Diane Fenster’s Canto Nine is part of John Grzywacz’s continuing coverage of Siggraph "97, p. 8

Canto Nine / Nine Nights | Hung from a Windy Tree

Copyright 1995 by Diane Fenster
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This month John Grzywacz continues his coverage of Siggraph ‘97 with an
indepth review of the work of computer artist Diane Fenster.

“Mystery cannot be put into words.”

—Joseph Cornell

“The story | am going to tell comes from a place deep in-
side of myself, a place that perceives all that | have irre-

deemably lost and perhaps, what gain there is behind the

loss. If some people forget their past as a way to survive,
other people remember it for the same reason.”

he above words introduce Diane

Fenster’s “The Hide and Seek

Series: An Archaeological Exca-
vation of Memory,” on her web site.
They insist that we the viewer look at
the images from a point-of-view that
we probably are not prepared for.
Some of the preparedness consists of
notions about what art is, what mean-
ing does it have in our life, what
meaning does it have for the artist,
and why does it exist?

There are notions about the mean-

ing and purpose of art that ebb and
flow depending upon the century and

Of Water and Spirit
—Malidoma Patrice Some

the nature of the current global and
personal cataclysms we experience in
the political, physical, intellectual, or
psychological universe.

During the fifties most “normal”
folks thought that the world was
healthy and the future was brilliantly
optimistic. An ersatz aurora borealis
(TV) began to blanket the world
with a light that permeated all de-
cent, God fearing responsible (sic)
humans and addicted them to its so-
called light. Artists, in many diverse
media recognized something was
substantively awry.
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By John M. Grzywacz-Gray

Artists’ exhibits
highlight 1997
computer graphics
conference

Among my mentors in college was
a genius named L. Moholy-Nagy who
had written a book, Vision in Motion,
that has had a life long impact on my
thinking. He did not start from the
point of view of art as an object...but
from the point of view of art as
something more substantial.

When he wrote about the function
of art he said that “art is the most
complex, vitalizing, and civilizing of
human actions. Thus, it is of biologi-
cal necessity.” That statement reso-
nated in me with a power that I have
never been able to disregard. As we
wander in and out of a world where
art is a precious object to be appreci-
ated, bought and sold, and a second
world where art serves a purpose that
might be described as prophetic,
spiritual or healing, it is not surprising
that we are confused about what art
is or is not. Moholy-Nagy described
the second world in the following
way: “Art has two faces, the biological
and the social, the one toward the in-
dividual and the other toward the
group. By expressing fundamental va-
lidities and common problems, art
can produce a feeling of coherence.
This is its social function which leads
to a cultural synthesis as well as to a
continuation of human civilization.”

The second notion of art expressed
by Moholy-Nagy is equally liberating.
Forgive the sexism...these words
were written in 1946. “Art sensitizes
man to the best that is immanent in



him through an intensified expression
involving many layers of experience.
Out of them, art forms a unified
manifestation, like dreams which are
composed of the most diverse source
material subconsciously crystallized.
It tries to produce a balance of the
social, intellectual and emotional ex-
istence; a synthesis of attitudes and
opinions, fears and hopes.”

That second notion has a lot to do
with what artists using computers are
doing. I am going to try and expunge
the phrase “computer artist” out of
my vocabulary. The computer is not
an artist...the artist uses a computer
in the same sense that he/she may
choose to use a camera or paint
brush. We don’t say oil painting artist,
or camera artist...no, we say artist.

The Siggraph '97 art provided a re-
ally excellent entry into what I be-
lieve is the maturation of the com-
puter as a tool for artists.

Margaret Mead, anthropologist,
wrote the following in a paper called
“Art and Reality” in 1943:

“...the art of the primitive culture
is seen now as the whole ritual, the
symbolic expression of the meaning
of life, appeals to all the senses,
through the eyes and ears, to the
smell of incense, the kinaesthetisia of
genuflection and the kneeling or
swaying to the passing procession, to
the cool touch of holy water on the
forehead. For Art to be Reality, the
whole sensuous being must be caught
up in the experience.”

Ongoings: the Fine art Gallery at
The Siggraph '97 Conference and Ex-
position presented an in depth view
of the works of a few of the 13 artists
exhibited, curated by a committee
chaired by Lynn Pocock, an artist and
Associate Professor Computer
Graphics and Interactive Media at
Pratt Institute.

