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IconoSphere Design and Aesthetic Considerations

By Francis Richard Henry Lee Traynham

                                                           Politics and religion are dead; the time

                                                           has come for science and spirituality.

                                                            -- Sri Jawaharlal Nehru [Nehru]

This paper outlines the primary design principles and aesthetics of my “text object” commonly referred to as “The Iconosphere”. Hopefully, this paper will generate productive thought and discussions. The latest version may be found at:  http://www.angelfire.com/art3/fleeding/ma
Introduction

The primary goal of the present art work is to explore the creation of a more than mere minimalist text object that is in fact an art object. The use of text as part of an artwork has varied widely from the “mere” descriptive (as in the title not included as part of the painting itself). As well as, to the use of text as amplification of the “content” of the work (eg, in Mediaeval time the inclusion of text from the Bible; eg, the so-called “Utrecht Psalters” one of which lists the text of Psalm 44.  Indeed, even though the Psalters are made to look ancient as if painted at the time of the Roman Empire they were in fact made around the 9th and 10th centuries. Thus, using the style of ancient texts to lend authority and gravity to the works. More modern works include the lithographic “posters” by artists such as Toulouse-Lautrec whose posters go far beyond normal “advertisements” to achieve a clearly artistic intent beyond the normal graphic arts of the times. This growth continues through the works of the Dadaists, and to present times with works such as those by Nam June Paik which include text and even electronic circuit diagrams as part of the design and integral to the works. 

Thus, we might give a “phylogony” of text as follows:

· Nonsense letters (letter as mere shape)    

· Absurdist poetry; eg, “Jaberwocky” by Lewis Carrol

· Nursery Rhymes

· Rhyned Poetry/Song

· Rhythmic Poetry w/out hard rhymes

· Humoresque 

· Picturesque

· Discourse (Descriptions, Literature, Technical (Jargon))

· Political/Commerical Speeches

· Racist/Radical/”The Big Lie”

· Ramblings

It is interesting to note that like many such systems of organisation, the beginning and ending of the list form a circular structure where they devolve to the same form; ie, random sounds/text. So, as artists, we have a large number of “text brushes” to choose from. And if when we choose to place that text onto a canvas, or into a space that lends context to the work that must be carefully considered. If we print a list of people killed in the American-Iraq war, we have just that a list. Consider the Vietnam Memorial. This is something more than “mere” text. So, what if we create text and try to place it into a neutral arena; eg, a canvas? What about a “canvas” that loads the mundane image with content? Can we be value neutral about crushed paper cups if the text tells us that they represent all of those who died in the American-Iraq war?  We could use Red/White/Blue cups for American soldiers, Red-White-Black for Iraqi soldiers, and then grey flags for all of the children, women, reporters, tourists, etc. Thus, the challenge to create a text object that is at least trying to be value neutral but still attempts to be an art object is a bit more taxing. 

Another important aspect to the construction of the present work must be in the nature of the history of art itself. First off "art history is the *language* of artists". That is, when we talk, we can refer to "thick brush strokes, an empasto finish" or we can say "you know: Like Van Gogh and those twisty tree trunks that he did". Or when talking about Jean-Michel Basquiat, i might say "you know the piece that is a tryptic like the classic by Chimbuie [ie, Cimabue]. The one with all of the apostles almost collaged down the sides on the left and right" Then you would know what i was talking about. Thus, both the *physical* appearance of a work and the way that it was painted in terms of it's history and cultural context -- ie: it's *contextual* content. Both of these are atoms from which we can construct a common way of explaining what we are thinking of. Without this *common* language, i (you/she/he/ne) would be almost totally at a loss to express or describe what we are talking about without *actually* drawing or sketching something out -- ie, story-boarding, or in the worst case having to resort to text descriptions to clarify the intent of the artist – this was the case with much of Georgia O’Keef’s works which she had subtract the sexual content assumed by many critics and viewers of her work.   

