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OBSOLESCENCE NEVER MEANT THE END OF ANYTHING.


IT’S JUST THE BEGINNING.


MARSHALL MCLUHAM


AN OBJECT WHICH, IN AN ENVIRONMENT, EQUIPPED WITH FINALITIES, CARRIES OUT AN ACTIVITY AND SEES ITS INTERN STRUCTURE EVOLVING THROUGH TIME, WITHOUT LOSING ITS OWN IDENTITY.


JEAN-LOUIS LE MOIGNE




To Hugo, Héctor and Viki.




The End of the Restoration


If the restoration1 is immanent to Art and “The End of Art” has been decreed, then there can be no doubt: Restoration has come to an end. As with Art, however, it is only a symbolic “End”, the metaphor of a crisis.


Arthur Danto decreed the “End of Art”, in the mid-1990s, proposing a story of art that collapsed at the moment when life and its representation became indiscernible. This in no way actually meant the absolute end of art, but rather a relative, theoretical, instrumental end of the hegemonic narrative.


There is no single, true, objective account of art. Rather, there is a set of more or less coherent, more or less accepted accounts that place works and artists into certain groupings, while excluding other works and artists that either do not fit in with the account or that theorists do not consider relevant or representative. Restoration, on the other hand, can have an alternative narrative based on the substance of the works of art, because Restoration is immanent to art and it is only this narrative that can avoid errors of logical classification.


A story of art built on the substance of art2 could be simplified to just three major overlapping periods of time, broken off from the others and coexisting today. For the purposes of the story told in this book, “traditional” art refers to what is otherwise called classical art, pre-modern art, the fine arts or, plainly, art, or even part of modern art, etc. It is the first stage of “art”, whose origins date back to the Renaissance. In short, it is art produced according to a series of formal rules, in which there is a certain concern for the stability of matter and its permanence into the future; in other words, an interest in its conservation. This is what I mean by “tradition”.
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Figure 1: Fundamental milestones in the history of art.


This “tradition” was thrown into crisis by the desire to blur the boundaries between art and life. The emergence of photography in 1839, cinema in 1895, performance in 1900, conceptual art3 in 1917, etc. (as shown in the Figure 1), gradually broadened the concept of what had hitherto been recognized as art. “Contemporary” art accepts that works can be reproduced technically and serialized (with the corresponding loss of the “aura”), it accepts ignoble materials and elements alien to tradition (any kind of element, without limits; elements that are more or less perishable, and more or less unstable), materiality disappears or shifts to a less important level, etc. In short, this art moves away from or relinquishes any previous standard “imposed” by tradition. Of course, the intention of many of these artists, and even of some movements, was to shatter the very concept of art (in whatever way they defined it).


What is referred to here as “contemporary” art4, is certainly indebted to, and not entirely distinguishable from modern art; it is perhaps more appropriate to say that contemporary art ceased to be contemporary. . . since then.


The third period corresponds to “new media” art. Although the contemporary art object could already be active,5 new media art introduces the digital computer, the metamedium par excellence, and completely expands reality. Similarly, instead of a clear and visible demarcation, I propose a diffuse period of electronic and technology-related art, of which it is heir. It could be said that this stage begins in the 1960s, at the height of contemporary art.


The artwork as art object


To understand this story, it is necessary to define the substance of the artwork. From an ontological perspective, an artwork is an entity whose substance can be divided into two: image (which functions as an aspect) and support (which functions as a structure). This teleological divide may be irrelevant to the official story of art, but is fundamental to the Restoration.


The support is a system6, while the image is a symbol7. The “symbol-object” is “text”, the constituent discourse of the artefact, the content, meaning, or Gestalt, whereas the “system-object”, the “testimony”, what the text transmits, the container, the signifier, or Gestell. The work, as an object (system-symbol-object), is something abstract that is instantiated according to text/testimony, object-symbol/object-system, content/container. Fetishism, for example, confuses the object-system (part) with the object-system-symbol (whole).