Diane Fenster, whose web site is
located at http://www.art.net/Stu-
dios/Visual/Fenster/ritofab_Home/
fenster.html exhibited work that I
was viscerally connected to. Work
that is autobiographical addresses is-
sues that the artist knows something
about. I love the notion by the 14th
century mystic, Miester Eckhart, who

*“...The silly myth that the genius has to ‘suffer’ is the sly

said that the work of art is not the
object that the artist produces but
the artist, his/her self is the work.
Those sentiments have been ex-
pressed by other artists and writers
about art such as Bill Jay, photo his-
torian who has argued in his book
Negative Positive, “If any person
should be in the front ranks, breaking
trails into the future, it should be the
creative individual, who has already
found a purpose and meaning to life.
This meaning is not directed towards
a product, the photograph, but to-
wards the growth of the individual, as
a human being who is striving to be-
come actually what he is potentially.
...It is my conviction that photo-
graphs are merely by-products of
man’s spiritual quest toward fulfill-
ment.”

One of the bodies of work pre-
sented at Siggraph was The Hide and
Seek Series: An Archaeological Excava-
tion of Memory. It was described by
Ms. Fenster...“This autobiographical
body of work addresses issues of self,
gender, and intimacy using the con-
cept of an archaeological excavation
of memory as a metaphorical struc-
ture.” The Siggraph committee in-
cluded, besides Lynn Pocock; Jeremy
Gardiner a well known artist whose
paintings and multimedia projects
have been shown in the U.S. and
abroad along with Andrew Glassner,
a Writer-Director at the Microsoft
Network, where he creates new inter-
active entertainments.

Fenster goes on, “I have forgotten
and now I am remembering.

“In these images, the animus figure
approaches my symbolic solitary en-
vironment. the ambiguous nature of
this male/female form in relation to

itself and its circumstances is the be-
ginning of both my journey and my
longing. It is a search for an identity
that is not obscured by memory or
dream anymore than by somnambu-
listic living. It is a game where what is
known and understood plays with
what is only suspected. It is a night
that ends in wakefulness.

“My starting point in each piece
are lines of poetry by Vincente
Huidobro, the Chilean Surrealist
poet. Using the Surrealist poetic con-
cept of the ‘cut up’ as a model, [ am
creating a new poem from the se-
lected fragments of Huidobro’s work.
The images in the series are num-
bered and when placed in order, will
create a new poem which is autobio-
graphical in nature.”

The use of language with this series
is not without antecedent. The most
powerful body of work that utilizes
this approach...but uses photographs
mostly as we think of them is the work
of Duane Michaels, a well known fine-
art and editorial photographer who has
integrated autobiographical text, his
words as well as others words with the
photograph image.

When I approach the work I do not
think about computers or technique,
the work stirs an emotional, intellec-
tual, and psychological stew. The intri-
cate photomontages utilize photo-
graphs, signs, and text in a richly
overlayed environment that is elegantly
organized and approachable from a
purely decorative perspective as well as
from a deeply psychological perspec-
tive. Mis. Fenster’s pieces are large. The
works were output to 34" x 47" Iris Ink
jet Prints on Arches 356 paper.

Please turn the page to continue
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It is clear that the work has been
influenced by the Dada and Surrealist
art movements “...primarily in the
use of the juxtaposition of seemingly
unrelated visual elements. This meth-
odology,” said Fenster in the catalog
notes, “...enables me to present an al-
most ‘cinematic’ storyline based on
the relationship of each of the vi-
gnettes within a particular piece. The
computer has now offered me an
even wider range of possibilities
within the photomontage format.
The technology has actually freed my
range of expression and allowed an
even more personal shaping of the
symbolic elements I use in my work.”

When I showed my students Ms.
Fenster’s work they were in tune with
the richness of the visual appearance
of the work, but because of the limita-
tions of much of our culture, were not
able to discern the symbolic and meta-
phorical statements. I am always sur-
prised by the difficulty that metaphor
and symbolism presents to modern
audiences. I have to admit that it
bothered me that students were stuck
in the literal ...is that guy
nude?...response instead of looking
for connections within the work itself
and to their own lives.

Diane Fenster describes her art as
being “a combination of myth, spirit,
science, and technology.” She sees
herself as “a modern alchemist, using
silicon chips as a tool to transform
electrical patterns into art. My at-
tempt to portray an element of mys-
tery is the guiding factor in these
works. The juxtaposition of the image
elements hopefully serves as a cata-
lyst for the viewer’s recognition of
her/his own inner processes. The
computer does not destroy your soul,
as [ once thought, but rather has lib-
erated a creative aspect of the self
that might have otherwise remained
undiscovered.”

The role of the artist as a catalyst for
change in whatever regard has always
been in my mind at the top of the hier-
archy of purposes for art. Diane Fenster
follows a long tradition of artists whose
work explores the sources of our rela-
tionship to the world and when so
wondrously presented the work forces

|

us to rethink preconceived notions that
may, if left unattended, prevent us
from moving forward.

