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del marchante-critico—. Por citar el prélogo de este libro: “Por ‘medio
entiendo el conjunto de prdcticas marteriales que juntan una imagen
con un objeto para producir una picture”.

Asi que ha llegado ef momento de juntar a las imdgenes y a lo
objetos en esas peculiares formaciones culturales a las que Hamamos
medios. Como se sugerird un poco mds adelante, estoy menos intere
sado en producir una gran teorfa sistemdtica de todos los medios que
en construir pictures de los medios que permitan que la especificida
de los materiales, las practicas y las instituciones se manifieste por si
misma y, a su vez, que pongan en cuestion la idea heredada de que
un medio tiene algo llamado “especificidad”. (Las nociones de “me-
dios mixtos” y de “especificidad”, junto con la peculiar singularidad
pluratidad del propio concepto de “medio” parecerian estar en un
especie de trayectoria de colisién.) También me gustaria virar desdee
modelo de McLuhan de “comprender los medios” hacia una poseura
que recalcase que debemos “dirigirnos a los medios” y que debemos
ser dirigidos por ellos. En resumen, no es tanto un intento :
truir una teorfa general de los medios, sino de explorar algo que podrii
denominarse una “teoria del medio”, un acercamijento intermedio ;
inmanente que funciona principalmente mediante casos. Los casos i+
cluirdn viejos y nuevos medios, medios artisticos y de masas, manual¢
y mecénicos, y modos electrénicos de reproduccion: los destinos-de
la pintura, especialmente de fa pintura abstracta en el momento pre
sente; el lugar de la escultura en el sisterna actual de las artes y en'la
esfera pablica; la vocacion de la forografia y del fotégrafo a la hora de
producir la imagen de una nacién; la mediacién de los estereotipos H..
ciales en ¢l cine, en la televisién y en sus antecesores del siglo XIX, las
caras pintadas de negro de los especticulos minstrel; y la emergencia
de nuevos medios en la era de la informadtica de alta velocidad y en
ciencia bioldgica. Concluyo, finalmente, con una reflexién sobre un
medio “natural”, ¢l proceso de percepcién visual en cuanto tal {ve
campo de fa “cultura visual” al que ha dado lugar), para examinar §u
papel a la hora de convertirnos en criaturas que crean imdgenes que.
nos demandan cosas. :

IRIGIENDONOS' A LOS MEDIOS*

C.&nm dice que toda mi falacia es errénea. Marshall McLuhan en Annie Hall

No sé si quiero decir lo que digo. Y si Jo supiera, tendria que haberlo
. r . & . L

- guardado para mi. Niklas Luhmann “How Can the Mind Participate in

Communication? "

En Annie Hall, hay una famosa escena en la que Woody Allen estd
scado en la cola del cine al lado de un odioso profesor de ciencias de
2 comunicacién de la Universidad de Columbia que insiste en trans-
itir sus estipidas opiniones sobre cine. Cuando el profesor empieza
hablar sin parar sobre las teorfas de los medios de Marshall McLu-

La frase “dirigiéndonos a los medios” era el ditulo de un simposio que uvo lugar en
< la Universidad de Colonia para inaugurar su nuevo programa sobre Medios y Comu-
- hicacion Culbrural en diciembre de 1959, Este capfrulo se cred como la conferencia
inaugural de ese simposio y estey agradecide a los arganizadores Eckhard Schiumacher,
Stefan Andropoulos y Gabriele Schabacher por su maravillosa hospiralidad. Un peque-
"0 boceto de este artfculo aparece (en una traduccidn alemana a caigo de Gabriele Scha-
bacher) en el volumen del simposio coma el prefacio @ “Der Mehrwert von Bildern” [La
- plusvalia de las imdgenes| en Die Addresse des Mediums, Stefan Andriopoulos, Gabriele
Schabacher y Eclchard Schumacher {eds.} {Colonia: Dumont, 2001), 158-84.

- IN. de la T] Juego de palabras imposible de rraducir. La palabra “address”, en inglés, es
pelisémica y puede significar ranto dirigirse, hablar o apelar a alguien (que es e signifi-
n.“.wh_c que mayoritariamente se emplea en este capindo), come direccién postal, abordar,
38 “direccionar... Desde el propio tirulo, W. J. T. Mitchell juega con los diferentes sentidos
-de la palabra “address”. Para facilitar la comprensién del texto hemos marcado con un
- asterisco las diferentes eraducciones de “address” que divergen de la acepeién “dirigirse 2

“En The Materialities of Communication, Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht y Ludwig «H.Jum.n.wmww

{eds.) {Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 1994), 387,
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han, Woody ya no puede aguantar mis. Sale de la fila y se dirige n_r_zw“.. .
ramente a la cdmara, quejdndose por haberse ncmmm.@o mﬂmﬂm&o alla _c_
de ese pardn [fig. 38]. Entonces, ¢ _,u_.om\mwo..m rambién ntEnm_ rmnwm A
cdmara y responde: “{Eh! Este es un pais Euﬁm. iNo tengo m%n oa

dar mi opinién?”. Cuando prosigue &mwmm:aﬁmmo sus propias OMM omwﬁ.umi..
fes para explicar a McLuhan, Woody tiene su momento EEWS . mnm..
“Ah sf, bien, porque tengo @ McLuhan justo aqui” [fig. 391 Me s.ﬁb
safe a la vista v desmiente al odioso profesor con la ofensa amo.a:ﬁ. “He
oido lo que estaba usted diciendo. No sabe nada acerca de mis teorfas

ke

Woody sonric a cdmara y suspira: “;Ojald Ja vida fuera asfl”,

. ..w.om., i Meluhan.

~ Auno le gustarfa reproducir una y otra vez esta escena para asegu-
rarse de que se han escuchado las palabras correctamente. jQué absur-
! Tiene que haber un error en el guion o en la forma de McLuhan
¢ expresar sus lineas. Por supuesto que su falacia es errénea. Eso es
0 que significa ser una falacia. Pero, ;por qué McLuhan, mientras
aui paso al frente para declarar su autoridad como el ordcuio de la
teotfa de los medios —un tipo de meta-medio por derecho propio— de-
%._.n.a_._ e ni . m..mm E.LS&EE. su autoridad llamando falacia a su teorfa® Al menos,
: : 0 Sugiere que cs mejor aproximarse con cautela a la cuestién de los
medios. Si incluso el inventor de las ciencias de la comunicacién, el
n avatar de la reoria de medios que se convirtié en estrella medii-
a por derecho propio es capaz de resbalar en una cdscara de pldrano
urada, ;qué se puede esperar del resto de nosotros, que creemos
enemos el derecho a dar nuestras opiniones sobre los medios?
omo podemos esperar, como prometié McLuhan, “comprender los
edios” y mucho menos convertirnos en expertos sobre ellos? Tal vez
esitamos un modelo menos ambicioso que la comprension. Fso es
o que me propongo explorar “dirigiéndome” a los medios: no como si

25 Fotograma de Annie Hall AQ.F woody Allan, 1677 un indignado Allen se cliri
a la audiencia, haciendo gestos hacia el profesor.

El tinico problema con este momento de, nﬂmwﬁo menos, nww_ a
negativa y percepcion de la nos?ma:. de las ﬁmozmnm de ﬁOm me %u.m
que alguien (;Woody Allen? ;El propio McLuhan?) rm. Emm:m_ 0
mintsculo fallo en la intervencién de la figura de autoridad, del gu
de los medios, de >bzm_l@ﬁmlmmam:wmsmlﬁ:?mmva. Om:mawrﬁmn
pasa por alto (o no se escucha) una E_m:ow.omm y pequefa o mmﬂmﬂ
que anida dentro de fa afirmacién de mﬁon&.mm de H‘S&Lcrmm sobre su
propias teorfas: “No sabe nada acerca de mis reorfas. Usted dice

toda mi falacia es errénea’.

.m..:dnm aparece en el guion tal y come se reproduce en la pdgina web de Annie
 heepe/ fwww.un-official.com/annichall.xt (29 de agosto de 2003). Lo que Allen
pretendia con elio sdlo se puede conjerurar.
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fueran sistemas o estructuras logicas, mw:n.v como si fueran mnﬁmHow :nM |
los que viven las imdgenes, o los personajes y avatares que s¢ ding
nosotros y a los que nos podemos dirigir a su ver. o
Parece claro que las vidas y los amores de las .:,:mmﬁwmm no mmno.. :
den evaluar sin calcular de algin modo los B.m.%oa en los que mww ©
cen. La diferencia entre una imagen y una KSQNR por ﬂmam ouonn
precisamente una pregunta por el medio. Gﬂm imagen mwm apar o
en un medio u otro —en una wmwﬁc@ una v‘amwm, en palal Emrwnnm_ ;
niimeros—. ;Pero qué hay de los medios? A.O.o_ﬁ.ﬁo aparecen, se
. -ensibles? Es tentador decidirse por una respuesta -
st material - identificar el medio con.
rigurosamente materialista a esta pregunta mm i ficar el meeic cof
¢f simple soporte material en o movh_.n.m_ cu m@mw.manm ‘ Mwo .nm e
a primera vista, csta respuesta parece insatisfactoria. Un E& fo cs mls
que los materiales de los que se compone. OoBo.W&\Bob Williams
insistié sabiamente, es una prdctica social Ewﬁmﬂmr un conjunt e
habitidades, hdbitos, técnicas, rmﬁm.awmbﬁmmu codigos v ooﬂwm:mmummmmw |
Por desgracia, Williams pretendia :.H%:_mmm nﬂm.@ﬁnmmﬁmwm asia 6
punto de echar por la borda toda la idea de medio nowwo 2 selfice.
cién innecesaria. El titulo de su ensayo m.ogn este tema, “From . E.mm...
to Social Practice” [Del medio a la practica mo‘Qm: s asf _mm sugiere. M i ..m.m.”
es agarrar ¢l escudio de los medios desde un m:mmma.:b womwwohwwmam.. .
el soporte material {como cuando llamamos a la m:EMP m_. mmﬂo me.mm..
las patabras o a los niumeros por el 5@5@8 de Bm%ov.w esp %w o bacs
una descripcién de las practicas moommmmm que ._ro nosmﬁﬂwﬁs. ‘nM o l v
este gesto de des-reificacion va demasiado Eom.. mmm cada pri 2002
un medio? Bsto no es lo mismo que preguntar si nm&m ?mn.ﬂx% Mmﬂo Em.a.
mediada. ;Es un medio una fiesta del té, Ta huelga e cm: Eﬂ 200, unds
elecciones, una liga de bolos, el juego de un parque i andl, u wom <
o un acuerdo negociado? Hsacmmzma.m:ﬁmu .ﬁoﬁmm son pricticas c&.m;
pero resultaria extrafto Yamarclas ﬁ.EHromu sin importar ncmﬂMu @R 20
depender de algunos tipos de E.n.u%om ~COMO soportes .Bmwﬁm: H.Mmm& MM .
sentaciones, representantes, cédigos, ooawm:nﬂonnm.m HME uso media _wn
res—. El concepto de medio, si merece la pena preservario, pare nwﬁamom
{como era de esperar) algan tipo de espacio medio HE@mmn_mo:ﬁS&owm
materiales v las cosas que la gente hace con ellos. La compro

- frase de Williams, “prictica social mareriaf’, es claramente un intento
_de esbozar ese espacio medio en contraste con el titulo y con el sen-
“tido de su argumentacién, que pretende desplazarnos de un lado {los
- materiales) a otro (las pricricas sociales).
Quizds ésta sea la paradoja fundamental construida en torno al
-toncepto de medio en cuanto tal. Un medio sélo es un “intermedio”,
un entremedio o un intermediario, un espacio, senda o mensajero
que conecta dos cosas ~un emisor con un receptor, un escritor con un
“lector, un artista con un espectador o {en el caso del médium espiri-
~tista) este mundo con el otro—. El problema surge cuando tratamos
- de determinar los limites del medio. Definido en un sentido estricre,
confinado al espacio o a la figura de mediacién, nos devuelve a la ima-
~gen reificada de los mareriales, las herramientas, los soportes, etcétera,
Definido en lineas generales, como una practica social, el medio de
la escritura incluye claramente al escritor y al lector, el medio de la
pintura incluye al pintor y al espectador —v quizds a la gaferfa, al co-
“leccionista y también al museo—. Si los medios son intermedios, son
intermedios siempre eldsticos, que se expanden hasta incluir lo que en
un principio parecfan sus limites externos. El medio no se encuencra
entre el emisor y el recepror; los incluye y constituye. ;Nos quedamos
con una version de la mdxima derrideana sobre los textos —es decir,
“no hay nada fuera del medic”—> ¢Qué significa ir al cine? :Cudndo
estamos dentro o fuera del medio? ;Cuando estamos en la sala de cine
s’comno Woody Allen en Annie Hall, haciendo cola en el vestibulo?
- La vaguedad incrustada en el concepto de medio es uno de los prin-
cipales obsticulos en ef camino de la disciplina sistemdtica de los “estu-
‘dios de medios”, que parece ocupar hoy en dia una posicidn bastante
peculiar en las humanidades. Una de las disciplinas emergentes mds
ovenes sobre ¢l estudio de la cultura y la sociedad se encuentra en
una relacién parasitaria con los departamentos de retérica ¥ comuni-
cacion, de estudios de cine, de estudios culrurales, de lizeratura v de
urtes visuales. Las categorfas comunes en estos dfas son “cine v estudios
¢ medios”, como si la idea general de los medios fuera simplemente
un suplemento al medio centralmente ubicado del cine; o “comuni-
acion y estudios de medios”, como si los medios fueran simplemente
tecnologias instrumentales en el dominio general de la comunicacién
de mensajes. Bn el campo de la historia del arte, con su obsesiva pre-
tpacién por la marerialidad v la “especificidad” de los medios, ¢l

4 Raymond Williams, Marxism and Literature {Nueva Yorle Oxford University ww
C1977), 158-64.
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~predicciones sobre el fin del trabajo, el surgimiento de una “aldea
global” pacifica y el desarrollo de una nueva conciencia planetaria,
‘una especie de “espiritu global” conectado. La teoria de medios con-
empordnea, como si reaccionara contra el optimismo de McLuhan,
estd conducida por una obsesién por las miquinas de guerra (Frie-
drich Kicder, Paul Virilio) y rastrea cada innovacién técnica hasta
- las artes de la coaccién, la agresion, la destruccién, la vigilancia v
¢l especticulo propagandistico’. O se envuelve en una retérica @R\s
“sentista que toma Internet y la era de la informacién digital como
el horizonte de sus intereses (Peter Lunenfeld, Lev Manovich)®, O
- se cenua exclusivamente en los llamados medios de comunicacién
de masas (la televisién y la prensa escrita) como una invencién ex-
clusivamente moderna que puede distinguirse rigurosamente de los
‘medios mis tradicionales®.