But, in a sense the text description is the art work. Thus, the “base” work is “just text” and as such conveys no artistic sense. But, how to create an artwork that rises above the mere text as text – and we assume non-random and having a meaning more than just itself. This is the same problem that faces us in dealing with any kind of art work in general. When we do that, we next choose the style from the panorama of "art history" (and the corresponding study of a given artist/movement/style/work/media/etc) provide a way of looking at the world. That is, when I choose to study various artists -- especially artists in depth that "speak" to me. This automatically creates in my mind a *structure* upon which i can not only hang my own ideas and creations, but as importantly provide a motivation and a sense of belonging to a tradition/thread/family of existance. And (i would maintain) without this "prop" (crutch, gimmick, focal point for thought, etc) -- i would have a more difficult time to work through problems that i am having. These problems can involve the usual mix of things; eg, style, media, content, approach, composition, use of "abstract" and use of "concrete" things. That is, sorting through all the myriad choices that i have before me as an artist -- trying to figure out how to say the "what" of what it is that we are thinking and wanting to say.

Thus, it should be clear that the art work itself can not exist outside of a recognisable (or at least learnable) context. And for the current project (the concept of a so-called “iconosphere”), that context should be clear and accessible. For that reason, the core of the art work should be straightforward and not of an artistic nature – that is, symbolic, context sensitive, or obtuse/arcane. 

Finally, the purpose of the iconospheric approach is that it can provide a backdrop for on-going work on the object itself. This is in the same sense as the efforts of the people of making the “wiki-pedia”, which is an on-line encyclopedia. While they are continually obsessed (or so it seems to me) about being authoritative when it comes to who is submitting what to the encyclopedia. The work suffers from the rigid approach since to continually “test” each entry, it must be submitted to reviews, and often works are rejected because no corroborating support can be find. We must recall that much of what we do as artists is to operate in a continual state of ignorance and yearning for “the rest of the story”. That is why the role of the art historian is so vital to what we do. If we look at a Arshile Gorky work, we see what appears to be copies of Picasso and Miro, but when we find that “Moguuch’s” biography of Gorky [Matossian] that he (like Picasso, Miro, and others at the time) “exploring” and “thinking about” certain styles (eg, cubism, expressionism, etc). Thus, rather than being dismissed as a copyist, we see that he was simply searching for his own style. And the fact that we see similarities from some of his paintings with people who like Picasso and Miro were masters of many styles means that we are making the mistake of confusing the artist with the movement. 

Thus, for the purposes of the current artwork, I have undertaken to create a selection of essentially stand-alone articles upon which the other text objects of the iconosphere can be “hung”. Thus, the work becomes a work of assemblage and synthesis. The base of the iconosphere are the eight primary text objects. And the synthesis (the texts as art works) are the so-called crosss-products.  We can not turn out attention to the intent of the artist.
Conceptual Design

The primary idea is that the iconosphere is nothing other than an art object that “just happens” to be constructed out of text. Part of this goes back to performance work including poetry readings, slam poetry, rap, and other text objects which are usually spoken aloud. For the most part art tends to rarely use text of and for itself. Text is used to convey specific meaning, symbolism, and almost always “the” message. Examples include Barbara Kruger’s works that feature a traditional art element, but that most of the art work’s substance is carried by the text. Examples include, “I shop therefore I am” as well as “Extraordinary people deserve special consideration”. At the other end of the spectrum is of course poetry and/or text that use visual designs of the text on the page. Probably best known are the works of e.e.cummings.

Thus, what are we to make of something like the iconosphere? The work of the deconstructionists left us with an interesting set of pretty puzzles. One idea is that any text of “sufficient” length contains every other text; eg, the bible as text would contain Proust’s “Remembrance of Things Past”. The key of course is to know how to encode/decode the texts from one source to the next. A further example is given by Kurt Goedel’s so-called “Goedel Numbers”. The key to encoding is to assign a value to each letter of a given alphabet (0 for space, 1 for A, 2 for B, etc) and then form the product of successive prime numbers raised to a power corresponding to the sentence to be encoded. For example, “CAT” is encoded as 2^3 * 3^1 + 5^20 – (2,3,5 being the first three primes and 3, 1, and 20 being the position of “C”, “A’, “T” in the alphabet. And of course the two simplest examples of text encoding are the ASCII and UNICODE standards by which various human alphabets are encoded for use on computers. 

