violent conflict in the 19th century
between the “bourgeois” and the “artists”, and
the scandalized refusal of all families to see
their sons set out on the path of aesthetic cre-
ation. Art is valued as a sign of social success.
The rich man buys pictures, has a house built
by a famous architect; this contributes to social
prestige. Art is worthwhile as a distraction.
People go to the theatre or to a concert to find
relaxation after serious things have made them
tired. This expresses in a very positive way the
total separation between the immediate and
active life which creates the values and forms
of a society dominated by the principles of ef-
ficiency stemming from technology, and artistic
creation which is not of this world, and which
adds pleasure and dreams to reality. Art, then,

belongs simply to the world of spectacle, a ¢
so the masses are apart from creation. They : ¢
passive and look on from the outside, receivi g
a message which has no serious meaning. Th y
remain outside the aesthetic world because they
have no part in its creation. This, as we have
already stated, is something belonging to the
specialist and we have tried to show precisely
how technology automatically led the artist into
becoming a technologist himself. The majority
of individuals are increasingly unaware of the
meaning of a work of art because it is not a part
of their preoccupations, nor of the practical life
of men. At the same time, the freedom given the
artist by technology leads him to perpetually
refine an original project having nothing in
common with the basic tendencies of the com-
mon man, which are naturally considered with-
out value from the aesthetic point of view. This
is in fact true from the moment that the techno-
logical society, enveloping the masses, limits men
to purely technological activities, negating the
vital creative impulse towards new forms and
values. It is in this area that the exciting new
research of A. Molés into permutational art is
to be found in which he tries to use the re-
sources of technology to create objects which
are both purely technological and yet are en-
tirely unexpected, original, and new, trying to
evoke meaning and to make the spectator a
participant through his discovery. But as yet
this art is merely something non-functional
linked with technology.

If the creative artist wishes to escape from
the role of entertainer, of maker of uscless lux-
ury objects, he must enter the world of tech-
nology itself and submit to utilitarianism. This
is the constant swing between Art for Art’s sake
and functional art, with the pendulum-like
motion which results in the bourgeois barocue
style of 1900 as opposed to the functional st le
of 1920, which in turn comes back to the ¢ I~
realist baroque style, etc. . This dilem: .
however, is a false one. It is true that a w K
of art is ugly if it is not adapted to its funct- @
but then the first question is: what is its fi ©
tion? Certainly aeroplanes, dams and bric s
are the real works of art of our society, bec 3¢
their forms are true and there is nothing su "
fluous or absurd about them, but their be ¥
deteriorates very quickly because their very ! ¢



tin is purely temporary. That is why functional
things can only give birth to works of art which
ar 2 both non-human and collective because their
fuaction corresponds only to the most super-
ficial needs of man, and because man’s private
lifz cannot be reduced to the carrying out of
a function. Functional housing is always as ugly
as can be. In any case, when the artist tries to
enter the sphere of technology in order to inte-
grate art into the universe of men it implies
that, for his part, he is bowing to the law of
technology. Otherwise all he can do is to add a
little supplementary touch of useless “fantasy”
1o the technological work which has already
been completed according to its own laws. This
is the aesthetic touch. Thus in a prefabricated
apartment block some panels are coloured blue,
others red, simply to break up the monotonous
horror, while the elevator is painted red and
the corridors black and white . . . all of which
is more pretence because, basically and essen-
tially, the work is designed for the task it is to
perform. “The width of this entranceway is
estimated according to the number of people
who go through it at peak hours” (the archi-
tect Wogenski). Style is completely subordinated
to the demands and rules of technology. As
Francastel says, “The idea of subordinating style
to the demanding logic of technology must take
the place of the idea of reconciling historical
styles with modern materials.”1? To the extent
to which the contemporary style of life is de-
cded by the technologists, the work of art can
no longer be anything but the business of artists
who incorporate the principles formulated by
technology into forms which are simply deter-
mined by technological necessities. “Technology
ceases to be a means of carrying something out,
it imposes rigid laws on the architect,” said the
architect Van de Velde. Thus we are led to
rationalism, for it is the technological type of
requirements which dictate the structure and
chiracter of a work of art. “Every form must
follow a logical system particular to the build-
in¢ and its function.”13 So we are placed in a
tcainological world in which the artist has
ho other function than to carry out what a
Va iety of convergent and coordinated techno-
lo; jcal requirements demand. Since, however, a
Pr tence of artistic creation must not be lost,
4 yay around the problem is found in long ex-
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planations. Thus in a completely functional
building, a “mobile” is placed in the entrance
hall and the architect explains that “this is the
point at which the building is born and from
there space develops in a harmonic growth”, etc.
It is similarly explained that the “architectural
space must act on man so as to begin a dialogue
at the level of his senses”, but this dialogue
never does begin because it has all been calcu-
lated to work on the sub-conscious. For example,
talking about the same achievement, the archi-
tect says “the corridors have one white wall and
one black wall so as to upset the balance of
space, and also to produce a visual shock.”
Maybe these are phenomena that really occur,
but man is unaware of their effectiveness, and
consequently, even if he is placed (again, pas-
sively like an object) in an aesthetic space, it is
not at the level of his conscious mind and there
can be neither dialogue nor participation.
Thus the domination of art by technology
is established, implying the integration of the
artist into the technological world, his accep-
tance of the place and function assigned to him,
in the guise of a greater freedom which is being
offered to him. This is the freedom we men-
tioned at the beginning, a freedom which is
merely artificial, and which ultimately comes
down to explanations, and which the artist is
forced to use in order to demonstrate just how
his work is, in spite of everything, a work of art!
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FOOTNOTES

1. Although the English word ‘‘technique’ is used in
The Technological Society (Knopf. 1964), a translation
of Jacques Ellul’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. (R. Clark, translator),

. Francastel: Art et Technique, 1958.

. Ibid: p. 216 ff.

Friedmann: Problemes Humaine du Machinisme Indus-

triel, 1946.

. ¢.f. the very strange experiment by Stoetzel (Psycho-
logie sociale) comparing the artistic ways of repre-
senting various movements of the horse, in every
school of painting since the Greeks, with photographic
images of the animal: not one could be described as
accurate.

. Concerning this, see my book: The Technological

Society.

Andre Malraux: Le Musee imaginaire de la sculpture

mondiale. (3 vols.) Paris 1952-54. (Translator’s note).

{éeleannou: La Fin d'une Symbiose, ‘‘Le Monde’’,
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. Eugene Chevreul (1786-1889)—French chemist. Author
of De la Loi du Contraste Simultane des Couleurs,
first published in 1839. (Translator’'s note),

10. for what follows see: Charbonneau, Le Paradoxe de
la culture (1965).

11. Ibid.
12. Francastel: op. cit.

13. J. Michel: La Reussite Architecturale, ‘“Le Monde",
Jan. 1966.
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