- Tal vez el sintoma mds interesante de la discusién acrual sea el tema
srecurrente del fin de los medios y de la muerte de los estudios de me-
- dios, una afirmacién que, de ser cierta, harfa de éste uno de los concep-
_tos con la vida mds corta en la historia del pensamiento humano. Justo
hace treinta afios, en la estela de la metedrica carrera de McLuhan y
de su agotamiento como estrella de los medios por derecho propio,
“Jean Baudrillard escribié un “Réquiem por los medios” en el que de-
nuncid los ilusionantes intentos de Hans Magnus Enzensberger por
~esbozar una teorfa socialista de los medios en términos de fuerzas

“productivas y de una “industria de fa conciencia™®. “No existe una

4mbito supuestamente “desmaterializade” de los medios virtuales y
digitales, asi como toda la esfera de los medios de comunicacién de
masas, frecuentemente se ven como algo més alld de los limites y como -
un invasor amenazante que cerca las puertas de la ciudadela estética y
artistica®. Un sintoma de la relacidon ambivalente de la historia del arte
con los medios es la forma en la que margina a la arquitectura como {en -
el mejor de los casos) el tercer medio mds importante en su dmbito,
bien abajo en la jerarquia estdndar que coloca a la pintura en la parte
superior v a la escultura en un distante segundo lugar, mientras que -
¢l medio mds antigue y ubicuo que los seres humanos han concebi- -
do, el arte de construir espacios, languidece en la parte inferior. En el :
estudio de la literatura, el medio del lenguaje y de las tecnologias espe-
cificas de la escritura, desde la invencién de la imprenta a la mdquina de
escribit v al ordenador, son cuestiones relativamente menores en com--
paracion con los asunros de género, formay estilo, que son estudiados,
por lo general, de manera independiente al vehiculo material es pecifico
a través del cual se transmiten las obras literarias®. Los estudios culeura- -
les, mientras tanto, son una formacién tan amorfa que bien podrfan ser
sinénimo s de los estudios de medios, o viceversa, con un ligero énfasis-
en las recnologfas de la comunicacién y el almacenamiento. :
Treinta afos después de la muerte de Marshall McLuhan, el gran
pionero de los estudios de medios, el campo todavia no tiene su pro-
pia identidad. Sintoma de ello es la necesidad constante de anular.
2 McLuhan, de recitar todos sus errores v de lamentar sus ingenuas.

.7 Friedrich Kirder, Gramaphone, Film, Typewrises, trad. Geoffrey Winthrop-Young y
Michael Wurz (publicade por primera vez en 1986; Stanford, California: Stanford

University Press, 1999); Paul Virilio, War and Cinema: The Logistics of Perception,
rracd, Patrick Camiller (Nueva York: Verso, 1989).

8 Perer Lunenfeld, Snap o Grid: A Users Guide to Digiral Arts, Media, and Cufruves
- {Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 2000)%; Lev Manovich, The Language of the
.¢ . New Media (Cambridge, Massachuserts: MIT Press, 2001).

9 Véase Niklas Luhmann, The Reality of the Mass Media (Stanford, California: Stanford Uni-
: versity Press, 2000). Por “medios de masas” Luhmann quiere decir “aquellas instinuciones

que hacen uso delas recnologfas del copywright para diseminar la comunicacién” (2).

10 “Constitutents of a Theory of the Media” de Hans Enzensberger aparece en la im-
-+ portante astologia de Timothy Druckrey, Electronic Culture: Technology and Visual
Representation (Nueva York: Aperture, 1996), 62-85. Jean Baudrillard respondid en
“Requiem for the Media”, en For 2 Critigue of the Political Economy of the Sign (San
Luis: Telos Press, 1981), 164. .

5 La hostil recepeién del énfasis en los nuevos medios del arze de la exposicién Doci-”
menta de 20072 en Kassel, Alemania, es sintomdrica de esta resistencia continua a las
imdgenes maviles, virtuales y desmarcerializadas en ol mundo del arte. Por supuesto,
como cualquier otra cosa en ¢l munde del arte, los nuevos medios son zonas en-
disputa y hay muchos que los consideran como la frontera de la experimentacién
artistica y la investigacién. Los otros “invasores” notables del territorio de los medios’
de la historia del arte son, por supuesto, las disciplinas verbales —la teorfa y la historia -
literarias, la retdrica, la lingiistica v la semidtica—. o

6 Estaafirmacion puede parecer contraintuitiva, dada la importancia de la lingfifstica estruc-
mralista en el estudio de la poesia y de la narrativa literaria, Pere estos estudios {junto con
sus descendientes postestrucnuralistas y deconstructivos) tienden a centrarse en los tropos:
y en los eletnentos estructurales que son casi independientes de los medios téenicos en los:
que el “texta” hace su aparicién. Entonces, los argumentos de Friedrich Kicler sobre L
importancia de la mdquina de escribir para el género de Ja litecarura a finales ded siglo XIX
han caldo, por lo que puedo ver, en cidos sordos entre los estudiantes de literatura.
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teoria de los medios”, declard Baudrillard, excepto “el empirismo y el
misticismo”; v la idea de que el socialismo podria, de alguna manera,
emplear las fuerzas productivas de las estructuras intransitivas y no
reciprocas de los medios de masas fue descartada como una quimera
enjaezada con una ilusién. Incluso Friedrich Kittler, que abre Qﬁ.ﬁh;
phone, Film, Typewriter [Gramoéfono, pelicula y B&@E:m de escribir}
declarando que “los medios determinan nuestra situacién’, unas pocas
pdginas después estd dando a entender que la época de los an_.,_,om. fa
era de las invenciones de los grandes medios (el cine, la grabacion de
sonido, la interfaz de teclado) podria ya haber terminado. La inven-
cién del ordenador promete “una unién total de medios sobre una
base digital” que “borrari el propio concepto de medio. En lugar de
cablear personas y tecnologias, el conocimiento absoluto circulard en
un bucle sin fin”. Lo que nos queda por el momento, segun Kictler, es
el “entretenimiento”, mientras esperamos la llegada del bucle sin fin
que no incluird ningin componente humano en sus circuitos™.

:Qué significa “dirigirse” a los medios hoy en dia, en el umbral del
siglo XXI? Quiero plantear la pregunta de esta manera, en contraste
con la nocién de “comprender” los medios propuesta por McLuhan a
fin de destacar el modo en el que los medios se dirigen a nosotros o nos
convocan, v las formas en las que nos imaginamos a nosotros mismos
contestando o dirigiéndonos a los medios'”. La primera escena de este
dirigirnos a los medios podria ser el momento en el que nos &,.olmn:vm-
mos gritdndole a la televisién o echdndole una mano a la radio y en-
viando cinco délares en respuesta a un predicador evangélico. ;Como
se dirigen a nosotros los medios, quicn es el “nosotros” al que se a..ﬁ-
geny cudl es la “direccién” de fos medios, en el sentido de su Cgmmnﬂoz
o lugar en la vida social y mencal? ;Como podemos, en particular,
dirigirnos a la totalidad de los medios —no s6lo los medios de masas
o a los técnicos, no solo a la televisién y a los medios impresos, sino
también a Jos medios obsoletos y ascaicos, y a los medios en el terreno
expandido de McLuhan—, del dinero, del intercambio, de la vivienda,
de la ropa, de fas artes, de los sistemas de comunicacién, del trans-
porte, de la ideologia, de la fantasia o de las instituciones politicas?

11 Kitder, Gramaphone, Fifm, Typewriter, 1-2.

12 Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man {publicado por pri-

mera vez en 1964; Cambridge, Massachuseres: MIT Press, 1994),
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- Una via nos la ofrece la teorfa de sistemas, que proporciona modelos

de medios como una dialéctica sistema-entorno autopoiética. Cada
entidad en el mundo, desde el organismo unicelular hasta fa corpo-
racién multinacional o la economia global, resulta ser un sistema que
habita en un “entorne”, que no es més que la negativa del sistema —un
“espacio sin marcar” que contrasta con el “espacio marcado” del siste-
ma—. Las personas y las mentes también son sistemas y son “ménadas

. aisladas” que nunca pueden comunicarse unas con otras.

La teoria de sistemas, especialmente tal y como fue desarrollada por
su principal exponente, Niklas Luhmann, tiende a ser muy abstracta
y paradéjica'’. Puede reproducirse de forma concreta, aunque no me-
nos paraddjica, describiendo su légica con la ayuda de esos ambiguios
diagramas fondo-figura que son los iconos de la ciencia cognitiva. La
relacién sistema-entorno resulra ser un nido de cajas chinas en el que
los sistemas (como las mentes) nunca se comunican entre sf, pero se
las arreglan para observar su propia observacién [fig. 40]. Fl resultado
final de la teorfa de sistemas parece ser, finalmente, un empirismo mis-
tico bastante drido (en contraste con la légica desordenada, metaférica
y asociativa de los deslumbrantes juegos de palabras v aliteraciones de
McLuhan). El propio sistema de Luhmann estd calculado con una
légica impecable e impersonal. Encuentra que los sistemas son algo
similar a fos organismos vivos, mientras que los entornos, vistos desde
un nivel lo suficientemente alto, pueden empezar a parecer sistemas
(es decir, organismos) por derecho propio. Los medios pueden encajar
a ambos lados de la divisién sistema/entorno: son un sistema para
transmitir mensajes a través de un vehiculo material a un recepror; o
son un espacio en el que las formas pueden desarrollarse v fa divisién
“torma/medio” de Luhmann recapitula su movimiento fundamental
para “establecer una distincién” (entre el interior y el exterior, entre el
objeto y el espacio, entre el observador y lo observado) de una manera
bastante grafica. En las reflexiones coloquiales sobre los medios, des-

13 Vedse Niklas Lubmann, The Reaflity of the Mass Media, trad. Kathleen Cross {(Stan-
ford, California: Stanford University Press, 2006). Sea rambién eruciales “Medium
and Form”, en Art as a Social System {Stanford, California: Stanford Universicy Press,
2000), y “Flow Can the Mind Participace in Communication?” [“;Cémo pucde la
miente participar en la comunicaciéni”] (la respuesta es que no puede) en The M-
terialities of Communication, Hans-Ulrich Gumbrechr (ed.) (Stanford, California:
Stanford University Press, 1994).
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cribimos esto como la diferencia entre un medio a #ravés del cual se
transmicen los mensajes y un medio en ¢f gue aparecen formas e imd-
genes. Estos dos modelos fundamentales de medios {como transmisor
y como hdbirat) pueden visualizarse a través del conocido diagrama
lineal de Umberto Eco sobre el circuito emisor-receptor [fig. 41] y con
mi propio diagrama sobre las distinciones de Luhmann entre sistema/
entorno y forma/medio [fig. 40].

mkw\am

INpETERM

AQ. Diagrama de Luhmanry la forma es al madio como el sistema es al entorno
como & organismo es al habitat,

nolze
|

noise —Transmitter—signal—channel-ssignal-receiver-3message—destination

( code ~—

41 Dagrama de Umberto Eco de fuente/desiing. Digital Media Laboratory, Uni-
varsity of Chicago,

Si estamos atascados con ¢l empirismo mistico, me gustaria que el
mio fuese lo mds concreto posible, por lo que sugicro que, en lugar de
emplear sistema y entorno como términos principales, pensemos en los m
medios en términos de rostros y fugares, figuras y espacios. Si vamos -
a “dirigirnos” a los medios, no sélo a estudiarlos o a reflexionar sobre

ellos, necesitamos transformarlos en algo a lo que podamos dirigirnos,

a
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1o que podamos llamar, acoger y desafiar. Si vamos en el otro sentido, a
“direccionar* los medios”, es decir, a localizarlos, a darles una direccién,
entonces el reto consiste en ubicarlos y en verlos como paisajes o espa-
cios. Todo esto puede corresponderse con la distincién entre sistema
“(organismo, cuerpo, rostro) v entorno {lugar, espacio), pero tendri fa
- ventaja de ser mds pintoresco. Aqui, [a estrategia metodolégica es la que
" he denominado “picturing theory™, es decir, tratar a la teoria como un
discurso encarnado que se construye en torno a metdforas, analogfas,
“inodelos, figuras, casos y escenas cruciales. Una teorfa de los medios
que siga este camino no sélo tiene que preguntarse qué son los medios,
qué hacen; tiene que plantearse la pregunta de cudl podtia ser el medio
“de la teoria. Por supuesto, tendemos a asumir que una cierta forma de
Jenguaje critico o filosdfico, el metalenguaje de la teoria de sistemas o la
semiotica, por ejemplo, podria sacarnos de la confusién de los medios
.y damos un punto de vista cientifico neutral sobre la totalidad de los
“medios”. Mi enfoque es justamente el opuesto. Asume que ninguna
teorfa de los medios puede elevarse por encima de los propios medios,
¥ que lo que se requiere son formas de teorfa coloquial, incrustadas en
-las précricas de los medios. Estas resultardn ser lo que he llamado “me-
taimdgenes”, objetos medios que se reflejan en su propia constitucién o
(por evocar el maravilloso objeto del dadafsmo minimalista de Robert
Morris) cajas con el sonido de su propia creacién'®.

14 [N. de laT] Picture Theory es el nombre de otro libro de W, J. T. Mizchell en el gue se
. proponia crear una nuéva teoria de la imagen convirtiendo precisamente la teorfa en
imagen, De ahi el titulo del volumen, que inclufa un juego de palabras imposible de
traducir en castellanc y del que de nueve se aprovecha aqui Mitchell: “picture theory”
significa tanto “weoria de la imagen” como “hacer imagen la reoria™.

