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“If the enemy masses his forces he Loses ground, if he scatters he loses strength.” 

-Mario Merz quoting Vietcong General Vo Nguyen Giap, 1968

Everything has always been about space, about our relationship to movement in space, possession of space, and power over others (nature, animals, and humans) to acquire and protect space. No matter how sophisticated we may think painting has become pictorially, semiotically, as a practice, or as a discourse, we are always painting as dwellers of both geopolitical and psychic space. As such, painting has always held a close relationship to power struggles over space and to survival, to violence, and to war. To speak of painting and space is to speak of the geopolitical implications of the painted image in light of its materiality and to movement between spaces since the first painters were nomads. Such a discussion must necessarily begin with a look at the cave paintings of prehistory. 

In many ways, because of our fear of the natural world and our subsequent will to control it as an instrument, we have always been vector artists, movers between points, vehicles and vessels. The first painters were also the first vector artists whose earliest-known painted works were depictions of the creatures and deities that both comforted and terrorized them, that held dominion over their known physical world, and to whom they were beholden for survival. Painting began as a celebration of, and meditation on, the paradox and delicate balance between space and movement, between life and death. Violence inhabited painting from the beginning. The oldest-known paintings, works literally painted with the ground up minerals, earths, stones, vegetables, and other materials mixed with water, animal fat, and later, oils, were three dimensional histories of movement cave walls and across the vectors of the mysterious and dangerous worlds outside the darkness of the cave. The first vector graphics were literally and figuratively culled from territory, and were housed in the havens of the darkened interior spaces that were illuminated solely by flames fueled by animal fat. As such, the material and semiotic elements of cave painting, indeed of all so-called “tribal and prehistoric art” were inseparable from each other. They were so close together in the painting process that both the painter and viewer inhabited the same direct material consciousness in relation to painting. Or rather, there was no relationship between the painted image, its makers, and its viewers as this would presume a distinction and a distance between the three. Instead, the material presence of the work was an extension of the consciousness that created it. Before we had “art”, “art works”, and “artists”, before the separation of subject and object, there were simply, creative acts that were as integral to life and death as hunting, eating and giving birth. 

The artists in Lascaux, Altamira, Africa, indeed all the prehistoric and many current-day tribal painters lived the relationship between color and surface, or energy and matter, as a relationship to the physical and psychic elements of their time. Their use of the textures, contours, and dramatic changes of the surfaces they painted on as pictorial complements to the forms they depicted were symbols of their relationship to the territories that they inhabited. In other words, they knew no metaphorical distance and hence they had no need for three-dimensional illusionism. Instead, their illusions were concerned with the spiritual world associated with their survival in the natural world. Because there was no objectified conception of “art” there was no notion of concept, idea, theme, or the sign. In short, there was no need for semiotics as we know it today. For the contemporary artist, the notion of art without object, without a semiotic presence, is practically impossible to grapple, or at the very least, runs counter to one of the grounding principles of the contemporary art practice with its objectification of the art work as either capitalist product or intellectual object or both. 

The cave artists’ use of topography and changing surface textures made their paintings sculptural forms where the notion of pictorial composition and spatial illusionism, was superseded by the immediacy of painting in the physical world itself, where paintings were architectural in nature and not yet portable commodities. These works were not “art“ in the sense that we now conceive of it. Rather, they were sculptural embodiments of the physical and spiritual worlds as humans perceived and constructed them. These paintings were points in time and space. They were documents of movement and of territory where the artists were vehicles traveling between them. 

Painting was and always has been a three-dimensional art form, one whose roots lie in this material relationship to color, to the vehicle, to surface texture, to architecture, and to the play of light illuminating the painted image. In truth, it is a mistake, for which we pay dearly, to attempt to pedagogically distinguish between two-dimensional art (painting, photography, printmaking, and drawing) and three-dimensional art (sculpture, performance, installation, etc.) as we now do. To fully engage painting as a practice and as a history we must understand it materially and sculpturally, from the point of view of cave artists and begin from there. The significance of this material perspective lies in its relationship to life and death, to temporality and vitality, war and violence. The materiality of prehistoric painting has always been centered on death and the fragility of life, and it is this materiality that has largely disappeared from the equation of painting, indeed, from most art today. 