However, just as the map is not the terrain, the text on the page is a representation of something else. In the case of the textual components of the iconosphere, the text is meant to represent ideas and an imaginative scheme for “crossing” one idea with another to form still new ideas. To a certain extent the basic knowledge of the iconosphere is the basis for a sort of encyclopaedia, with great liberties as to what is chosen and what is left out. As with all abstract art, the inclusion of certain details, symbols, and themes are what give the artwork its “value” or if you will, it’s existent aesthetic. In much the same way that we refer to an artwork of having “Kupka” geometric lines as opposed to say, “Stella” lines, or to say that the colour pallet is more of “Pollock” feel rather than a “Frankenthaller” feel – we talk of a work of prose having a “Twain” feel rather than say a “Borges” feel. Thus, when viewing the iconosphere as I have “painted” it, try to appreciate the various attitudes and textures that I have brought to the work as an artist. It should be clear that most of the “brush work” is of a playful nature with little regard for traditional literary style – especially in the use of punctuation. One has only to view a few of my “minimalist/symbolist drawings” to note the almost reverential if not mysterious way that I refer to punctuation symbols – especially the semi-colon (;).

As to the content itself and its structure, notice that the non-arbitrary selection of the 8 “axises” of the iconosphere which are roughly chosen as opposites:

     Spiritualist vs Scientist

     Jazzist vs Fractalist

     Humanist vs Absurdist

     Artist vs Futurist 

Of course the “oppositeness” of the categories isn’t exact. Clearly Spiritualist is almost antithetical to Humanist as well – especially when one considers fundamentalism as spirituality. And rather than get caught in that debate, I use rather an absurdist’s view of things in general. I will now discuss each area and its underlaying motivations, ideas, and extents.

Absurdist

At the core of the fallout from World War I (the “Great War”, the “War to End All Wars”), was the reaction by almost every thinker of the time. The French General Foch (the leader for the Allied armies) said, “This [the Treaty of Versailles] is not a peace treaty, but merely a temporary armistice; in twenty years France and Germany will again be at war.” In the areas of art came the concept of absurdity. This had been growing since the early work of Alfred Jarry (best known as the father of “‘Pataphysics”. Briefly, his work took a fairly “Twain–like” view of the world around him. The glory promised by the 20th century seemed as ellusive as ever despite the technical achievements of the telegraph, telephone, electricity and probably most influential of all: The mass–transit system of railroads. His influence was felt by the German proto–dadists well before WW I, when they could see both England and Germany building up their naval fleets –– far in excess of the need for commercial use: The goal was clear –– colonial interests abroad. Following, WW I, in painting the dadaists created collage and such phrases as “Dada is a new kind of fire insurance” (usually attributed to Hugo Ball). In Italy, Eungeio Montale (the poet) and his group created the journal “Cuttlefish Bones” to express their illogical and often absurdist writings, poetry, etc. It should be noted that cuttlefish bones are used to make cast jewelry from gold and silver. For the modern era, we take as read the works of the absurdists such as Ionesco, Beckett, etc. It is important to note that in response Beckett’s “Waiting for Godot”, one reviewer said “two hours to say nothing”, but when the play was produced at the San Quentin prison, the prisoners “got it”. Thus, the absurdist point–of–view (POV) gives us a way of dealing with the un–dealable, or as what is often referred to by the taoist philosophers as responding to the monstrosity of the world with “the great silence”. 

Artist

The artistic point of view is much varied and may in a sense be used to describe every area of study. However, for the most part, we will take it as read that it includes the visual arts (painting, drawing, sculpture, ceramics, and photography), as well as the performance arts (drama, poetry readings/text, film, video/audio recordings), as well as music, danse, and probably a good deal of history and philosophy. Of all of the areas, this is probably the most troublesome to delineate and define. We almost have to break down every other form of human activity and make “distinguishing marks” (as from the theory of “The Laws of Form”) to show where this aspect of art begins and ends. Thus, while we might see soldiers marching across the stage during a play as art, we would not be apt to do so when the soldiers were marching across in front of the review stand. True, that we can see the same aesthetic concept in the form of the marching. But, in this sense we have extracted the “physical action of marching in formation” and placed it onto a stage thus, taking the actions on the stage to carry the meanings of the solder’s actions in the field of battle, and other such contextual meanings. 