Luhmann, por ¢jemple, imagina que esa reoria de sistemas puede reemplazar a los
tradicionales conceptos “utdpicos” éticos v politicos de la teoria social (por efemplo, la
democratizacién, fa dialéctica, la desigualdad y la lucha) y los tradicionales conceptos
de la estética de ios medios (por ejemplo, la mimesis, la ¢xpresidn, la representacién)
con un sondeo olimpico de “la emergencia de las condiciones comparables en sistemas
tan diversos como la religién o la economia moneraria, s clencia o ¢l arte, las relacio-
nes intimas o politicas —a pesar de las extremas diferencias entre las funciones v los
modos aperativos de estos sistemas—" {4t a5 a Social Systemn, 2; cursiva de Lulunann),
No estoy de acuerdo. Véase mi arriculo, “Why Comparisons Are Qdious”, Warld
Literazure Today, 70, n® 2 (primavera de 1996): 321-24, para una critica del compa-
ratismo en la literatura v en las arres.

Vease mi andlisis sobre Morzis en Wi 1. 10 Mitchell, Piczure Theory (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1994, capinulo 8. Las meraimdgenes son similares al concepro de

15
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Una metaimagen dtil de fos medios nos la ofrece la cldsica imagen
multiestable de la copa y las dos caras [fig. 42]"7. Si empezamos con
la copa, vemos una ilustracion il de la distincién de Luhmann entre:
el sistema “marcado” (el jarrdn), y el entorno “sin marcar” o el espa-
cio vacio alrededor de él. También ilustra la distincién entre la forma
{la linea del contorno que distingue el jarrén) y el medio (el papel
en blanco en el que se inscribe). Pero una segunda ojeada invierte
precisamente estas lecturas: la copa pasa de ser un sistema a ser un
entorno entre dos sistemas que se encaran enire si, y el espacio vacio
o ¢l entorno alrededor de la copa se convierte en los dos sistemas que’
se enfrentan. Pero la inversidn mds sorprendente en esta imagen es.
fa transformacion de las marcas decorativas de la copa en conductos
de comunicacién entre los ojos y las bocas de las caras. Los medios
invisibles de la vista y del habla se representan aquif como canales de’
intersubjetividad, como una especie de emblema del propio proceso
de “dirigirse a los medios”. No solamente las dos caras se dirigen la una
a la otra de forma simultinea en lo que Jacques Lacan denominarfa los
registros “escopico” y “vocativo'; la imagen como rotalidad se dirige a
nosotros, 4 los espectadores, escenificindonos nuestra propia relacién
con la imagen como algo sobre y 2 lo que hablamos, al mismeo tiempo
que la vemos y que nos encontramos mostrados por ella. En otras pa-
labras, mientras “encaramos” esta imagen, encararmnos nuestra propia
interpolacién como sujetos videntes y hablantes en la comunicacién
cara a cara. Esta »Bmmm: quiere %Rmﬂmm a nosotros, que nos &n:.maom
a ella y, a su vez, diferenciar los modos sensoriales de dirigirnos. La
cinta sin marcar del medio oral se contrasta con el canal puntuado y
subdividido de lo visual, tal vez para sugerir una diferencia cualitariva
entze lo escopico y lo vocativo, entre las pulsaciones y las miradas ner-
viosas del proceso 6ptico en contraste con la fluidez de la labia.

42, Un jarrdn o des mibigiedad fondo-Tigura,

= En los siguientes capitulos, como habia prometido, observaré una
gran variedad de metaimdgenes de fos medios —pintura, escultura,
forograffa, cine, un medio hibrido al que llamo “biocibernética” v,
finalmente, la propia visién— en momentos de autorreferencialidad.
“Sin embargo, en este punto podrd ser Gtil explicar con detalle algu-
nas conclusiones que pueden extraerse de las reflexiones precedentes
“sobre las reorias de los medios, para hacer explicitas las suposiciones
-acerca de los medios que subyacen a esta serie de estudios de caso. Las
iguientes “diez tesis sobre los medios” proporcionan un resumen de
“estas conclusiones, seguidas de una elaboracién mds pausada.
-+'1. Los medios son una invencién moderna que ha estado ahi desde
el principio.
. La conmocidn por los nuevos medios es mds vieja que el mundo.
. Un medio es tanto un sistema como un entorno.
. Siempre hay algo fuera de un medio.
Todos los medios son medios mixtos.
. Las mentes son medios y viceversa.
. Las imdgenes son la principal moneda de cambio de los medios.
. Las imdgenes habitan dentro de los medios del mismo modo
g como los organismos viven en un hébieat.

9. Los medios no tienen direccién* y no pueden ser dirigidos*.
© 10. Nos dirigimos a las imdgenes de los medios y éstas se dirigen a

NOSOLIOS.

Luhmann de la “jugnetona’ duplicacién de Ja realidad” cn las obtas de arte, pero Lu-=
hmann asume que esto es una caracretistica distintiva del “sistema del arte” modernd,
mds que una propiedad esencial de la representacién y de la mimesis en cuanto tal. Mi
nocién de metaimagen ro estd limirada a las obras de arte, medernas ¢ de otro tipo.

17 En una forma mis simple y sin ornamentacién, esta figura se conoce como la Copa
de Rubin, presentada por primera vez por el psicélogo danés Edgar Rubin en 19215
Véase ]. Richard Block, Seeing Double (Nueva York: Roudedge, 2002), 8.
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L. Los medios son una invencion moderna que ha estado ahi desde el
principio. Cuando abordo la cuestién de los medios, no me limito en
exclusiva o ni siquiera principalmente a la esfera moderna de los me-
dios “de masas” o los técnicos, a los medios mecdnicos o electrénicos.
Prefiero la vinculacién dialéctica ¢ histdrica de los medios modernos,
de los tradicionales y de los llamades primitivos. Los medios antiguos
y arcaicos como la pintura, la escultura y la arquitectura proporcionan
un marco para la comprensién de la televisidn, el cine e Internet, al
mismo tiempo que nuestra visién de estos primeros medios (incluso,
en primer lugar, nuestra comprension moderna de ellos como “me-
dios”) depende de la invencién de nuevos medios de comunicacion,
simulacién y representacién. Pricticas antiguas como la pintura cor-
poral, la escarificacién y el lenguaje de gestos; formaciones culrurales
arcaicas como el totemismo, el fetichismo y la idolatria sobreviven (si
bien en nuevas formas} en los medios contempordneos, y muchas de
las inquietudes que rodean a los medios tradicionales implican cues- -
tiones relacionadas con la innovacién téenica, desde la proliferacién
de “idolos” a Ia invencién de la escritura. :

2. La conmocidn por los nuevos medios es mds vieja que el mundo.
En tanto que hay una historia de Jos medios, ésta no estd bifurcada
de manera provechosa entre las formas modernas y las tradicionales.
Una explicacién dialéctica de los medios implica el reconecimiento
del desarrollo irregular, de la supervivencia de los medios tradicionales
en el mundo moderno y de las anticipaciones de los nuevos medios en
las prdcticas antiguas. Por ejemplo, el “primer” medio, la arquitectura; :
ha sido siempre, como Walter Benjamin ha sehalado, un medio de’
masas en el sentido de que se consume en un estado de distraccién',
La escultura al aire libre se ha dirigido a colectividades de masas desde
tiempos inmemoriales. La televisién puede ser un medio de masas,
pero ¢l lugar de su discurso® estd generalmente en los espacios pri-
vados y domésticos, no en un encuentro de masas'. Y la mmo:o_omﬁ:
siempre ha jugado un papel en la produccién de obras de arte y en la
comunicacién de mensajes a distancia, desde la invencién del fuego

*al tambor, pasando por las herramientas y la metalurgia hasta llegar
2 la imprenta. La nocién de “nuevos medios” (Internet, ¢l ordena-
- dor, el video, la realidad virtual) debe ser apaciguada, enronces, por
- el reconocimiento de que los medios siempre son nuevos v siempre
han sido lugares de innovacién técnica y de tecnofobia. Platén con-
- sideraba la escritura como una innovacién peligrosa que destruirfa fa
memoria humana y los recursos dialécticos de la conversacién cara a
cara. Baudelaire pensaba que la invencion de la fotografia destruirfa
~la pintura. Se ha culpado a la imprenta de la revolucién y la violencia
-~ juvenil ha sido atribuida a todo, desde los videojuegos al mundo del
‘cdmic o la televisién, Por ello, cuando se trata de medios, la “conmo-
~cién de lo nuevo” resulea ser algo mds antigua que el mundo y necesita
- mantenerse en perspectiva. Siempre ha habido una conmocién de lo
~nuevo en los medios; siempre han sido asociados con la intervencién
- divina, con los regalos de doble filo procedentes de los dioses y con
los creadores y los mensajeros legendarios (Theuth, el inventor de la
escritura; Moisés, el portador del alfabeto fonético del Sinaf; Edison v
¢l fondgrafo; Prometeo y el fuego; y McLuban, el prometeico inventor
de los estudios de medios en cuanto tales). Eso no quiere decir que estas
. Innovaciones no sean realmente nuevas o que no marquen la diferencia;
_s6lo que la diferencia que marcan no puede establecerse eriquetdndota
como “nueva” y tratando todas las del pasado como “viejas™,

3. Un medio es tanto un sistema como un entorno. La nocion de
- medio se deriva de un concepto mds integrador de “mediacién™, que
va mucho mis alld de los materiales y de las tecnologias del arte v de
~los medios de masas para incluir dreas como las mediaciones politicas
(instituciones representativas comao las asambleas legislativas y los so-
“beranos), los medios légicos (el término medio en un silogismo), las

de chabolas de Suddfiica, por efemplo, un solo equipo de television puede proveer
- entretenimienvo de masas para algunos cientos de personas al mismo tiempo.

20 Un ejemplo instructive aqui es la tendencia de Lev Manovich de equiparar los “Nue-
vos Medios” con Iz informatizacién (cddigos numéricos, modularidad, automariza-
cion, variabilidad, transcodificacién) y de watar a la forografia y al cine como “me-
dios tradicionales”, idendficando los “vicjos medios” como los “monrados de forma
manual” (The Language of New Media, 36}, La linea entre lo viejo v lo auevo, sin
embargn, s¢ redibuja continuamente y necesita de una especificacion mds clara.

21 Aqui estoy de acuerdo con la posicidn basica de Régis Debray, Media Manifestos, trad.
- Eric Rauth {(Nueva York: Verso, 1996).

18 Walrer Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction”, trad.
Harry Zohn, en [luminations, Hannah Arende (ed)) (Nueva York: Shocken Books
1969), 240. ”

19 Esto no es, por supuesto, una cendicion fija del medio de la television. En los barrios
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mediaciones econémicas (dinero, bienes de consumo), los “medios”
biolégicos (como en la “cultura” bidtica o el habitat) y las mediaciones
espirituales (el médium como el intermediario en una sesién de espiri-
tismo; el idolo como simbolo de un dios invisible). Un medio, en re-
sumen, 1o es sélo un conjunto de materiales, un aparato o un cédigo
que “media” entre los individuos. Es una institucién mon._m_.no.?ﬁ&m
que contiene a los individuos dentro de ella y que estd constituida por
una historia de pricticas, rituales y hdbitos, de habilidades y técnicas,
asi como por un conjunto de oE.mﬁom materiales N mmmmﬁom {escenarios,
estudios, pinturas de caballete, equipos de television, oﬂ_n:mﬂohmm
muo:mﬁmn&. Un medio es tanto un gremio, una Eomw&&:“ un omDo.U un
conglomerado o una entidad corporartiva, como fos medios materiales
para la comunicacién. Esta proposicién, sin embargo, nos lleva de

nuevo a la caja de Pandora abierta por el concepto de “préctica social” |
de Raymond Williams, que amenaza con desatar un concepto ilimita- -
do de los medios. Por ello, tenemos que complementar este concepto -
con otra mdxima, ilustrada, en este caso, por la siguiente vificra de

Alex Gregory [fig. 43]:

i e 7
wh_.m.“_ [13) ,w,v

i

HREg Ry

4% “No es atgo en alta definicion. Es una ventana”, Vikela de Alex Gregary, The -

Kew Yarker
ank.com, Todos los derechos reservados.

The New Yorker Collection 2001, Alex Gregory tomado de cartoon: :
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4- Siempre hay algo fuera de un medio™. Cada medio construye una
© zona correspondiente de inmediatez, de lo no mediado y transparente
que permanece en contraste con el propio medio. La ventana era, por
supttesto, un medio por derecho propio, dependiente de la aparicién
- de las recnologias adecuadas de faminado de vidrio, Las ventanas son
. quizds uno de fos inventos mds importantes en la historia de Ia cultura
- visual, abriendo la arquitectura a las nuevas relaciones entre lo interno
¥ lo externo, y replanteando ¢l cuerpo humano, por analogfa, en es-
- pacios interiores y exteriores, de manera que los ojos son las ventanas
~del alma, las orejas son porches y la boca estd adornada con puertas
perladas. Desde el enrejado de la ornamentacién islimica y las vidrie-
ras de la Huropa medieval, pasando por los escaparates, las galerias
- -comerciales modernas y los flinerie hasta las ventanas de la interfaz
‘de usuario de Microsoft, la ventana es cualquier cosa menos una en-
~tidad transparente, obvia o no mediada. Pero esta vifieta también nos
recuerda que el nuevo medio se asocia a menudo, paraddjicamente,
~con la inmediatez y lo no mediado, por lo que la alta definicién o la
~computacién de alta velocidad hace que sea posible simular el anti-
guo medio de la ventana a la perfeccién. De este modo, los auevos
~‘medios no reformulan nuestros sentidos ranto como analizan las ope-
iraciones de [os sentidos, mientras la naturaleza, el hdbito y los medios
anteriores los construyen e intentan hacer que se vean iguales a los
‘medios mds antiguos™.
5. Todos los medios son medios mixtos. No hay medios “puros” (por
.~ gjemplo, la pintura, la escultura, la arquitectura, la poesta o la televi-
si6n “puras”}, a pesar de que la blisqueda de la esencia de un medio, lo
que el critico Clement Greenberg vio como la tarea de [a vanguardia
‘moderna, es un gesto utdpico que parece inseparable del despliegue
Artistico de cualquier medio. La cuestién de la pureza de los medios

22 Como argunenta Luhmann, ésta es simplemente la condicién formal de cualquier
sistema, Incluyendo a los medios: “los medios de masas, como los sistemas en obsar-
vacién, estdn forzados a distinguir entre la autorreferencia y la alterreferencia. No lo
pueden hacer de otro modo [...], deben construir la realidad —~otra realidad, diference
“:o: de la suya propia=", (Niklas Luhmann, The Reafity of Muss Medsa [Stanford, Califor-
2:> nia: Sranford Universiry Press, 2060], 3).

