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Dear Participants,

Writing this letter to each of you at the same time is not easy. I’m trying to express my reasons for this seminar’s existence.

Five artists have been invited as explorers of the many ways available to alter any predictable measure of life, to introduce the unforeseen, to translate ideas beyond their verbal expression into a physical entity. They are: Harry Gamboa Jr., Tomlinson Holman, Hirokazu Kosaka, Alexis Smith, and Vibeke Sorensen.

Three presentations will take place the first day, two the second day; each will last an hour each, with additional  time for questions, clarifications, and discussion. Documents, art pieces, and machines will be placed in the seminar room, with everybody sitting around the same table. Breakfast and lunch will be served in a second comfortable room or outside on the terrace if the weather is nice. In addition to  the five artists, about twenty more participants, primarily USC faculty members, will also participate. Voices will be recorded; there will be no cameras.

Let me recall the first workshop, “Technological Rituals,” which was held in February 1996. It was a multidisciplinary discussion centered around four artists who are inventors of their own tools. The focus was the peculiar thinking developed by each artist through mechanical, chemical, optical, and electronic processes. The other participants were primarily academic specialists from USC who, with  one exception, were experts in various fields in the humanities. The seminar was a laboratory constructed around four examples of art and technology making whose effects were installed in the space of the discussion or projected at the Norris Theater. The four artists were present during the entire workshop.

With hindsight—and not to belittle in the least that rare and precious moment of collective thinking—I have discovered in me more than a hint of discontent: during the discussion, thinkers and makers were always two separate areas very slowly approaching each other, moral or theoretical items emerging and sinking in a storm of brains needing to express and submit their unique mental process. Acute angles of human communication pierce the distance between the bodies, sowing vocal discordance. Both immediately after the seminar and then much later, these inconveniences have been daintily covered by the artists’ density (art, history of technology, personal investigation and dreams—hard to imagine better) and by the most intelligent and passionate participants. The dialogue was a success.

I would like to try a different concept for We Are Animals and Angels, and Reasonable Machines, and I submit to you ideas that I’m ready to reconsider and verify with your help. A subtitle came to mind as I chose the participants one by one: Inquiry on Human Nature in Our Contemporary Technological Landscape. I can’t tell you plainly why I have put myself in touch with a neuroanatomist, an anthropologist, a biological engineer, a computer scientist who escapes out of the screen, a mathematician, a graphic designer, a historian, a philosopher who observe the hackers, an animator . . . the list is not yet finished.

The participants are all academic specialists who deal with measurement or hypothetical configuration of our sensory activity and exchange with the world. I could ask them and the artists the same thing—I told myself—how to explore our sensory awareness, the way it is expanded by analogic or digital tools, how different it is from verbal expression, how we integrate words in a very complex dynamic structure, not the other way around. The real space of life is organized in much more than the two or three mental dimensions fathered by Euclid or Descartes.

There will be no audience or spectators; everybody will be on the same stage. I am not sure about the very meaning of inter- or multidisciplinarity. I read in McLuhan that

“Civilization is founded upon the isolation and domination of society by the visual sense: The visual sense creates a kind of human identity that is extremely fragmented. To retain such an image of the self requires persistent violence, both to one’s self and to others. As Joyce put it, 'Love the label as thyself.' Labels as classifications are extreme forms of visual culture. As the visual bias declines, the other senses come into play once more. The arts have been expounding this fact for more than a century.” What do you think about it?

It seems to me that only during the last two centuries has Western civilization  developed separate languages, techniques, and disciplines to discuss and examine the powers of the mind and body. The violence of a fragmented identity is only created by identity itself, the separate self born from our idealistic tradition: a mind-centered self. What about feelings and instincts and biological life everyday remodeled, without any possibility for us to be aware of what happens inside us between proteins, bacteria, receptors, according to our single identities. What about the soul, which is “our will to love?” (André Gide)

My hope is that we can revisit what keeps our human machine alive, creative, and communicative, in spite of our unreasonable obstinacy in making separations. At the moment we do not have a unified theory reconnecting, as in past times, different moons called biology, physics, moral science, engineering, literature, philology, anthropology, history, fine art. Each place seems to live in a different moment of technological evolution. And walls made out of true or pretended technical languages, information nets, and institutional politics do not facilitate communication between one castle and another: these walls create instead a Middle Age.

The human universe seems to roll into uncertain orientations, usually consciously and well equipped. The ideas, techniques, and machines we have now are the best we have ever had. What more do we need? Perhaps conversation, exchange, mutual understanding, social appreciation. 

The arts are perhaps the least understood:rules, forms, and art's temporal nature are arbitrary and different for each artist. I do not believe that artists are better than anybody else, just less well adjusted or perhaps not trying to be well adjusted at all. Not only do they grasp what is truly contemporary in our present time, but they also often allow the feedback from their personal journeys to become part of their work. They filter the world in a personal way. 

I ask for your patience as you read this letter. Please think about what part of your personal journey you want to bring to the seminar. I am grateful for and honored by your participation.

—Rosanna Albertini