Thus, it is in the case of the iconosphere. The base page should provide the aesthetic sense of artistic elements so that they can be referred to in the construction of the art elements (the cross products). Primarily, the artistic areas are the most extensive since this is a work of art. Other parts are given short shrift and will provide future areas of expansion. In the same way that artists tend to return to a particular area of interest, this work is an evolving artwork as well. 
Fractalist

Under the catch–all of “fractalist”, I have included much of the concepts of randomness and other such oddities. In a sense the idea of a fractal is two–fold: Breaking down into smaller and smaller pieces, and yet building up large structures out of these “elements”. We should distinguish between two ways of viewing fractals: The Mathematical and the Physical. In the world of pure maths, the process of fractalisation is not bound by computational problems. As such, fractals are infinite. But by the same means, we see many of the ideas of fractals reflected in the geometric and non–geometric patterns in nature. These include the pattern of leaves and branches on a tree, the grown of a nautilus shell, and other such physical manifestations which are in turn based on an underlaying mathematical pattern. We take it as read that the mathematical systems are infinite, while the physical manifestations can never be so. 

An important analogue of fractals (in the physical world) are laws of quantum mechanics, chaos theory, and catastrophe theory. Rather than adhere to a strict interpretation of these areas, I have taken some liberties of simplifying and restricting the ideas expressed in each area. More than anything else, the iconosphere is meant to be something of a conceptual device in the same way that a poem is. Here I would probably draw the full wrath of Plato when he wanted to put all poets (and presumably painters as well) to death since they were all great liars [“The Republic”, Chapter II, Adeimantus’ dialog with Socrates]. In defence, I would point out the common adage that the one thing that the painter must do is to lie; eg, we have to convince you that the drawing of a hand on paper is really 3–dimensional, etc. And the one thing that poets must do is to tell the truth –– even, when that truth is at subtle level and is best told using fiction; eg, Hamlet could only be less real if he were true, rather than “just a story about a man avenging the death of his father”. That’s just the sort of diatribe that Plato was probably on about.

Futurist

In keeping with the technological aspects of the ATEC program (which was the primary motivation for thinking in iconospheric terms to begin with –– that and the concept of “metaphorical thinking”), we must consider the use to which the things that we create now will be put to in “the undiscovered country –– the future” (as Shakespeare so eloquently put it). Indeed, as Albert Einstein once put it:

                      "It is not enough that you should under- stand about applied 

                       science in order that your work may increase man's blessings.

                       Concern for man himself and his fate must always form the 

                       chief interest of all technical endeavors. ... in order that the 

                       creations of our mind shall be a blessing and not a curse to 

                       mankind. Never forget this in the midst your diagrams and 

                       equations." 

Thus, the futurist (and that way of thinking about history and time) are at the centre of much of the whatness of the ATEC program. We have only to look at Midori Kitagawa’s paintings based on pure motion to see that “something new” is up. In the same way, that the invention of the radio stimulated science fiction writers to explore the possibilities of communicating with other planets, and then with the airplane, the concept of space travel was borne. It is not in–consequential that Jules Vernes (who like H.G. Welles) was well–versed in the scientific thought of the time; eg, Konstatin Tsilikovskii (who envisioned multi–stage rockets, space stations –– well before the first air plane lifted off). Thus, futurists, scientists, science fiction writers are attempting to make out the outlines of the map of that un–discovered country. 
A primary aesthetic of futurism are the ideas of time and space travel. As the writer/futurist Vivian Sobchack has put it traveling through space is analogous to traveling through time: The more distant the journey, the closer it comes to its analogue.  Thus, H.G. Welles’ traveler goes some 800 thousand years into the future which can be seen as analogous to traveling to some distant planet that has nothing to do with ours. We should finish with noting that key the concept of futurism are both social development (that Welles and other Fabians  (eg, George Bernard Shaw –– especially, in his “The Doctor’s Dilemma”) were so obsessed with as well as technological development (the primary element in much of Vernes’ works). 