Este es uno de los principales argumentos de Kictler en Grgmaphone, Filim, Tipewriter,
y necesita rerenerse en la menie cuandoe caemas con tanta facilidad en la nocién de
que los medios reconfiguran o reprograman los sentidos.
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surge cuando un medio se convierte en autorreferencial M‘R:c:n._m a
e Funcidn como medio de comunicacién o representacién. In este
punto, s& canonizan ciertas imdgenes ejemplares del medio Cm mmmz.:.m
abstracta, la misica pura) como la encarnacidén de la esencia interior

del medio en cuanto tal*.

6. Las mentes son medios y viceversa. La vida mental cm.n.ngoamw
la imaginacién, la fantasfa, el suefio, la percepcion, la n.ombwm_oi estd
mediada y se encarna en toda la gama de medios materiales ..E pen-
samiento no reside, como afirmé Witrgenstein, en algin “medio extra-
a0” dentro de la cabeza. Pensamos en voz alta, en ¢l teclado, con las he-
rramientas, las imagenes v los sonidos. Este proceso es noBmF.ﬁmEmDR
reciproco. El astista Saul Steinberg llamé al dibujo “pensamiento en
papel™®. Pero el pensamicnto también puede ser un tipo .mm dibujo,
de esbozo mental, de calco, de delineacién y {en mi propio caso) de
garabatos sin sentido. No sélo pensamos sobre los medios, pensamos ¢7
ellos, que es por lo que nos dan el endémico dolor a.m cabeza del pensa-
miento recursivo. No hay un meralenguaje privilegiado de los medios
en la semibtica, en la lingiifstica o en el andlisis del discurso. Zcmmﬂw
relacién con los medios estd basada en una constitucion murua y reci-
proca: los creamos y nos crean. Es por ello que tantos mitos de la crea-
cién describen a Dios come un artesano que trabaja en diversos medios
para hacer un conjunto de creaciones (la arquitectusa del universo o las
formas esculpidas de los animales y los seres humanos). o

7. Las imdgenes son la principal moneda de cambio de los medios, Si
desearnos “dirigirnos a los medios” en cuanto Smmm.‘ QWUQBQ recono-
cer que las imdgenes, y no el lenguaje, son su wﬂbn.%m_ Boson_w de
cambio. Por supuesto, el habla y la escritura son nE.Q&nm para articu-
lar y descifrar los mensajes transmitidos por los anrom.. pero ¢l medio
en si mismo es el mensajero encarnado, no el mensaje”. McLuhan
estaba en lo cierto a medias: el medio es el “masaje”, no el mensaje. El
habla y la escritura, por otra parte, son en si mismos simplemente dos

94 TPara rnas informacién sobre esta cuestidn de la pureza en los medios, véase mi art{cu-
lo, “Ut Picrura Theoria: Abstract Painting and Language”, en 3...&5&.@%.&_.

25 Véase Stephen Pinker sobre el concepto de “menralés” como un medio mixro en The
Language Instinct (Nueva York: HarperPeternial, Gowg.. . .

26 Véase mi andlisis sohre Steinberg en mi ardculo “Metapictures’, en Picture Theory.

27 Veéase Debray, Mediz Manifestes, 5.
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tipos de medios: el primero encarnado en las imdgenes actisticas y el
segundo en las imdgenes graficas.

8. Las imdgenes pabitan dentro de los medios del mismo modo cowmo los
organismos viven en un habitat. Como los organismos, pueden moverse
de un entorno medial a otre, de manera que una imagen verbal puede
renacer en una pintura o una fotografia, y una imagen esculpida pue-
de representarse en el cine o en fa realidad virrual. Por ello, un medio
puede parecer “anidado” dentro de otro y puede parecer que se vuelve
visible en un ejemplar canénico, como cuando un Rembrandt deviene
en la representacién de la pintura al 6leo, o la pintura al 8leo deviene en
la representacién de la pintura, o la pintura deviene en la representacién
de las bellas artes. También es por lo que la nocién de una “vida de las
imdgenes” es tan inevitable. Las imdgenes necesitan un lugar para vivir
v eso es fo que proporciona un medio. McLuhan argumenté de forma
célebre que “el contenido de un medio es siempre otro medio”. En lo
que se equivoc fue en asumir que el “otro” medio tiene que ser un me-
dio anterior (las novelas y las obras de teatro como el contenido del cine;
el cine como el contenido del video). El hecho es que un medio mds

- nuevo e incluso inexistente puede estar “anidado” dentro de un medio
. mds antiguo, principalmente en aquelias peliculas de ciencia ficcién que

predicen avances técaicos en la imagen y en la comunicacién mediante

. entornos de reafidad virtual, dispositivos de teletransporte o implantes

cerebrales que adn no se han inventado. Las invenciones de los nuevos

- medios producen invariablemente un conjunto de futuros hipotéticos,

tranto utdpicos como distdpicos, como Platén observé cuando predijo
que fa escritura destruirfa la memoria humana.

9. Los medios no tienen direccion™ y no pueden ser direccionados™. La
nocién de “direccionar” a los medios” (a todos ellos, como un campo

- general) es un concepto totalmente mitico y paradéjico. Los medios

" no denen ninguna direccién® y no pueden ser direccionados*. Como
¢ ¢l dios del monoteismo, como la “Matrix” de la moderna ciencia fic-
' cidn, los medios estdn en todas partes y en ningun fado, en singular y
- en plural. Son eso en lo que “vivimos, nos movemos y tenemos nues-
. tro ser”. No estin localizados en un lugar o una cosa particula, pero
~son en si mismos el espacio en ¢l que los mensajes y las representacio-
- nes prosperan y circulan. Preguntar por la direccion™ de un medio es
- como preguntar por la direccion* del sistema postal. Puede haber de-
- terminadas oficinas de correos, pero el medio conacido como servicio
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o Max Wren (interpretado por james Woods) es el primer avatar,
‘un productor de television que ha estado buscando una nueva forma
“d¢ pornograffa “dura” para aumentar los indices de audiencia de su
apurado canal de Toronto. Le han dado una cinta de videocassette de
la conferencia de un experto en medios, el Dr. Brian O’Blivion (una
. &E.m referencia a Marshall McLuhan), a quien ya hemos conocido
e esta pelicula como una figura enigmdtica y profética, que declina
todas las invitaciones a aparecer en persona en un programa de rele-
visién en directo, insistiendo en que ¢l “sélo aparece en televisidn en
television”, en forma de cintas de video pregrabadas. Fl tercer avacar
s una hermosa celebridad de la televisién llamada Nicki Brand, que
ha tenido una aventura con Max Wren. Max ha estado teniendo expe-
tiencias alucinatorias extrafias y espera que el Dr. Oblivion sea capaz
de explicar lo que estd pasando.

. Cuando la cinta empieza a reproducirse, Brian O'Blivion recita lo
“que conocemos como su habirual mantra al estile de McLuhan sobre
Ja nueva era del medio del video [fig, 44]:

postal no tiene una direccién*. Contiene todas las direcciones® dentro
de si mismo; es lo que hace las direcciones® posibles™.

10. Nos dirigimos a las imdgenes de los medios y éstas se dirigen a
nosotros. Por lo tanto, no podemos “dirigirnos a los medios” o que
los medios en cuanto tales se dirijan a nosotros. Nos dirigimos y se
dirigen a nosotros las imdgenes de los medios, los estereotipos de los
paisajes medidticos especificos o las figuras personificadas (estrellas
medidticas, personas influyentes, gurds, representantes). Cuando ha-
blamos de ser “llamados” o “interpelados™ por los medios, estamos
proyectando una personificacion de los medios, dirigiéndonos a ellos
como un orador para el cual somos el destinatario. “Dirigirnos a los
medios” toma dos formas distintas, una figurativa y la otra espacial:
(1) “dirigirse” como un sujeto hablante a un destinatario, en cuyo
caso al medio se le da una cara y un cuerpo represencado en un avatar
(como cuando Matrix habla a través de sus “agentes” y los hackers res-
ponden, o como cuande McLuhan o Baudrillard pronuncian decla-:
raciones gnomicas que hablan “para” y también “sobre” los medios,
como si el experto en medios fuera un “medio” por derecho propio)
o (2) la “direccién™ como una ubicacién, un lugar, un espacio o un’
sitio de enunciacién, en cuyo caso lo importante es de ddnde “viene”.
la direccién®, como solemos decir. .

Dado que los medios se dirigen a nosotros con y como imdgenes d¢-
espacios o cuerpos, de paisajes o figuras, producen en nosotros toda la
ambivalencia que asociamos con las imdgenes. Son la Matrix invisible
o el espectdculo hipervisible, el Dios oculto o su Palabra viviente en--
carnada. Son meros instrumentos de nuestra voluntad, medios cada
vez mds perfectos de accién comunicativa o mdquinas fuera de con-
trol que nos guian hacia la esclavitud v la extincion. Concluyo, por
tanto, que un punto razonable desde el que comenzar a “dirigirnos
a los medios” es dirigirnos a las imdgenes de los medios, a las formas:
que traen a la vida y que les llevan a la kuz. Para ilustrar este punto, me
gustaria terminar con una reflexién sobre una escena del clisico de
terror de David Cronenberg Videodrome, en la que se retine un trio
de “avatares de medios” en un mismo espacio y en la que toda la dis-
tincién entre el medio como cuerpo y como espacio se deconstruye. -

€@

Dr. Brian

yeste fotograma de Videodrome de David Cronenberg (1983 e

28 Creo que Wolfgang Schaffner hizo esta observacién en el Simposio de Colonia “Ad-

dressing Media”.
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La baralla por la mente de Norteamérica se librard en la arena del video. El
Videodrome. La pantalla de relevision es la retina del ojo de la mente. Por lo
tanto, lo que se vea en la televisién emergerd como una experiencia nueva
en bruro. Por lo tanto, la television es la realidad v la realidad es menos que
ia televisién,

Max, que ya ha escuchado todo esto antes y lo observa en un
estado de distraccién, rascindose y moviéndose nerviosamente, re-
sopla desdefiosamente como si dijera: “Oh, seguro”. En este punto,
entonces, fa voz del Dr. O’Blivion cambia drdsticamente vy comienza
a dirigirse directamente a Max, como si fuese en tiempo real —no una
grabacion de archivo—

A5, B verdugo dosen-
quierg @
£ Max." Fetograma de
Vidleodrame.

Maw! Estoy muy contento de que hayas venido a mi, Yo mismo he pasado
i 3 Yy € q ! )

por todo eso, ya ves. Ty realidad ya es en parte una alucinacién de video. 5i
no tienes cuidado, tode se convertird en una alucinacién.

En este punto, Brian O’Blivion tiene fa total atencién de Max y
entonces continta:

Yo tuve un tumor cerebral. Pensé que las visiones causaron el tu-
mor cerebral v no al revés. Pero cuando sacaron el tumor, se llamaba - - § .

. 3 : : S i ¢ L grama de Videodrome.

Videodrome. S

Mientras O'Blivion cuenta su historia, vemos la figura de un verdu- -
go encapuchado con una cota de malla entrando en la habitacién detrds
de 1. Mientras O’ Blivion contintia, la figura encapuchada ata sus brazos
a la silla y saca un pedazo de cuerda. Justo cuando O’Blivion llega al:
final de su historia, revelando que él fue “la primera victima de Video-
drome”, el verdugo lo estrangula cn mitad de la frase. Max da un salto
de su silla v pregunta: “Pero, ;quién estd detrds de esto? ;Qué es lo que
quieren?”. El verdugo se quita la capucha, revelindose como la amanie
de Max, Nicki Brand [fig. 45]. Dice: “Te quiero a ti, Max”, y procede
a insistir en tonos que alternan la orden y la stplica, “Ven a Nicki. Ven
conmigo ahora. No me hagas esperar”, mientras sus labios crecen hasta
llenar toda la pantalla de lz television [fig. 46]. Después, fa pantalla se’
abomba hacia fuera de la televisién mientras el propio aparato cobra
vida, jadeante y ronroneando de deseo, con las venas dilatdndose bajo -
su piel de plastico. La escena rermina cuando Max {hg. 47] obedece sus
exigencias, insertando su cabeza en la boca de Nicki Brand [fig. 48].

Los tres avatares de medios en esta escena personifican los cuatro
componentes cruciales de todos fos sistemas de medios: el emisor o

48 cie Max
en la television, Foro-
qrama da Videodrome,
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“productor” de los mensajes; el cédigo que hace posible comprender
los mensajes; el receptor o “consumidor” que recibe ¢l mensaje; y el
mensaje encarnado en la forma de una imagen. Pero éstos estdn in-
mediatamente codificados en el montaje de esta escena: Max, el pro-
ductor, se pone en el papel del espectador; el Dr. Brian O'Blivion,
el maestro del cédigo, el tedrico de los medios que sostiene ia Hlave
de absolutamente todos los mensajes, se representa como la “primera
victima” del medio; y mientras Nicki Brand interpreta el papel del
receptor-consumidor canibal, preparado para devorar al productor,
también se ha convertido en el avatar del medio, mientras su boca se
funde con la pantalla y el cuerpo del aparato de televisidn se funde
con su cuerpo fisico, sexualmente excitado. Todos los componentes
supuestamente estables del medio ~emisor, receptor, cédigo y mensaje
encarnado— se vuelven a cablear en esta brillante escena para dejar cla-
ra la radical inestabilidad del propio concepto de medio. El productor
es devorado; fa imagen encarnada, que deberfa ser el objeto del placer -
visual consumido resulta ser el consumidor; v el teérico de los me- .
dios, el ordculo del cédigo, que deberia permanecer fuera del medio
en olimpica serenidad, es su primera victima. §

Podemos leer esto, por supuesto, como una alegoria de la muerte.
del propio McLuhan, el gran avatar de la teorfa de medios abatido pof
la maldicién de su propia celebridad medidtica. Mientras Mclathan se -
convertia en una eserella medidtica cada vez mayor, apareciendo en los -
programas de television The Dick Cavett Showy Laugh-In 0 en la pe-
ticula Annie Hall, v ejercia de consultor de empresas estadounidenses:
sobre las nuevas lineas de productos, su reputacién académica se iba-
yendo a pique. Fue rdpidamente suplantado por un nuevo ordculo de
los medios a principios de los afios ochenta, la estrella en alza Walter
Benjamin, mds politicamente correcto y péstumamente a salvo™.