This teleological division was proposed by Cesare Brandi in his Theory of Restauro. Matter, he says, is “that which serves the epiphany of the image” [Brandi, 2008, p. 13]. The support (system-object) is matter without which the image (symbol-object) is not possible. The support is restored8 to the extent that it allows the epiphany of the image: by its end purpose, its telos.


The proposed story of art, based on the technical nature of the artworks, is a discourse of dematerialization: from the passive material of fused support/image (which functions as structure/aspect), to the active material of dissolved support/image (where the structure is material and the aspect may be immaterial or hybrid); from the passive material of traditional art, which does not need energy to manifest itself, through a hybrid time interval (contemporary art) to the active material of the support (new media art) which needs electrical energy to manifest itself in an immaterial image. From this point of view it is a question of “things” that are not the same. Any of these members is not the same as its class, which is art. This is different from what happens in the other discourses. To consider everything as the same thing: as art, (i.e, to treat as more of the same, things that are not; to treat as class, object or as general that which is simply a member, subject or particular) due to the immanence of the Restoration with respect to its end, the artwork, is to commit an error of logical typification, which leads to a series of apparently irresolvable and incongruent paradoxes and confusions. But this is a story of art based on image; text, in Derrida’s words. Image is figure, representation (from the greek eikon), likeness and appearance of something. It is imitation (from the latin imago), substitution, of some things for others. It is not reality, but the “creator” of unreality. It is not something, it is the absent represented in our mind. It is a sign. It can be material, deposited on a substrate, and it can be immaterial or hybrid (as in the case of cinema9).


Figure 2 illustrates this story based on the substance of the artwork. Traditional art is Image-Material. Both support and image are material. Everything is space. Contemporary art introduces movement and time. The Image: Movement or Time, can be material, hybrid or immaterial. New media art is fundamentally time: time-based art.
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Figure 2: Image. The chronological sequence (read from left to right) shows the priority shift of the space to time, from materiality to immateriality, from the object to the process that leads to the object, from the fact to the event. It is a journey of superposition, conjunction, aggregation, and not exclusion, disjunction, substitution. In the Image-Material, materiality is everything, and the medium is the message. In the Image-Time, materiality loses relevance, the medium is diluted in the message. Materiality is only a support. The image is immaterial.


Figure 2 shows the relationship between the world of images of Henri Bergson [Deleuze, 1983, 1985] (Space-Image, in-Movement-Image, Movement-Image, Time-Image) and José Luis Brea [Brea, 2010] (Material-Image, Film-Image, Electronic-Image). The chronological sequence (from left to right) illustrates the priority shift from space to time, from materiality to immateriality, from the object to the process that leads to the object, from fact to event. The path is one of overlapping, conjunction, and aggregation, not exclusion, disjunction, and substitution.


In the information age, however, it is necessary to talk about Code-Image. Any “code” is a system of signs. Code-Image is virtual and the product of transcoding into the digital domain of any image corresponding to the Brea’s “Ages” or of a computational generative process.


Code-Image is information, regardless of the support that contains it; it passes from one support to another, is multiplied through networks, copied, transferred, stored, processed, etc., without losing its essence or quality. In the Code-Image, all the copies are originals. The code is written in a formal language that was created by human beings, but to be processed by computers, not human beings.


Code-Image is the substance of new media. The computer interacts with the “real world” through its interfaces (commonly refered to as peripherals). It is the interface between the artist and reality, the instrument capable of altering the perception of reality as if it were playdough.


In this alternative story, the first rupture in art is between Image-Space and Image-in-Movement and the second important rupture is between Image-Movement and Image-Time (in Bergson’s description). The image acquired its full autonomy and expanded its unreality in all its continuum (reality, augmented reality, augmented virtuality, virtuality); which encouraged processuality, interactivity, virtuality, ubiquity, etc.