Humanist

Primarily, the humanist position (as opposed (slightly) to theological concerns) goes back to the poet Alexander Pope’s statement that “the proper study of man is man”. This philosophy put human concerns clearly at the centre stage of the drama called life. Important to these are concerns for the fate of the world as well. That is, the fate of what Buckminster Fuller called “Spaceship Earth”. One only has to consider the global problems that are as much caused by the sheer abundance of humans as their use of technology, as well as the continued depletion of natural resources to be reminded again of the warnings of philosophers and writers through the ages that man should view their existence here as one of guardianship rather than ownership; ie, leave the Earth in the same shape as we found it. 

The humanist position has been eloquently summed up by Richard Paul Janaro and Thelma C. Altshuler as per:

                "[The humanist] should have these characteristics:

                  Democratic vision. To fulfill the human potential takes some 

                  doing, but it must be seen as being within the grasp of everyone, 

                  not just a special aristocratic few.

                  Concern for the Present. Without slighting the past, which has 

                  its right to exist and be noticed, the humanist should take a lively 

                  regard for what is happening in the arts today. The unfamiliar in 

                  music, art, drama, and literature is not necessarily the unimportant.

                   Awareness of self. In learning about the contributions of others, 

                   the humanist interacts with the ideas and works of art, making 

                   discoveries about his or her self, being open to change and being 

                   confirmed in preferences he or she will be more able to articulate.

                   Curiosity about technology. Rather than oppose science, as has 

                    unfortunately been the tradition, today’s humanist is excited by 

                    what scientific discoveries and inventions mean for the art of being 

                    human. Is not the computer a work of art? Is not the ability to control 

                    and cure cancer a testimony to the creative genius of the human mind?

                    Universal perpsecitve. Today’s humanist sees a connection among all 

                    people on this planet, and is therefore opposed to parochialism, which 

                    identifies the self with its immediate neighborhood and its immediate 

                    problems.

                                             [Janaro & Altshuler, Pp. 12 13]

These concerns are explored in the humanist module of the iconosphere.

Jazzist

I have chosen the concept of jazz as the guiding force of creativity. Even more so that the plastic arts, jazz attempts to both deconstruct and re–structure things at the same time; probably only the analytical cubists come close to this in terms of the plastic arts. The medium is that of music, with variation and interaction of the various players in a group. This restriction in size both limits and expands the possibilities of such explorations. Thus, in one sense the jazzist POV combines fractalisation (breaking down) as well as strict constructionist ideas and methods. We see these same ideas at work in the more modern orchestral compositions (eg, John Cage, Liz Story, Philip Glass, and especially in Shoenberg, et al). At the same time, the jazzist is bound to return to the starting point –– thus, much in the tradition of circularity found in literature as well as more recently in the theatre of the absurd. 
Scientist

It is not really surprising that in the “age of science” so many people seek out alternative ways of “dealing with the world” –– chief among these are either a return to fundamental religions or shying away from them to “new age” beliefs. It is not surprising because science is associated with the dehumanization of people (a person is just another kind of animal to be studied in a detached manner). And yet there is much to recommend the so–called reductionist method. It has led to the development of considerable technological progress –– the challenge now becomes to use that technology wisely. 
Spiritualist

One has only to look at the development of “alternative religions” and so–called “new age” beliefs to see that the “old way of doing things” is somehow failing to address people’s spiritual needs. While trying to stay at least somewhat neutral, I take the so–called “Big Three” religions (Judaism, Christianity, and Islam) to task. Of course the problem is not with any particular belief (or even the lack of any belief) but with the way it is put into practice. But, above all –– how tolerant it is of challenges to its structure. This goes again back to the maturity of the believers themselves. Many power structures (and not only in religious systems of thought) thrive on un–questioning belief and following of the leader; eg, Hitler and the “fuerer principe”. And of course these days, there is far too much of that kind of thinking (or rather lack of thinking; ie, blind faith) and the consequences of mob actions arising from it. 