Pero hay una leccién mds fundamental que aprender de esta esce--
na, y es a la presencia de fa teorfa de medios en medio de los propios

‘medios. Por supuesto, estas teorias necesitan ser acogidas y transcodi-
ficadas con todas las herramientas de la semiética, de la ceorfa de sis-
- temas, de la fenomenologfa y de [a hermenéatica. Pero esto no puede
suceder mientras imaginemos que los medios son, de alguna manera,
. un “objeto” para el escrutinio de los discursos maestros de la teoria.
- -Quizds necesitemos una nueva etiqueta para esta bisqueda, una “teo-
rfa de los medios™ que reconociera su ubicacién intermedia y confusa
-en medio de los medios™. Esta serfa la ubicacién de la teorfa en un len-
‘guaje coloquial inmanente, estrechamente ligado a la practica al mis-
~mo tiempo que se refleja en ella desde dentro. Harfa la pregunta de los
“medios: “;Quién estd detrds de esro? ;Qué quieren?”, sin esperar que
“la respuesta fuese tan simple como: “Rupert Murdoch, ;imbécil!”, o
‘tan indeterminada como una nocién mistica del sisiema de medios
‘de masas como una totalidad masiva y viviente, el escenario paranoi-
- co de Mazrix o la mezcla autopoiética sisrema-entorno de Niklas Lu-
vBme. La respuesta a: “:Quién estd detrds de esto?”, rambién podria
ser: nosotros mismos” y nuestros oscuros objetos de deseo, la fantasia
del placer letal prometida por Nicki Brand. En cuanto a lo que los
medios quieren, estd bastante claro: te quieren a ri.

29 La caida de McLuhan y la elevacién de Benjamin es un refato que queda por contat
en la historia de los estudios de medios. El alegre optimismo de la “aldea global” de!
McLuhan y sus visiones misticas de una mente grupal no pegaban mucho con laera’:
de la sospecha posestructuralista y con unos estudios de los medios predominante:
mente de tzquierdas. Mi confianza en la importancia de este relato ha sido reforzada
por mis conversacioncs con Horst Bredekamp. Véase su articulo, “Der simulierte
Benjamin, Miteelalterliche Bemerkungen zu seiner Aktualitit”, en Frankfirter Schulé

und Kunstgeschichre, Andreas Berndt, Peter Kaiser, Angela Rosenberg y Diana Trink-
rer {eds.) (Betlin: Reimer Verlag: 19972), 116-40, que argumenta que el articulo de
Benjamin “La obra de arte en la época de su reproductibilidad téenica” fue hamena-
jeado desde las sesenra como un antidoto conera MeLuhan, al menos cn Alemania.

..wo Vease mi articulo, “Medium Theory”, Critieal Ingueiry 30, n° 2 {invierno de 2004): 324-35.
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The Technology of Enchantment and
the Enchantment of Technology

ALFRED GELL

Introduction: Methodological Philistinism

Th.e complaint is commonly heard that art is a neglected topic in present-day
soga.l _anthropology, especially in Britain. The marginalization of studies of
primitive art, by contrast to the immense volume of studies of politics, ritual,
exchange, and so forth, is too obvious a phenomenon to miss, especially if one
draws a contrast with the situation prevailing before the advent of Malinowski
and Radcliffe-Brown. But why should this be so? I believe that it is more
thafl a matter of changing fashions in the matter of selecting topics for study;
as if, by some collective whim, anthropologists had decided to devote more
tme to cross-cousin marriage and less to mats, pots, and carvings. On the
contrary, the neglect of art in modern social anthropology is necessary and
m.tenfional, arising from the fact that social anthropology is essentially, con-
stitutionally, anti-art. This must seem a shocking assertion: how can anthropo-
logy,-by universal consent a Good Thing, be opposed to art, also universally
co‘mn.dered an equally Good Thing, even a Better Thing? But I am afraid that
this is really so, because these two Good Things are Good according to
fundamentally different and conflicting criteria.

When [ say that social anthropology is anti-art, I do not mean, of course
that .anthropological wisdom favours knocking down the National Gallery an(i
tllmmg the site into a car park. What 1 mean is only that the attitude of the
art-loYmg public towards the contents of the National Gallery, the Museum of
Mankind, and so on (aesthetic awe bordering on the religious) is an un-
redeemably ethnocentric attitude, however laudable in all other respects.

Our value-system dictates that, unless we are philistines, we should
attribute value to a culturally recognized category of art objects. This attitude
of aestheticism is culture-bound even though the objects in question derive
from many different cultures, as when we pass effortlessly from the con-
tex'npla.ﬁ?n of a Tahitian sculpture to one by Brancusi, and back again. But
this willingness to place ourselves under the spell of all manner of works of
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art, though it contributes very much to the richness of our cultural experience,
is paradoxically the major stumbling-block in the path of the anthropology of
art, the ultimate aim-of which must be the dissolution of art, in the same way
that the dissolution of religion, politics, economics, kinship, and all other
forms under which human experience is presented to the socialized mind,
must be the ultimate aim of anthropology in general.

Perhaps I can clarify to some degree the consequences of the attitude of
universal aestheticism for the study of primitive’ art by drawing a series of
analogies between the anthropological study of art and the anthropological
study of religion. With the rise of structural functionalism, art largely dis-
appeared from the anthropological bill of fare in this country, but the same

" thing did not happen to the study of ritual and religious belief. Why did things

happen this way? The answer appears to me to lie in an essential difference
between the attitudes towards religion characteristic of the intelligentsia of the

" period, and their attitudes towards art.

It seems to me incontravertible that the anthropological theory of religion
depends on what has been called by Peter Berger ‘methodological atheism®
(Berger, 1967: 107). This is the methodological principle that, whatever the
analyst’s own religious convictions, or lack of them, theistic and mystical
beliefs are subjected to sociological scrutiny on the assumption that they are
not literally true. Only once this assumption is made do the intellectual
manceuvres characteristic of anthropological analyses of religious systems
become possible, that is, the demonstration of linkages between religious ideas
and the structure of corporate groups, social hierarchies, and so on. Religion
becomes an emergent property of the relations between the various elements
in the social system, derivable, not from the condition that genuine religious
truths exist, but solely from the condition that societies exist.

The consequences of the possibility that there are genuine religious
truths lie outside the frame of reference of the sociology of religion. These
consequences—~philosophical, moral, political, and so on—are the province of
the much longer-established intellectual discipline of theology, whose relative
decline in the modern era derives from exactly the same changes in the
intellectual climate as have produced the current efflorescence of sociology
generally and of the sociology of religion in particular.

It is widely agreed that ethics and aesthetics belong in the same category. I
would suggest that the study of aesthetics is to the domain of art as the study
of theology is to the domain of religion. That is to say, aesthetics is a branch
of moral discourse which depends on the acceptance of the initial articles of
faith: that in the aesthetically valued object there resides the principle of the
True and the Good, and that the study of aesthetically valued objects con-
stitutes a path toward transcendence. In so far as such modern souls possess a
religion, that religion is the religion of art, the religion whose shrines consist
of theatres, libraries, and art galleries, whose priests and bishops are painters



42 Alfred Gell

and poets, whose theologians are critics, and whose dogma is the dogma of
universal aestheticism. ‘

Unless I am very much mistaken, I am writing for a readership which is
composed in the main of devotees of the art cult, and, moreover, for one
which shares an assumption (by no means an incorrect one) that I too belong

to the faith, just as, if we were a religious congregation and I were delivering a

sermon, you would assume that I was no atheist.

If I were about to discuss some exotic religious belief-system, from the
standpoint of methodological atheism, that would present no problem even to
non-atheists, simply because nobody expects a sociologist of religion to adopt
the premises of the religion he discusses; indeed, he is obliged not to do so.
But the equivalent attitude to the one we take towards religious beliefs in
saciological discourse is much harder to attain in the context of discussions of
aesthetic values. The equivalent of methodological atheism in the religious
domain would, in the domain of art, be methodological philistinism, and that is a
bitter pill very few would be willing to swallow. Methodological philistinism
consists of taking an attitude of resolute indifference towards the aesthetic
value of works of art—the aesthetic value that they have, either indigenously,
or from the standpoint of universal aestheticism. Because to admit this kind of
value is equivalent to admitting, so to speak, that religion is true, and just as
this admission makes the sociology of religion impossible, the introduction of
aesthetics (the theology of art) into the sociology or anthropology of art
immediately turns the enterprise into something else. But we are most un-
willing to make a break with aestheticism—much more so than we are to
make a break with theology—simply because, as I have been suggesting, we
have sacralized art: art is really our religion.

We can not enter this domain, and make it fully our own, without ex-
periencing a profound dissonance, which stems from the fact that our method,

were it to be applied to art with the degree of rigour and objectivity which we

are perfectly prepared to contemplate when it comes to religion and politics,
obliges us to deal with the phenomena of art in a philistine spirit contrary to
our most cherished sentiments. I continue to believe, none the less, that the
first step which has to be taken in devising an anthropology of art is to make a
complete break with aesthetics. Just as the anthropology of religion com-
mences with the explicit or implicit denial of the claims religions make on
believers, so the anthropology of art has to begin with a denial of the claims
which objects of art make on the people who live under their spell, and also
on ourselves, in so far as we are all self-confessed devotees of the Art Cult.
But because I favour a break with the aesthetic preoccupations of much
of the existing anthropology of art, I do not think that methodological philis-
tinism is adequately represented by the other possible approaches: for in-
stance, the sociologism of Bourdieu (e.g. 1968), which never actually looks at
the art object itself, as a concrete product of human ingenuity, but only at

3
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its power to mark social distinctions, or tl:ne iconog.'r.aphic approgch. tg:i.lg.
Panofsky, 1962) which treats art as a species of writing, and whlt;:IhA ths,
equally, to take into consideration the presented 'ob)ect, rat}‘;(_er an ef
represented symbolic meanings. 1 do not deny for an instant tl}e 1scotw;1ertn;;l 0

which these alternative approaches are capable; what .I deny is only 31 aer};
constitute the sought-for alternative to the 'aesthetxc approaf:h to eht

object. We have, somehow, to retain the capacity of the ag:stl:lenc approa‘t;_ 0
illuminate the specific objective charactenstics of the art object as an ol ﬂ]:m;
rather than as a vehicle for extraneous social and symbolic messages, Wi :)]111

succumbing to the fascination which all well-made art objects exert on the
mind attuned to their aesthetic properties.

Art as a Technical System

In this essay, I propose that the anthropology of art can do this by cons:tc:ezng
art as a component of technology. We recognize works of art, as ? cal }Eu ;yﬁ
because they are the outcome of technical Proccss, .the sor;s o tecth ol
process in which artists are skilled. A major deﬁcnex.u:y of the daesb_ e‘:ts
approach is that art objects are not the only aestheuc.ally valued © 1:;50
around: there are beautiful horses, beautiful people., beautiful sw.}nslets, :3; o
on; but art objects are the only objects arm.md which are beautifu l.ydm. ,m
made beautiful. There seems every justification, therefore, for consi ehn;lii -
objects initially as those objects which r-lemonstratf: a certain tec hmcg
achieved level of excellence, ‘excellence’ being a fur}ct?on, not of thel;‘ ccts -
teristics simply as objects, but of their characteristics as made objects,
cts of techniques. ) .
pr(I)dc::msider the vcalrious arts—painting, sculpture, music, poety, .ﬁzlnon,taxl;:l
so on—as components of a vast and ofte13 u.}nrecog.mzed thhmc n;);s e:hé
essential to the reproduction of human societies, which I will be calling
logy of enchantment.

tecI}:zngpeEyking of ‘enchantment’ I am making use of a cover-term to extP;?;ﬂS;
the general premiss that human societies dcllaend‘o_n the acqmesa«i:}x:ce ?1 dal
socialized individuals in a network of intentionalities whe‘reby, oug! et
individual pursues (what each individual take_s to be) his or hcr' own ;l -
interest, they all contrive in the final analysm- -to serve necces.sme;u\:ronly
cannot be comprehended at the level of the 1.ndmdual human bcu_lg, but ony
at the level of collectivities and their dynamics. As a_ﬁrst approxima or::,e "
can suppose that the art-system contributes to securing the acqmescerex c
individuals in the network of intentionalities in which they are e-nntlh S| n;
This view of art, that it is propaganda on behalf of the status quo, 1s eso e
taken by Maurice Bloch in his ‘Symbols, Song, Dance, and Featuix;s e
Articulation’ (1974). In calling art the technology of enchantment I am
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all singling out this point of view, which, however one refines it, remains an
essential component of an anthropological theory of art from the standpoint of
methodological philistinism. However, the theoretical insight that art provides
one of the technical means whereby individuals are persuaded of the necessity
and desirability of the social order which encompasses them brings us no
closer to the art abject as such. As a technical system, art is orientated
towards the production of the social consequences which ensue from the
production of these objects. The power of art objects stems from the technical
processes they objectively embody: the technology of enchantment is founded on
the enchantment of technology. The enchantment of technology is the power that
technical processes have of casting a spell over us so that we see the real
world in an enchanted form. Art, as a separate kind of technical activity, only
carries further, through a kind of involution, the enchantment which is im-
manent in all kinds of technical activity. The aim of my essay is to elucidate
this admittedly rather cryptic statement.