Story of the Restoration


The “problem” of Restoration is a problem of the conservation/restoration of identity10, of those properties or attributes and process of a work that make it different from all others and that define it as “unique”. All theories try to define which are the limits that guarantee identity.


Restoration is a change that must ensure that the changed (restored) object remains the same, in that it retains its identity. Aristotle proposed a way to refer to anything in the world based on what he called “causes”:


‘Cause’ means that from which, as immanent material, a thing comes into being [...], the form or pattern [...]. That from which the change or the resting from change first begins [...]. The end, i.e. that for the sake of which a thing is [...]. The same is true of all the means that intervene before the end [...], when something else has put the process in motion [...], for all these are for the sake of the end [...]. These, then, are practically all the senses in which causes are spoken of [...]. [Aristotle, Metaphysics, Book V, chapter 2].


The identity of the object,11 therefore, is determined by its matter, form, efficiency and function. The material cause determines what a thing is made of; the formal cause, its disposition or form; the efficient cause, how it comes into existence; and the end cause, its function or purpose. According to Aristotle, if these four causes remain after the change, then the object remains the same.


The Teoria del Restauro satisfies the demands of Traditional Art Restoration. Its pillars are authenticity, objectivity, universality and reversibility. In traditional art, support and image are inseparably bound: both are matter. The consideration of the conservation of matter and form, for example, is a priority, but only insofar as it shapes the image itself.


Muñoz Viñas’s Contemporary Theory of Conservation places the subject, rather than the object, as the fundamental element of the Restoration. It is an anthropocentric theory, in which process (efficient cause) and telos12 (end cause) are more important than matter (material cause) and the form (formal cause); and yet it can be applied to the Restoration of traditional art.


The New Media Art Conservation Theory, or “Theory of Evolutive Conservation” proposed in these pages places “change” thin the Restoration paradigm: evolutivity, permanence through change. The artwork can and must change, as long as it retains its identity.


This new media art conservation theory considers the particularities of new media art and can be applied to both contemporary and traditional art. However, in the case of objects whose support is material but whose image may be material, immaterial or hybrid, this theory places the obligation on the conservation of the identity of the image, not the support. The support is not the artwork itself, it is not the whole (system-symbol-object), but part of the whole (system-object). All of the causes are susceptible to change for the permanence of the image. The fundamental pillar of this theory is evolutivity, understood as that which allows the system-object to evolve.


Restoration is immanent, its end is the very object of Restoration, and it is united in an inseparable way to its essence. To avoid paradoxes and confusion, the logical levels or types must be strictly separated according to the substance of the image. Traditional art, contemporary art, new media art, etc., are members of the same class or group, which is “art”; but to consider new media art, for example, as a member of the traditional art class or the contemporary class of art, is to make an error in logical typification because traditional art, in this case, cannot be both member and class. In other words, although all the members of this story correspond to the art class, they are not all the same and cannot be treated as “more of the same”. Each member of the class has its own substance which, as inherent to it, determines the Restoration. In other words, Restoring contemporary art or new media art as if it were traditional art is a mistake, and applying the Teoria del Restauro to a new media artwork is a mistake.


To consider members Restoration of traditional art/Teoria del Restauro, or Restoration of contemporary art/Contemporary Theory of Restoration directly as the class “Restoration” is by the same token an error in logical typification.


Although there is a certain chronological hierarchy by which later Restoration “theories” can be to extrent absorb any previous theory, it cannot be said that they function as a closed system or universal class. Errors in logical typification set off unending game, lead to seemingly unsolvable and incongruous paradoxes, and throw the Art Restoration system in crisis. One could say that with these errors, we reach the End of the Restoration; as with the End of Art, however, its only marks a crisis, and it remains possible to envision Restoration after the End of the Restoration.





1 Restoration (capitalized) in this context refers to a set of activities common to conservation and restoration, in particular, and to many other activities related to exhibition, preservation, archiving, etc., in general. The main motivation is that they all share techniques, processes and strategies to maintain or recover the symbolic efficiency of the art object.