While thinking about Diane
Fenster’s work I went to my library
and pulled down a book I had not
looked at for years, “The Sociology of
Art” by Arnold Hauser. One of the
passages I underlined may well be an
entryway into Ms. Fenster’s work.
“Art, especially, however playful and
unconcerned, fantastic, and extrava-
gant it may be, serves not only indi-
rectly, by honing the sense of reality,
but also directly as an instrument of
magic, ritual, and propaganda, in the
creation of weapons for the struggle
of existence. ... Art is always con-
cerned with altering life. Without the
feeling that the world is, as Van Gogh
said, ‘an unfinished sketch’ there
would be little art at all.”

In some of Ms. Fenster’s work
there was a strong sense of child’s
play. The spontaneity and excitement
that children experience when they
explore something new, almost a sen-
sibility that comes from finger paint-
ing. Hauser said, “In the same way
children’s drawings do not present a
disinterested view of reality; they, too
pursue a sort of magic purpose, ex-
press love and hatred, and serve as a
way of gaining power over the person
depicted. We may, then, use art as a
means of subsistence, as a weapon in
the struggle, as a vehicle for the dissi-
pation of aggressive drives or as a
sedative which will allay destructive
and mutilating desires. We may use it
to correct the incomplete nature of
things and demonstrate against its
gloomy and lackluster character and
against its senselessness and aimless-
ness. No matter what the reason, art
remains realistic and activist, and it is
only in exceptional cases that it ex-
presses a disinterested or neutral atti-
tude toward questions of practice.”

Diane Fenster teaches at San Fran-
cisco State University and creates her
fine-art and illustration work on a
Macintosh computer. She uses a com-
bination of her own 35mm photogra-
phy, video, still video, and scanned
imagery. She has been exhibited in-
ternationally. Her clients include
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Apple Computer, Inc., IBM Corpora-
tion, Dell Computer Corporation,
Adobe Systems, Inc., Oracle, Inc. and
Silicon Graphics, Inc.

I want to leave you with two final
thoughts—one from Moholy-Nagy
and the second from Margaret Mead:
“Through his sensitivity the artist be-
comes the seismograph of events and
movements pertaining to the future.
He interprets the yet hazy paths of
coming developments by grasping the
dynamics of the present and by free-
ing himself from momentary motiva-
tions and transitory influences but
without evaluating their trends. He is
interested only in the recording and
communicating of his vision. This is
what materializes in his art. He can-
not misuse such a situation. To be a
‘full time’ worker, a ‘professional,” in-
volves a moral responsibility. This is
why the secured existence of the un-
compromising and incorruptible art-
ist is so important to society. If he
does not have adequate tools and ma-
terials, he cannot produce his best.
His records cannot be fluid and direct
if he cannot consecrate his life to the
constant work in his craft, if he has to
fight for minimum subsistence.

The silly myth that the genius has
to ‘suffer’ is the sly excuse of a soci-
ety which does not care for its pro-
ductive members unless their work
promises immediate technological or
economic applications with calcu-
lable profit.”

Margaret Mead said, “...in primi-
tive societies, the artist is not a sepa-
rate person, having no immediate
close relationship to the economic
processes and everyday experiences
of his society. The concept of the art-
ist whose gift sets him apart, or who
only becomes an artist because his
life history has set him apart, is al-
most wholly lacking. The artist, in-
stead is a person who does best some-
thing that other people, many other
people do less well.”

Diane Fenster does her work ex-
ceptionally well, and what’s more,
she presents it to us in an accessible
way so that we can, like all good
ritual and magic, make use of it in

our own lives.



Canto Five / Union of Opposites
Copyright 1995 by Diane Fenster

text in image

Why one day—in a flash—did you feel the terror of existence?

And that voice that hollered at you you’re alive and you can’t see that you’re alive
Who made your thoughts meet at these crossroads for all the grieving winds?

from “Altazor or the Parachute Voyage” by Vincente Huidobro
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Canto Nine / Nine Nights | Hung from a Windy Tree
Copyright 1995 by Diane Fenster

text in Image

There is no time to lose

All this is so sad like the child that’s left an orphan
Like the letter that falls in the middle of an eye
Like the dog’s death of a blind man.

from “Altazor or the Parachute Voyage” by Vincente Huidobro
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Canto Seven / The Path of Lightning as it Descends from the Sky
Copyright 1995 by Diane Fenster

text in Image

Here begins the unexplored ground
Round because of the eyes that see it
And profound because of my own heart
Full of probably saphires

Of sleepwalkers’ hands

from “Altazor or the Parachute Voyage” by Vincente Huidobro
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re bar codes, warranties and
credit card applications a de-
serving subject for Art?

Some believe that art must deal
with what is beautiful. That notion
treats art as if it is some sort of sweet
stuff for the eye—an opiate for the
masses, which is not necessarily bad.

Other artists have attempted to in-
tegrate art and politics, art and social
consciousness, and, like oil and water,
mass culture tells us that they don’t
mix.