Psychological Warfare and Magical Efficacy

Let me begin, however, by saying a little more about art as the technology of
enchantment, rather than art as the enchantment of technology. There is an
obvious prima-facie case for regarding a great deal of the art of the world as a
means of thought-control. Sometimes art objects are explicitly intended to
function as weapons in psychological warfare; as in the case of the canoe
prow-board from the Trobriand Islands (Fig. 2.1)—surely- a prototypical
example of primitive art from the prototypical anthropological stamping-
ground. The intention behind the placing of these prow-boards on Kula?
canoes is to cause the overseas Kula partners of the Trobrianders, watching
the arrival of the Kula flotilla from the shore, to take leave of their senses and
offer more valuable shells or necklaces to the members of the expedition than
they would otherwise be inclined to do. The boards are supposed to dazzle
the beholder and weaken his grip on himself. And they really are very
dazzling, especially if one considers them against the background of the visual
surroundings to which the average Melanesian is accustomed, which are
much more uniform and drab than our own. But if the demoralization of an
opponent in a contest of will-power is really the intention behind the canoe-
board, one is entitled to ask how the trick is supposed to work. Why should
the sight of certain colours and shapes exercise a demoralizing effect on
anybody?

The first place one might seek an answer to such a question is in the
domain of ethology, that is, in innate, species-wide dispositions to respond to
particular perceptual stimuli in predetermined ways. Moreover, were one to
show such a board to an ethologist, they would, without a doubt, mutter ‘eye-
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i i i i Papua New
. 2.1. Trobriand canoe-prow; Kitava Island, Milne Bay Province, Pa
gﬁnei'lpho::grl:;;:erz Shirle;) F. Campbell, May 1977. The prow assembly is adorned
with K\’ﬂa shell valuables (see Campbell 1984). See also PL. 1.

spots!’ and immediately start pulling out photographs qf butterflies’ wmgs};
Iikewise marked with bold, symmetrical circles, and designed to have ml:;
the same effect on predatory birds as the boards are sup;?osed to have on | :1
Trobrianders’ Kula partners, that is, to put them off their stroke at a critic
moment. 1 think there is every reason to believe that human beings arcel
innately sensitive to eye-spot patterns, as they are to bold tonal conuc'la;ts an
bright colours, especially red, all of them featufes of the .canoe-.bc;ar es‘;g;;
These sensitivities can be demonstra(;ed tlr<:xpenment:.lly in the infant, an

i | repertoire of apes and other mammais. .
theB::h::: uc;:es ﬁot have topaccept the idea of deeg-r'ooted .phylc;}g,cmzig
sensitivity to eye-spot patterns and the like to ﬁI}d merit in the xf‘lea. tatded
Trobriand canoe-board is a technically appropriate pattern for its inten
purpose of dazzling and upsetting the spectator. The same conclusw_n mﬁ_
follow from an analysis of the Gestalt properties of the _canoe-board desng‘nf.ew
one makes the experiment of attempting to fixate tht_'. pattern for ations
moments by staring at it, one begins to experience peculiar optical sensa
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due to the intrinsic instability of the design with its opposed volutes, both of
which tend to lead the eye off in opposite directions.

In the canons of primitive art there are innumerable instances of designs
which can be interpreted as exploiting the characteristic biases 6f human
visual perception so as to ensnare us into unwitting reactions, some of which
might be behaviourally significant. Should we, therefore, take the view that the
significance of art, as a component of the technology of enchantment, derives
from the power of certain stimulus arrays to disturb normal cognitive func-
tioning? I recall that Ripley’s Believe It Or Not (at one time my favourite book)
printed a design which was claimed to hypnotize sheep: should this be
considered the archetypal work of art? Does art exercise its influence via a
species of hypnosis? I think not. Not because these disturbances are not real
psychological phenomena; they are, as I have said, easily demonstrable ex-
perimentally. But there is no empirical support for the idea that canoe-boards,
or similar kinds of art objects, actually achieve their effects by producing
visual or cognitive disturbances. The canoe-board does not interfere seriously,
if at all, with the intended victim’s perceptual processes, but achieves its
purpose in a much more roundabout way.

The canoe-board is a potent psychological weapon, but not as a direct
consequence of the visual effects it produces. Its efficacy is to be attributed to
the fact that these disturbances, mild in themselves, are interpreted as evi-
dence of the magical power emanating from the board. It is this magical
power which may deprive the spectator of his reason. If, in fact, he behaves
with unexpected generosity, it is interpreted as having done so. Without the
associated magical ideas, the dazzlingness of the board is neither here nor
there. It is the fact that an impressive canoe-board is a physical token of
magical prowess on the part of the owner of the canoe which is important, as
is the fact that he has access to the services of a carver whose artistic prowess
is also the result of his access to superior carving magic.

The Halo-Effect of Technical ‘Difficulty’

And this leads on to the main point that I want to make. It seems to me that
the efficacy of art objects as components of the technology of enchantment—
a role which is particularly clearly displayed in the case of the Kula canoe—is
itself the result of the enchantment of technology, the fact that technical
processes, such as carving canoe-boards, are construed magically so that, by
enchanting us, they make the products of these technical processes seem
enchanted vessels of magical power. That is to say, the canoe-board is not
dazzling as a physical object, but as a display of artistry explicable only in
magical terms, something which has been produced by magical means. It is
the way an art object is construed as having come into the world which is the

source of the power such objects have over us—their becoming rather than
their being.
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Let me turn to another cxample of an art object which may make this point
clearer. When I was about eleven, I was taken to visit Salisbury Cathedral.
The building itself made no great impression on me, and I do not ren.xember
it at all. What I do remember, though, very vividly, is a display which the
cathedral authorities had placed in some dingy side-chapel, which consisted
of a remarkable model of Salisbury Cathedral, about two feet high and
apparently complete in every detail, made entirely out of matchs’ticks g.lued
together; certainly a virtuoso example of the matchstick modeller’s art, if no
great masterpiece according to the criteria of the salon, and calcu_lated to
strike a profound chord in the heart of any eleven-year-old. Matchstu.:ks and
glue are very important constituents of the world of every self-respf:cnng b'oy
of that age, and the idea of assembling these materials into §uf:h an impressive
construction provoked feelings of the deepest awe. Mo_s? willingly I_ deposited
my penny into the collecting-box which the authontfes had, with a true
appreciation of the real function of works of art, placed in front of the model,
in aid of the Fabric Fund.

Wholly indifferent as I then was to the problems of cathet%ral.upkeep, I
could not but pay tribute to so much painstaking dexterity in objectified form.
At one level, I had perfect insight into the technical problems faced by the
genius who had made the model, having myself often lfar'ldled matches and
glue, separately and in various combinations, while remaining utterly at a loss
to imagine the degree of manipulative skill and sheer patience needf:d to
complete the final work. From a small boy’s point of view this was the ultimate
work of art, much more entrancing in fact than the cathedral itself, and so toe,
I suspect, for a significant proportion of the adult visitors as well.

Here the technology of enchantment and the enchantment of tec}mol_ogy
come together. The matchstick model, functioning essentially as an adve.mse-
ment, is part of a technology of enchantment, but it achieves its eff:cct vxa_the
enchantment cast by its technical means, the manner of its coming into b.emg,
or, rather, the idea which one forms of its coming into being, since making a
matchstick model of Salisbury Cathedral may not be as difficult, or as easy, as

1maj €S. :

cmeSimmi.lll,li.n his treatise on the Philosophy of Money (1979: 62 ff), advax.lces a
concept of value which can help us to form a more general idea of the kind of
hold which art objects have over us. Roughly, Simmel suggests tl‘mt the value
of an object is in proportion to the difficulty which we think we will encounter
in obtaining that particular thing rather than something else. We do not want
what we do not think we will ever get under any set of circumstances deemed
realizable. Simmel (ibid. 66) goes on to say:

We desire objects only if they are not immediately given to us for our use and
enjoyment, that is, to the extent to which they resist our desu'e.' The content of our
desire becomes an object as soon as it is opposed to us, not o:.xly in the scnse of being
impervious to us, but also in terms of its distance as something not yet enjoyed, the
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subject aspect of this condition being desire. As Kant has said: the possibility of
experience is the possibility of objects of experience—because to have experiences
means that our consciousness creates objects from sense-impressions. In the same
way, the possibility of desire is the possibility of objects of desire. The object thus
formed, which is characterised by its separation from the subject, who at the same time
establishes it and seeks to overcome it by his desire, is for us a value.

He goes on to argue that exchange is the primary means employed in order
to overcome the resistance offered by desired objects, which makes them
desirable, and that money is the pure form of the means of engaging in
exchange and realizing desire.

I am not here concerned with Simmel’s ideas about exchange value and
money; what I want to focus on is the idea that valued objects present
themselves to us surrounded by a kind of halo-effect of resistance, and that it
is this resistance to us which is the source of their value. Simmel’s theory, as it
stands, implies that it is difficulty of access to an object which makes it
valuable, an argument which obviously applies, for example, to Kula valuables.
But if we suppose that the value which we atiribute to works of art, the
bewitching effect they have on us, is a function, at least to some extent, of
their characteristics as objects, not just of the difficulties we may expect to
encounter in obtaining them, then the argument cannot be accepted in un-
modified form. For instance, if we take up once again the instance of the
matchstick model of Salisbury Cathedral, we may observe that the spell cast
over me by this object was independent of any wish on my part to gain
possession of it as personal property. In that sense, I did not value or desire it,
since the possibility of possessing could not arise: no more am I conscious
today of any wish to remove from the walls and carry away the pictures in the
National Gallery. Of course, we do desire works of art, the ones in our price
bracket, as personal property, and works of art have enormous significance as
items of exchange. But I think that the peculiar power of works of art does not
reside in the objects as such, and it is the objects as such which are bought and
sold. Their power resides in the symbolic processes they provoke in the
beholder, and these have sui generis characteristics which are independent of
the objects themselves and the fact that they are owned and exchanged. The
value of a work of art, as Simme] suggests, is a function of the way in which it
resists us, but this ‘resistance’ occurs on two planes. If I am looking at an old
master painting, which, I happen to know, has a saleroom value of two million
pounds, then that certainly colours my reaction to it, and makes it more
impressive than would be the case if I knew that it was an inauthentc
reproduction or forgery of much lesser value. But the sheer incommen-
surability between my purchasing power and the purchase price of an
authentic old master means that I cannot regard such works as significant
exchange items: they belong to a sphere of exchange from which I am
excluded. But none the less such paintings are objects of desire—the desire to
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possess them in a certain sense, but not actually to owﬂrllis th;m: Th;.s r:(s)is:)a;;;
i i d sustains esire,

hich they offer, and which creates an ; .

;ossessed}i!n an intellectual rather than a material sense, the dlﬂicutl]:y Iw}:’:;\{g
in mentally encompassing their coxning-in_to-be.mg as objects (;n e od
accessible to me by a technical process which, since it transcends my un

standing, I am forced to construe as magical.

The Artist as Occult Technician

Let us consider, as a step up from the ma.tchstick mode} of Salisbury
Cathedral, J. F. Peto’s Old Time Letter Rack (Flg 2..2), sometimes _:chnown ﬁs
Old Scraps, the notoriously popular tr.ompe-l il g;mtmgl, ;221)“1;:; “snﬁu-lartfuegibl t"y
rendered drawing-pins and faded criss-cross ribbons, 1€ ,
ich lifeli tamps adhere, newspaper
addressed envelopes to which lifelike postage S adh cwspapt
i i i i d so on. This picture is usually
ttings, books, a quill, a piece of string, an ure is usuall
::ilil.«;cuised in the conte;(t of denunciations of the excesses of dll{smmsm in
nineteenth-century painting; but of course it is as beloved now as it ever w;s,
and has actually gained prestige, not lost it, Wimh:'h:ll advear;t ?f;s phac:gg;lalp dz'é
-+ ic now possible to see just how photographically real 1t 15,
fz:)rl:. 1rserrxlmrkaﬁ)le for that. If it was, in fact, a colour pho-to.graph .of a letter
rack, nobody would give tuppence for it. But just because 1t 15 gpau_mng, l<:lrxe
whi(;h looks as real as a photograph, it is a famous work, which, if pop f:];
votes counted in assigning value to paintings, would be worth a warehouse
i d Matisses. ) ]
Of'll)‘::s;?);z{;r esteem in which this painting is held_ derives, not fron} 1t:
aesthetic merit, if any, since nobody would give what it rt?presents (thea; ﬁligly
letter rack) a second glance. The paimi.ng’s power to fascm' ate ;temswloumd
from the fact that people have great difficulty in workmg out owb love
pigments (substances with which everybody is broadly familiar) can be app: i
to a surface so as to become an apparently different set (?f substances, namely,
the ones which enter into the composition of letters, ribbons, drawmi-px;m.fx,
stamps, bits of string, and so on. The magic exerted :vs:r F}(;e lt)lc:holcil:ttl'l : g’ e
. . . Lo ep i
icture is a reflection of the magic which is exerted inside the '
ItJelzthlJl:ical miracle which achieves the transubstam.lauon of oily pxign-xcnts. 1}1:::
cloth, metal, paper, and feather. This technical miracle mu.«s.t bc dl}s:nglcllli e
ﬁ'orn,a merely mysterious process: it is miraculous because'lt is achieve e
by human agency but at the same time by an agency which transcen
nse of self-possession of the spectator. o .
no’Iimllxa\issethe letter rack picture would not have the prestige it does hazl)e if blct
were a’photograph, visually identical in colour and texture, c:;ulicril ge;teml
i that it is a painting; and, y
managed. Its prestge depends on the fact t tin _ ner:
photoggraphy never achieves the populg_r prestige that painfing has in societies
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F1G. 22, John F. Peto, Old Time Letter Rack; 1894; oil

on canvas; 30 X 25in. (76.2 X 63. 3. .
Collection. a 5cm.); Manoogian

yvhich have routinely adopted photography as a technique for producing
images. This is because the technical processes involved in photography are
articulated to our notion of human agency in a way which is quite distinct
fron‘1 that in which we conceptualize the technical processes of painting,
carving, -and so on. The alchemy involved in photography (in which packets 0;
film are .msened into cameras, buttons are pressed, and pictures of Aunt Edna
emerge in due course) are regarded as uncanay, but as uncanny processes of a
natural .rather than a human order, like the metamorphosis of caterpillars into
butferﬂles. The photographer, a lowly button-presser, has no prestige, or not
upul thfz nature of his photographs is such as to make one start to have
difficulties conceptualizing the processes which made them achievable with
the familiar apparatus of photography.