2 Such a narrative would be valuable for Restoration though perhaps unimportant for the history of art.


3 The definitive break with tradition, from a conservation perspective, came with the ready-made at the beginning of the 20th century. This term was coined by Marcel Duchamp to designate a reaction against retinal art (i.e., visual art) by an art that is learned through the mind, or conceptual art. As a current in art, however, “conceptual art” is associated with the later period of the 1960s.


4 Contemporary art is normally associated with the 1950s. Many of the terms used to name certain stages of art are defective and end up referring to a temporal period that is distanced from the semantic value of the term that names it.


5 As is the case with film or performance.


6 A system is a whole, formed by organized and interrelated parts. Everything outside the system is considered context.


7 System of related signs whose function is symbolic.


8 It could be said that the pupose of the Restoration, the end, is the image, not the support.


9 The image on the substrate is converted into light and is dematerialized to be contemplated. Likewise, sound is not matter, but energy.


10 The “state of authenticity” refers to the state in which actual identity is equal to real identity.


11 The object is system-symbol-object; however, if as Brandi proposes, the image is prioritized over the support (the latter only insofar as it satisfies the epiphany of the image), the identity of the object is determined by the symbol-object (image).


12 If the restoration is done for the subject, the end cause, the symbolic value, is a priority.


This theory is shaped by a wi-compendium of change-based theories that emerge primarily from the early initiative of the Variable Media Network [vmn].


Reversibility and authenticity, two of the fundamental pillars of the Teoria del Restauro, do not make sense in the Restoration of contemporary art or the new media art.




New Media Art Conservation Theory


Evolutive conservation is a paradigm of Restoration based on permanence through change. Circa 500 BCE, the Greek Philosopher Heraclitus of Ephesus, known as “the obscure”, warned that “there is nothing permanent except change.” This trope has been repeated into the present, by philosophers such as Arthur Schopenhauer, for whom “change is the only thing that is immutable”, and poets like Bob Dylan, in the aphorism, “nothing is as stable as change.” And the metonymy, permanence through change, was inserted into the story of the Restoration by the Variable Media Initiative of the Guggenheim Museum in New York [Depocas et al., 2003].


All change is a transition that occurs when one passes from one state to another. The paradigm shift is resisted when it requires the shedding of habits that help maintain the balance or a certain situation. The basis of all change is the boldness to take the step to initiate it; but change is innate. Change is inevitable.


Contemporary art is as complex as it is unlimited. Any material or immaterial thing can be art; contemporaneity acts simply as an unlimited amplifier. New media art is an extension of that complexity expanded into unreality, progressive, ubiquitous, etc.


[Artistic activity since the late 1960s] was governed by the principle, articulated by the two most influential artistic thinkers of that era, Andy Warhol and Joseph Beuys, that anything can be an artwork, that there is no special way that artworks have to look, that anyone can be an artist [Danto, 2010].


But not anything is Restorable. Some art objects are more conservable than others. It may be possible to define a certain “degree of conservability.”


Evolutive conservation presupposes an “active” rather than a “passive” Restoration object. Jeff Koons’s Puppy at the Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao (Figure 3) is probably the best examples of this type of conservation. Puppy was produced to mutate. Its characteristics are altogether uncommon: 13.8 meters in high, weighting 15 tons, with 38,000 flowers (including pansies in fall and winter, and begonias, impatiens, and petunias in spring and summer) grouped in small patches that are changed twice a year at a cost of €100,000 each time, the structure consists of layers of stainless steel sheets, an earthen substrate, geotextile mesh to fix the peat, access through an exterior door measuring 50 cms; a 5-tier internal scaffolding, homogeneous watering and fertilizing by means of a complex computer-controlled tube system that is activated daily, requiring a a team of 20 gardeners, 10 operators and a full-time specialist.
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