A wonderful 1946 quote by Ad
Reinhardt makes the point...“Do you
think that when a painter expresses
an opinion on political beliefs he
makes even more of a fool of himself
than when a politician expresses an
opinion on art? NO!”

The first work of art that forced
me to look at something other than
beauty, nobility and religion was
Francesco Goya’s Execution of the
Madrilenos on May 3, 1808. The
painting is not a battlefield
scene...instead Goya has chosen to
show us civilian hostages being
slaughtered by a firing squad. You
don’t see the face of the firing
squad...all you see are the expres-
sions of the victims.

Goya’s painting is a watershed in
art because up to this moment, art
for the most part has celebrated war-
fare and its accompanying murdering
heroes. Goya chooses to oppose the
brutality and injustice.

|
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By John M. Grzywacz-Gray

Madge Gleeson,
Bar Codes, Goya and
the Vons Club Card

John Grzywacz-Gray continues his coverage of Siggraph "97 and computer
artists with a review of the work of artist Madge Gleeson.

“Do you think that when a painter expresses an opinion

on political beliefs he makes even more of a fool of him-

self than when a politician expresses an opinion on art?

No!”

With Roger Fenton'’s photographs
of the Crimean War, Jacob Riis’s
“How the other half lived,” and Lewis
W. Hines’s documentation of child la-
bor, photography took a careful look
at significant social issues through the
eyes of a newly emerging technology.
What happened? War did not end,
some children were protected and
the exploiter learned a new subtlety.
We have underestimated those who
cause us the most damage.

Photography is too easy to co-
opt...its images surround us and in-
flict on us a value system that reflects
not our chosen values, but those
forced upon us us by a crafty and
powerful commercial class.

As Gisele Freund stated in Photogra-
phy and Society, “The lens, the so called
impartial eye, actually permits every
possible distortion of reality: The char-
acter of the image is determined by
the photographer’s point of view and

No. 4 = April 1998

—Ad Reinhardt

the demands of his patrons. The im-
portance of photography does not rest
primarily in its potential as an art
form, but rather in its ability to shape
our ideas, to influence our behavior,
and to define our society.” When
Freund writes about photography, I
tend to dump film, video and com-
puter imaging into the boiling pot.

Pablo Picasso, in Guernica, painted
in 1937 continues the tradition of op-
position to senseless violence by
painting to commemorate the Span-
ish dictator Franco’s German dive
bombers’ attacks on the Spanish
Basque town of Guernica. Picasso did
not focus on the Fascists...he focused
on the fact that noncombatants were
dying.

In the 1930’s the collages of John
Heartfield attacked such prevailing
notions as one could find truth in
newspapers. There is a collage of
Heartfields where the individual’s


http://www.siggraph.org/s98/

head is bound with newspapers so
that you cannot make out any part of
the human face...The titte—“Those
who read bourgeois newspapers will
become blind and deaf, 1930.”

In the 80s, Martha Rosler contrib-
uted a body of work in which she ex-
amined anorexia, food adulteration,
TV cooking lessons, waitressing, res-
taurant unionizing, and the Vietnam
War. Rosler used humor, a deadly fa-
miliarity, to point to the abuses of so-
ciety.

Other contemporary artists who
have explored issues related to infor-
mation, truth in photography, video
and public performance include:
Suzanne Lacy, Allan Sekulah, Victor
Burgin, Barbara Kruger.

At the Siggraph exhibition last Au-
gust, Madge Gleeson showed current
work that does not deal with any-
thing so dramatic as the bombing or
execution of civilians, but instead,
about a cancer that spreads unknow-
ingly throughout the land and affects
all of us in one way or another. Ms.
Gleeson is part of the Department of
art at Washington University in
Bellingham.

T.S. Eliot has said that an artist be-
gins to communicate before he/she is
understood.

When I first visited Ms. Gleeson’s
work I was intrigued by the alumi-
num frames, the use of bar codes the
unusual textures and the fragility of
the images as they contrast with the
ruggedness of the presentation. It al-
most made the bar codes and the
manifestations of our technology se-
ductively attractive.

She uses scanned objects that are
enhanced and then enlarged. She de-
scribes their texture as hyper-real,
and that the black and white images
fictionalizes them.

“Most of her images are printed on
mylar, which is transparent or frosted
and then displayed over wood veneer,
formica, aluminum foil and other ma-
terials. The hardware is repurposed
from the local scrap metal yard, and
the framing material is made by a fur-
nace contractor. There is an intended

please see GILEESON: page 12

“Endangered Species,” is made of real leaves displayed in glassine envelopes each of which
is sequentially bar coded.
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“Mirror, Mirror,” is about letting go of privacy, one seemingly innocent question at a time.
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