In societies which are not over-familiar with the camera as a technical
means, the situation is, of course, quite different. As many anthropologists
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who have worked under such conditions will have occasion to know, the
ability to take photographs is often taken to be a special, occult faculty of
the photographer, which extends to having power over the souls of the
photographed, via the resulting pictures. We think this a naive attitude, when
it comes to photography, but the same attitude is persistent, and acceptable,
when it is expressed in the context of painting or drawing. The ability to
capture someone’s likeness is an occult power of the portraitist in paint or
bronze, and when we wish to install an icon which will stand for a person—
for example, a retiring director of the London School of Economics—we
insist on a painted portrait, because only in this form will the captured essence
of the no-longer-present Professor Dahrendorf continue to exercise a benign
influence over the collectivity which wishes to eternalize him and, in so doing,
derive continuing benefit from his mana.

Let me summarize my point about Peto’s Old Scraps and its paradoxical
prestige. The population at large both admire this picture and think that it
emanates a kind of moral virtue, in the sense that it epitomizes what painters
‘ought’ to be able to do (that is, produce exact representations, or rather,
occult transubstantiations of artists’ materials into other things). It is thus a
symbol of general moral significance, connoting, among other things, the
fulfilment of the painter’s calling in the Protestant-ethic sense, and inspiring
people at large to fulfil their callings equally well. It stands for true artistry as
a power both in the world and beyond it, and it promotes the true artist in a
symbolic role as occult technician. Joined to this popular stereotype of the true
artist is the negative stereotype of the false (‘modern’) artist of cartoon
humour, who is supposed not to know how to draw, whose messy canvases are
no better than the work of a child, and whose lax morality is proverbial.

Two objections can be made to the suggestion that the value and moral
significance of works of art are functions of their technical excellence, or,
more generally, to the importance of the fact that the spectator looks at them
and thinks, ‘For the life of me, I couldn’t do that, not in a million years.” ‘The
first objection would be that Old Scraps, whatever its prestige among hoi pollo,
cuts no ice with the critics, or with art-cultists generally. The second objection
which might be raised is that, as an example of illusionism in art, the letter
rack represents not only a particular artistic tradition (our own) but also only a
brief interlude in that tradition, and hence can have little general significance.
In particular, it cannot provide us with any insight into primitive art, since
primitive art is strikingly devoid of illusionistic trickery.

The point I wish to establish is that the attitude of the spectator towards a
work of art is fundamentally conditioned by his notion of the technical
processes which gave rise to it, and the fact that it was created by the agency
of another person, the artist. The moral significance of the work of art arises
from the mismatch between the spectator’s internal awareness of his own
powers as an agent and the conception he forms of the powers possessed by
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the artist. In reconstructing the processes which brought the work of art into
existence, he is obliged to posit a creative agency which transcends his own
and, hovering in the background, the power of the collectivity on whose behalf
the artist exercised his technical mastery.

The work of art is inherently social in a way in which the merely beautiful
or mysterious object is not: it is a physical entity which mediates between two
beings, and therefore creates a social relation between them, which in turn
provides a channel for further social relations and influences. This is so when,
for instance, the court sculptor, by means of his magical power over marble,
provides a physical analogue for the less easily realized power wielded by the
king, and thereby enhances the king’s authority. What Bemnini can do to
marble (and one does not know quite what or how) Louis XIV can do to you
(by means which are equally outside your mental grasp). The man who
controls such a power as is embodied in the technical mastery of Bernini’s
bust of Louis XTIV is powerful indeed. Sometimes the actual artist or crafts-
man is quite effaced in the process, and the moral authority which works of
art generate accrues entirely to the individual or institution responsible for
commissioning the work, as with the anonymous sculptors and stained-glass
artists who contributed to the glorification of the medieval church. Sometimes
the artists are actually regarded with particular disdain by the power élite, and
have to live separate and secluded lives, in order to provide ideological
camouflage for the fact that theirs is the technical mastery which mediates the
relation between the rulers and the ruled.

I maintain, therefore, that technical virtuosity is intrinsic to the efficacy of
works of art in their social context, and tends always towards the creation of
asymmetries in the relations between people by placing them in an essentially
asymmetrical relation to things. But this technical virtuosity needs to be
more carefully specified; it is by no means identical with the simple power
to represent real objects illusionistically: this is a form of virtuesity which
belongs, almost exclusively, to our art tradition (though its role in securing the
prestige of old masters, such as Rembrandt, should not be underestimated).
An example of virtuosity in non-illusionistic moderm Western art is afforded
by Picasso’s well-known Baboon and Young (Fig. 2.3), in which an ape’s face is
created by taking a direct cast from the body-shell of a child’s toy car. One
would not be much impressed by the toy car itself, nor by the verisimilitude of
Picasso’s ape just as a model of an ape, unless one were able to recognize the
technical procedure Picasso used to make it, that is, commandeering one of
his children’s toys. But the witty transubstantiation of toy car into ape’s face is
not a fundamentally different operation from the transubstantiation of artists’
materials into the components of a letter rack, which is considered quite
boring because that is what artists’ materials are for, generically. No matter
what avant-garde school of art one considers, it is always the case that
materials, and the ideas associated with those materials, are taken up and

Technology and Enchantment 53

F1G. 2.3. Pablo Picasso, Baboon and
Young; 1950, Vallauris; bronze (cast
1955); 213 x 141 x 7%in. (53.6 x
35.7 x 18.8 cm.); collection, The
Museum of Modern Art, New York
(Mrs Simon Guggenheim Fund).

transformed into something else, even if it is only, as in the case of Duchamp’s
notorious urinal, by putting them in an art exhibition and providing them -with
a title (Fountain) and an author (‘R. Mutt’, alias M. Duchamp, 1917). Armkam
Toren, one of the most ingenious contemporary artists, takes objects like
chairs and teapots, grinds them up, and uses the resulting substances to
create images of chairs and teapots. This is a less radical procedure than
Duchamp’s, which can be used effectively only once, but it is an equall)t apt
means of directing our attention to the essential alchemy of art, which is to
make what is not out of what is, and to make what is out of what is not.

The Fundamental Scheme Transfer between Art Production
and Social Process
But let us focus our attention on art production in societies without traditions

and institutions of ‘fine art’ of the kind which nurtured Picasso and DuchamP.
In such societies art arises particularly in two domains. The first of these is



54 Alfred Gell

ritual, especially political ritual. Art objects are produced in order to be
displayed on those occasions when political power is being legitimized by
association with various supernatural forces. Secondly, art objects are produced
in the context of ceremonial or commercial exchange. Artistry is lavished on

objects which are to be transacted in the most prestigious spheres of exchange,

or which are intended to realize high prices at market. The kind of technical
sophistication involved is not the technology of illusionism but the technology
of the radical ransformation of materials, in the sense that the value of works
of art is conditioned by the fact that it is difficult to get from the materials of
which they are composed to the finished product. If we take up the example of
the Trobriand canoe-board once more, it is clear that it is very difficult to
acquire the art of transforming the root-butiress of an ironwood tree, using
the rather limited tools which the Trobrianders have at their disposal, into
such a smooth and refined finished product. If these boards could be simply
cast in some plastic material, they would not have the same potency, even
though they might be visually identical. But it is also clear that in the
definition of technical virtuosity must be included considerations which might
be thought to belong to aesthetics.

Let us consider the position of a Trobriand carver, commissioned to add
one more to the existing corpus of canoe-boards. The carver does not only
have the problem of physically shaping rather recalcitrant material with in-
adequate tools: the problem is also one of visualizing the design which he
mentally follows in carving, a design which must reflect the aesthetic criteria
appropriate to this art genre. He must exercise a faculty of aesthetic judge-
ment, one might suppose, but this is not actually how it appears to the artist in
the Trobriands who carves within a cultural context in which originality is not
valued for its own sake, and who is supposed by his audience, and himself, to
follow an ideal template for a canoe-board, the most magically efficacious one,
the one belonging to his school of carving and its associated magical spells and
rites. The Trobriand carver does not set out to create a new type of canoe-
board, but a new token of an existing type; so he is not seeking to be original,
but, on the other hand, he does not approach the task of carving as merely a
challenge to his ‘skill with the materials, seeing it, instead, primarily as a
challenge to his mental powers. Perhaps the closest analogy would be with a
musician in our culture getting technically prepared to give a perfect perform-
ance of an already existing composition, such as the ‘Moonlight’ Sonata.

Carvers undergo magical procedures which open up the channels of their
minds so that the forms to be inscribed on the canoe-board will flow freely
both in and out. Campbell, in an unpublished study of Trobriand (Vakuta)
carving (1984), records that the final rite of carving initiation is the ingestion
of the blood of a snake famed for its slipperiness. Throughout the initiation
the emphasis is placed on ensuring free flow. (of magical knowledge, forms,
lines, and so on) by means of the metaphoric use of water and other liquids,
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especially blood and ‘bespelled betel-juice. It is, of course, true that the
Melanesian curvilinear carving style is dominated by an aesthetic of sinuous
lines, well-represented in the canoe-board itself; but what for us is an aesthetic
principle, one which we appreciate in the finished work, is from the carver's
point of view a series of technical difficulties (or blockages of the flow) which
he must overcome in order to carve well. In fact, one of the carver’s initiatory
rites represents just this: the master carver makes a little dam, behind which
sea-water is trapped. After some magical to-do, the dam is broken and the
water races back to the sea. After this, the initiate’s mind will become quick
and clear, and carving ideas will flow in similarly unimpeded fashion into his
head, down his arms, out through his fingers, and into the wood.

We see here that the ability to internalize the carving style, to think up the
appropriate forms, is regarded as a matter of the acquisit.it?n of a kind of
technical facility, inseparable from the kind of technical facility which has to
be mastered in order for these imagined forms to be realized in wood.
Trobriand carving magic is technical-facility magic. The imaginative aspect of
the art and the tool-wielding aspect of the art are one and the same. But there
is a more important point to be made here about the magical significance _of
the art and thé close relationship between this magical significance and its
technical characteristics. )

It will be recalled that these boards are placed on Kula canoes, their
purpose being to induce the Kula partners of the’ Trobriandel_'s. to dlsgrfrge
their best valuables, without holding any back, in the most expeditious fashion.
Moreover, these and the other carved components of the Kula canoe (the
prow-board, and the wash-board along the side) have the additional purpose
of causing the canoe to travel swiftly through the water, as far as possible like
the original flying canoe of Kula mythology:

Campbell, in her iconographic analysis of the motifs found on_the carv?d
components of canoes, is able to show convincingly that sﬁPpaness, swift
movement, and a quality glossed as ‘wisdom’ are the characteristics of the real
and imaginary animals represented, often by a single feature, in the canoe art.
A ‘wise’ animal, for instance, is the osprey, an omnipresent motif: the osprey
is wise because it knows when to strike for fish, and captures them with
unerring precision. It is the smooth, precise efficiency of the osprey’s ﬁsh.—
getting technique which qualifies it to be considered wisct, not the- fact that it
is knowledgeable. The same smooth and efficacious quality is desired for the
Kula expedition. Other animals, such as butterflies and horseshoe bats, evoke
swift movement, lightness, and similar ideas. Also represented are waves,
water, and so on.

The success of the Kula, like the success of the carving, depends on
unimpeded flow. A complex series of homologies, of what Bourdieu (1977)
has called ‘scheme transfers’, exists between the process of overcoming the
technical obstacles which stand in the way of the achievement of a perfect
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‘performance’ of the canoe-board carving and the overcoming of the technical
obstacles, as much psychic as physical, which stand in the way of the achieve-
ment of a successful Kula expedition. Just as carving ideas must be made to
flow smoothly into the carver’s mind and out through his fingers, so the Kula
valuables have to be made to flow smoothly through the channels of exchange,
without encountering obstructions. And the metaphoric imagery of flowing
water, slippery snakes, and fluttering butterflies applies in both domains, as we
have seen.

We saw earlier that it would be incorrect to interpret the canoe-board
ethologically as an eye-spot design or, from the standpoint of the psychology
of visual perception, as a visually unstable figure, not because it is not either of
these things (it is both) but because to do so would be to lose sight of its most
essential characteristic, namely, that it is an object which has been made in a
particular way. That is, it is not the eye-spots or the visual instabilities which
fascinate, but the fact that it lies within the artist’s power to make things which
produce these striking effects. We can now sec that the technical activity
which goes into the production of a canoe-board is not only the source of its
prestige as an object, but also the source of its efficacy in the domain of social
relations; that is to say, there is a fundamental scheme transfer, applicable,
I suggest, in all domains of art production, between technical processes
involved in the creation of a work of art and the production of social relations
via art. In other words, there exists a homology between the technical pro-
cesses involved in art, and technical processes generally, each being seen in
the light of the other, as, in this instance, the technical process of creating a
canoe-board is homologous to the technical processes involved in successful
Kula operations. We are inclined to deny this only because we are inclined to
play down the significance of the technical domain in our culture, despite
being utterly dependent on technology in every department of life. Technique
is supposed to be dull and mechanical, actually opposed to true creativity and
authentic values of the kind art is supposed to represent. But this distorted
vision is a by-product of the quasi-religious status of art in our culture, and
the fact that the art cult, like all other cults, is under a stringent requirement
to canceal its real origins, as far as possible.

The Enchantment of Technology: Magic and Technical Efficacy

But just pointing to the homology between the technical aspect of art produc-
tion and the production of social relations is insufficient in itself, unless we
can arrive at a better understanding of the relation between art and magic,
which in the case of Trobriand canoe art is explicit and fundamental. It is on
the nature of magical thought, and its relation to technical activity, including
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the technical activity involved in the production of works of art, that I want to
focus in the last part of this essay.