In addition, I have taken it upon myself to include a rather detailed treatment of ESP (Extra Sensory Perception) and such matters considered occult. It is now obvious that many of the old women who were burned as witches for practicing what any right minded person would see as “herbal science” was a loss to human progress. Further, we need only look at the closeness to the Earth to which the few remaining native (tribal) peoples live to see that things are indeed out of joint in the world. And I would maintain that if we are find our way in the world, we need to consider (or rather re–consider) everything that we know to be true from different perspectives. Of course such a statement reveals the basic humanist outlook of your current narrator.
Construction of the Iconosphere

As noted in the iconosphere “mfa notes”, many possible iconospheres are possible. In theory, the concept of the iconosphere is nothing more than a fancy title for “compare and contrast” with which most research forays into the world of ideas and the various histories there–of. Thus, I have (with some due consideration) chosen the particular 8 “axises” of the iconosphere (absurdist, artist, fractalist, etc). The set makes for an interesting mix of the various ways of approaching not only knowledge classification itself, but more importantly of looking at creativity itself. At first, I had hoped that the initial release of the iconosphere (Mark 0.1 if you will) would include a detailed exposition on the processes of imagination and creativity. However, it soon became apparent that such an exploration would limit the amount of time that I could devote to what I considered more essential details of the iconosphere; eg, quantum reality, and other essential ideas. 

One key element of the iconosphere’s construction was the decision early on, to not depend too heavily on the internet and other web sites. For one thing, I wanted the work to exist in the public domain, and these days all of the litigation and asset ownership issues would only make the work all the more difficult. As such, the iconosphere is fairly self contained, only depending on my earlier work the so–called “PDE” (Public Domain Encyclopedia) which I began in the 1980’s when first encountering the internet. These articles will be linked in sometime in the near future. 

Once the core 8 axises were in place, the problem came as to how to “create” the cross–products for the variables, and how these “iconospheric equations” would work. In general, there are two separate problems:  X * Y  and X * X.  That is the old paradox of self–referentiality. As I began work on the problem, it became apparent that in the case of X * X, that there would be TWO variables at work. Rather than just one. Thus, while we might have an equation such as:

      Futurist x Absurdist (time) ––––>  Time Travel

That is interpret Futurism in absurdist terms and dealing with the futurist key variable “time”, leads to “time travel”. Notice that there isn’t really “just one right answer” to such equations. Just as in any art work there is “just one possible” version of anything. The late William F. Buckley, Jr. lambasted Dennis Weaver’s statement that “There isn’t anything on God’s green earth that isn’t subject to change”, with the statement that he (Buckley) couldn’t conceive of any other version of Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata –– apparently un–aware that Beethoven (of all composers) wrote and re–wrote pieces, almost never settling on a single version. One of the main motifs in the 3rd symphony re–appears in mutated form in the 9th. And thus, it is that Picasso has several paintings and drawings called simply “Studio”, and so forth. Thus, all equations should not be taken in a strictly mathematical sense as with the square root of 4 being of exactly two values +/– 2. 

In working with self–referentiality and being aware that even a fairly lax or even naïve view (as per, for example the so–called “naive set theoretic” approach) we should be careful not to make totally useless statements. It would be one thing to dismiss all things as “artistic license”, but then we should horribly side–tracked. So, as such the cases of self–referentiality, the idea should make “sense” to a reasonable person, and not depend to heavily on the mask of “absurdity”. Thus, all artworks in the iconosphere should have an inherent rightness and beauty to them. 

Finally, it should be clear that the number of cross products is of course a geometric number; ie, we have 8 axises, and that gives directly 64 cross products. And then for each possible variable (even if we limit ourselves to 8 for symmetry reasons) gives us 512 possible cross products – at the very least. As such, work will continue and updates made in a timely fashion.

Conclusions

It is hoped that the iconosphere as a kind of meta-phorical (in the sense of meta-mathematical methods in “proof theory”, etc), will give a bit of a “new way” of thinking about various topics and their seeming in-congruity and in-compatability. In retrospect, and seeing where all of this leading, I’m not sure that if had it to do over again, that I would. But, as with all artworks (or all works in what-ever field of endeavor), once they are brought into existence, they tend to have a life of their own. One of my favorite quotes was by musician/semi-deity (of “Les Six”) Erik Satie:

                                 "I began to play a few musical airs which I myself 

                                   had invented.. … All of my troubles stemmed from there."          

                                                           - -  Erik Satie, Recoins de ma vie. 
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