Art production and the production of social relations are linked by a
fundamental homology: but what are social relations? Social relations are the
relations which are generated by the technical processes of which society at
large can be said to consist, that is, broadly, the technical processes of the
production of subsistence and other goods, and the production (reproduction)
of human beings by domesticating them and breeding them. Therefore, in
identifying a homology between the technical processes of art production and
the production of social relations, I am not trying to say that the technology of
art is homologous to a domain which is not, itself, technological, for social
relations are themselves emergent characteristics of the technical base on
which society rests. But it would be misleading to suggest that, because
societies rest on a technical base, technology is a cut-and-dried affair which
everybody concerned understands perfectly.

Let us take the relatively uncontentious kind of technical activity involved in
gardening—uncontentious in that everybody would admit this is technical
activity, an admission they might not make if we were talking about the
processes involved in setting up a marriage. Three things stand out when one
considers the technical activity of gardening: firstly, that it involves knowledge
and skill, secondly, that it involves work, and thirdly, that it is attended by an
uncertain outcome, and moreover depends on ill-understood processes of
nature. Conventional wisdom would suggest that what makes gardening count
as a technical activity is the aspect of gardening which is demanding of
knowledge, skill, and work, and that the aspect of gardening which causes it to
be attended with magical rites, in pre-scientific societies, is the third one, that
is, its uncertain outcome and ill-understood scientific basis.

But I do not think things are as simple as that. The idea of magic as an
accompaniment to uncertainty does not mean that it is opposed to knowledge,
ie. that where there is knowledge there is no uncertainty, and hence no
magic. On the contrary, what is uncertain is not the world but the knowledg.e
we have about it. One way or another, the garden is going to turn out as it
turns out; our problem is that we don’t yet know how that will be. All we have
are certain more-or-less hedged beliefs about a spectrum of possible outcomes,
the more desirable of which we will try to bring about by following procedures
in which we have a certain degree of belief, but which could equally well be
wrong, or inappropriate in the circumstances. The problem of uncertainty is,
therefore, not opposed to the notion of knowledge and the pursuit of rational
technical solutions to technical problems, but is inherendy a part of it
If we consider that the magical attitude is a by-product of uncertainty,
we are thereby committed also to the proposition that the magical attitt.xdc
is a by-product of the rational pursuit of technical objectives using technical
means.
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Magic as the Ideal Technology

But the relationship between technical processes and magic does not only
come about because the outcome of technical endeavours is doubtful and
results from the action of forces in nature of which we are partially or wholly
ignorant. Work itself, mere labour, calls into being a magical attitude, because
labour is the subjective cost incurred by us in the process of putting tech-
niques into action. If we return to Simmel’s ideas that ‘value’ is a function of
the resistance which has to be overcome in order to gain access to an object,
then we can see that this ‘resistance’ or difficulty of access can take two forms:
(i) the object in question can be difficult to obtain, because it has a high price
at market or because it belongs to an exalted sphere of exchange; or (i) the
object can be difficult to obtain because it is hard to produce, requiring a
complex and chancy technical process, and/or a technical procedure which
has high subjective opportunity costs, i.e. the producer is obliged to spend a
great deal of time and energy producing that particular product, at the
expense of other things he might produce or-the employment of his time and
resources in more subjectively agreeable leisure activities. The notion of
‘work’ is the standard we use to measure the opportunity cost of activities
such as gardening, which are engaged in, not for their own sake, but to secure
something else, such as an eventual harvest. In one sense, gardening for
a Trobriander has no opportunity cost, because there is little else that a
Trobriander could conceivably be doing. But gardening is still subjectively
burdensome, and the harvest is still valuable because it is difficult to obtain.
Gardening has an opportunity cost in the sense that gardening might be less
laborious and more certain in its outcome than it actually is. The standard for
computing the value of a harvest is the opportunity cost of obtaining the
resulting harvest, not by the technical, work-demanding means that are ac-
tually employed, but effortlessly, by magic. All productive activities are meas-
ured against the magic-standard, the possibility that the same product might
be produced effortlessly, and the relative efficacy of techniques is a function
of the extent to which they converge towards the magic-standard of zero work
for the same product, just as the value to us of objects in the market is a
function of the relation between the desirability of obtaining those objects at
zero opportunity cost (alternative purchases forgone) and the opportunity costs
we will actually incur by purchasing at the market price.

If there is any truth in this idea, then we can see that the notion of magic, as
a means of securing a product without the work-cost that it actually entails,
using the prevailing technical means, is actually built into the standard eval-
uation which is applied to the efficacy of techniques, and to the computation
of the value of the product. Magic is the baseline against which the concept of
work as a cost takes shape. Actual Kula canoes (which have to be sailed,
hazardously, laboriously, and slowly, between islands in the Kula ring) are
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evaluated against the standard set by the mythical flying canoe, which achieves
the same results instantly, effortlessly, and without any of the normal hazards.
In the same way, Trobriand gardening takes place against the background
provided by the litanies of the garden magician, in which all the normal
obstacles to successful gardening are made absent by the magical power of
words. Magic haunts technical activity like a shadow; or, r_ather, magic is the
negative contour of work, just as, in Saussurean linguistics, the value of a
concept (say, ‘dog’) is a function of the negative contour of the surrounding
concepts (‘cat’, ‘wolf’, ‘master’).

Just as money is the ideal means of exchange, magic is the ideal means of
technical production. And just as money values pervade the world of com-
modities, so that it is impossible to think of an object without thinking at the
same time of its market price, so magic, as the ideal technology, pervades the
technical domain in pre-scientific societies.®

It may not be very apparent what all this has got to do with the subject of
primitive art. What I want to suggest is that magical technology is the reverse
side of productive technology, and that this magical technology consists of
representing the technical domain in enchanted form. If we return to Fhe id.ea,
expressed earlier, that what really characterizes art objects is the way in which
they tend to transcend the technical schemas of the spectator, his normal
sense of self-possession, then we can see that there is a convergence between
the characteristics of objects produced through the enchanted technology of
art and objects produced via the enchanted technology of magic, and that, in
fact, these categories tend to coincide. It is often the case that art objects are
regarded as transcending the technical schemas of their creators, as.well as
those of mere spectators, as when the art object is considered to arise, not
from the activities of the individual physically responsible for it, but from the
divine inspiration or ancestral spirit with which he is filled. We can see signs
of this in the fact that artists are not paid for ‘working’ for us, in the sense in
which we pay plumbers for doing so. The artists’ remuneration is not re-
muneration for his sweat, any more than the coins placed in the offertory plate
at church are payments to the vicar for his praying on behalf of our souls. If
artists are paid at all, which is infrequently, it is as a tribute to their mor'fll
ascendancy over the lay public, and such payments mostly come from public
bodies or individuals acting out the public role of patrons of the arts, not from
selfishly motivated individual consumers. The artist’s ambiguous position,
half-technician and half-mystagogue, places him at a disadvantage in societies
such as ours, which are dominated by impersonal fmarket values. But these
disadvantages do not arise in societies such as the Trobriands, where all
activities are simultaneously technical procedures and bound up with magic,
and there is an insensible transition between the mundane activity which is
necessitated by the requirements of subsistence production and the most
overtly magico-religious performances.
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The Trobriand Garden as a Collective Work of Art

The interpenetration of technical productive activity, magic, and art, is
wonderfully documented in Malinowski’s Coral Gardens and Their Magic
(1935). Malinowski describes the extraordinary precision with which Trobriand
gardens, having been cleared of scrub, and not only scrub, but the least blade
of grass, are meticulously laid out in squares, with special structures called
‘magical prisms’ at each corner, according to a symmetrical pattern which has
nothing to do with technical efficiency, and everything to do with achieving
the transcendence of technical production and a convergence towards magical
production. Only if the garden looks right will it grow well, and the garden
is, in fact, an enormous collective work of art. Indeed, if we thought of
the quadrangular Trobriand garden as an artist’s canvas on which forms
mysteriously grow, through an occult process which lies partly beyond our
intuition, that would not be a bad analogy, because that is what happens as the
yams proliferate and grow, their vines and tendrils carefully trained up poles
according to principles which are no less ‘aesthetic’ than those of the topiarist
in the formal gardens of Europe.* ' »

The Trobriand garden is, therefore, both the outcome of a certain system
of technical knowledge and at the same tme a collective work of art, which
produces yams by magic. The mundane responsibility for this collective work
of art is shared by all the gardeners, but on the garden magician and his
associates more onerous duties are imposed. We would not normally think of
the garden magician as an artist, but from the point of view of the categories
operated by the Trobrianders, his position is exactly the same, with regard to
the production of the harvest, as the carver’s position is with regard to the
canoe-board, i.e. he is the person magically responsible, via his ancestrally
inherited sopi or magical essence.

The garden magician’s means are not physical ones, like the carver’s skill
with wood and tools, except that it is he who lays out the garden originally and
constructs (with a good deal of effort, we are told) the magic prisms at the
corners. His art is exercised through his speech. He is master of the verbal
poetic art, just as the carver is master of the use of visual metaphoric forms
(ospreys, butterflies, waves, and so on). It would take too long, and introduce
too many fresh difficulties, to deal adequately with the tripartite relationship
between language (the most fundamental of all technologies), art, and magic.
But I think it is necessary, even so, to point out the elementary fact that
Trobriand spells are poems, using all the usual devices of prosody and
metaphor, about ideal gardens and ideally efficacious gardening techniques.
Malinowski (1935: i. 169) gives the following (‘Formula 27°):

I

Dalphin here now, dolphin here ever!
Dolphin here now, dolphin here ever!
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Dolphin of the south-east, dolphin of the north-west. ]
Play on the south-east, play on the north-west, the dolphin plays!

The dolphin plays!
I

The dolphin plays! '

About my kaysalu, my branching support, the dolphin plays.
About my kaybudi, my training stick that leans, tl'lc dolphin plays.
About my kamtuya, my stem saved from the cutting, the dolphin plays.
About my tala, my partition stick, the dolphin plays. )

About my yeye’i, my small slender support, the dolph'm plays.
About my tamkwaluma, my light yam pole, the doly')hm plays.
About my kavatam, my strong yam pole, the dolplun.plays.
About my kayvaliluma, my great yam pole, the dolph{n plays.
About my tukulummala, my boundary line, the dolp.hm plays.
About my karivisi, my boundary triangle, the dolpl-nn plays.
About my kamkokola, my magical prism, the dolphin plays.
About my kaynutatals, my uncharmed prisms, the dolphin plays.

m

The belly of my garden leavens,
The belly of my garden rises,
The belly of my garden reclines, :
The belly of my garden grows to the size of a bush hen’s nest,
The belly of my garden grows like an ant-hill,

The belly of my garden rises and is bowed down,

The belly of my garden rises like the iron-wood palm,

The belly of my garden lies down,

The belly of my garden swells,

The belly of my garden swells as with a child.

and comments (1935: ii. 310-11):

the invocation of the dolphin . . . transforms, by a daring simile, the Trobriax!d g’ardcn,
with its foliage swaying and waving in the wind, into a seascape.. ..Bagido u [the
magician] explained to me . . . that as among the waves the dolphin goes in and out, ul:l
and down, so throughout the garden the rich garlands at harvest will wind over an
under, in and out, of the supports.

It is clear that not only is this hymn to superabundant foliage animated by
the poetic devices of metaphor, antithesis, arcane wqrds, a}nd sO on, at:ll
meticulously analysed by Malinowski, but that it is also tightly mtegratec‘l wi

the catalogue of sticks and poles made use of in the gardex}, and the -ntually
important constructions, the magic prisms and boundary triangles wh:c_h are
also found there. The garden magician’s technology of enchantment is the
reflex of the enchantment of technology. Technology is gnchanted because
the ordinary technical means employed in the garden point inexorably towards
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magic, and also towards art, in that art is the idealized form of production.
Just as when, confronted with some masterpiece, we are fascinated because
we are essentially at a loss to explain how such an object comes to exist in the
world, the litanies of the garden magician express the fascination of the
Trobrianders with the efficacy of their actual technology which, converging
towards the magical ideal, adumbrates this ideal in the real world.

Notes

1 ‘Non-Western’ has been suggested to me as a preferable alternative to ‘primitive’ in
this context. But this substitution can hardly be made, if only because the fine-art
traditions of Oriental civilizations have precisely the characteristics which ‘primitive’
is here intended to exclude, but cannot possibly be called “Western’. I hope the
reader will accept the use of ‘primitive’ in a neutral, non-derogatory sense in the
context of this essay. It is worth pointing out that the Trobriand carvers who

produce the primitive art discussed in this essay are not themselves at all pri-

mitive; they are educated, literate in various languages, and familiar with much
contemporary technology. They continue to fabricate primitive art because it is a
feature of an ethnically exclusive prestige economy which they have rational motives
for wishing to preserve.

2 The Kula is a system of ceremonial exchanges of valuables linking together the
island communities of the Massim district, to the east of the mainland of Papua New
Guinea (see Malinowski, 1922; Leach and Leach, 1983). Kula participants (all
male) engage in Kula expeditions by canoe to neighbouring islands, for the purpose
of exchanging two types of traditional valuable, necklaces and arm-shells, which may
only be exchanged for one another. The Kula system assumes the form of a ring of
linked island communities, around which necklaces circulate in a clockwise
direction. Kula men compete with other men from their own community to secure
profitable Kula partmerships with opposite numbers in overseas communities in
either direction, the object being to maximize the volume of transactions passing
through one’s own hands. Kula valuables are not hoarded; it is sufficient that it
should become public knowledge that a famous valuable has, at some stage, been in
one’s possession. A man who has succeeded in ‘attracting’ many coveted valuables
becomes famous all around the Kula ring (see Munn, 1986).

3 In technologically advanced societies where different technical strategies exist,
rather than societies like the Trobriands where only one kind of technology is
known or practicable, the situation is different, because different technical strategies
are opposed to one another, rather than being opposed to the magic-standard. But
the technological dilemmas of modern societies can, in fact, be traced to the pursuit
of a chimera which is actually the equivalent of the magic-standard: ideal ‘costless’
production. This is actually not costless at all, but the minimization of costs to the
corporation by the maximization of social costs which do not appear on the balance
sheet, leading to technically generated unemployment, depletion of unrenewable
resources, degradation of the environment, etc.
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4 In the Sepik, likewise, the growing of long yams is an art-form, and not just
metaphorically, because the long yam can be induced to grow in particular directions
by careful manipulation of the surrounding soil: it is actually a form of vegetable
sculpture (see Forge, 1966).
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