Materiality implies mortality. For the human being to arrive at painting, he/she had to begin by killing. The prehistoric and tribal painters acquired, and still acquire the tools essential to painting through a knowledge of their surroundings, the need and the will to kill, and a processing of vegetable and animal materials into pigments, vehicles, supports, and implements. This direct relationship to materiality meant and continues to mean that life and death was and, continues to be, ever present. For the cave artists, there was neither time nor space for intellectual distance because survival in the natural world itself was at stake. In a strange and ironic historical turn, today, with the onset of catastrophic climate change, expanding warfare, and other economic and ecological catastrophes, we can say that life and death have once again returned to the equation of art. Or, rather that they never really left it but that the artist him/herself turned away from it due to the widening gap between cause and effect that modern technology has instituted as a precondition for its existence. We can say that with all our attempts at ruling and controlling the physical world, the physical world is reeking its revenge on us and we have once more arrived at a point where we should fear it, where we should countenance it with awe as it attempts to devour us, despite our sophisticated and contemptible technological arrogance. This is not to say that we turn away from technology per se, assuming such a decision was even within the realm of possibility, or that we attempt to turn back in time to a fictional time of simplicity, no. What we must re-consider is our relationship to techne and to physis, 

For painting to do this it must re-acquaint itself with life and death, and simultaneously, rise out of the superfluity of a joyous relationship to life and death, to violence, and to war. This is a paradox akin to life relying on death to realize its strongest form. To understand the origins of painting we must find a way to intimately experience this vitality, this directness, this proximity to death and the play of space, of territory in relationship to death with humility. It is this vitality, this meditation on, and relationship to, death that most distinguishes prehistoric art from the art of our times.  

Today we paint, we produce paintings with but traces of this vitality, with a hunger for a visual image that never gets truly fulfilled and that can only be explained by a need to experience color and form on a flattened three-dimensional space, to behold ourselves and our world. We consume images as empty visual calories, perpetually engorging ourselves to turn away from life and death as we become visually and psychically impaired as a result. This image production and subsequent beholding is the seed from which, the Greek dramas, film, and television emerge, from which current-day commodity aesthetics and computer graphics are derived. But these are only traces, ghosts of painting’s history now reduced to our collective subconscious and relegated to museums and history books in our industrialized and simulation-obsessed mediated world. 

Today, with the commodification, industrialization, designificaiton, and simulation of everything, from our food supply and energy, to our relationships, to ourselves, and to art, contemporary painting is but one branch of a specialized economic practice at the service of the wealthy and intellectual classes who crave cultural legitimacy. Art is an affirmation of their cynical and spiritually bereft positions as purveyors of this economy, in as much as it is a negation, a denial of the vitality of life and death. What has changed more than the art itself in the last 30,000 years is the consciousness of artists and how they conceive of art. With the economic and technological evolutions western history has brought us, we have seen art adapt and become but one aspect of a techno-economic production system first put into play by Christianity, then later by the more modern forms of capitalism in Europe and North America to the point today where art is but a new form of cultural and economic neo-colonialist output in the form of biennials and art fairs where in an effort to attain “cultural and political legitimacy”, countries in Asia, South America, and Africa assimilate into the western art game.

But this evolution was always present in the work and the will of the prehistoric artist, in the human being’s attempt at mastery and efficiency that gave rise to technical innovation. What has since changed are the stakes of our objectification of the planet, the environment, and our totalization of both humanity and the natural worlds. We can no longer afford to be so far removed from our natures as material artists working with physis and psyche in a symbiotic relationship. The totalization and objectification of the other, of the world outside us removes us from the biological and instills within us an ethic of the ego, or the egological at great cost. The apotheosis of this detachment, of this dematerialization, is the computer and electronic art that simulates all material into light and data is the most advanced form of this detachment from life and death. 

With cave painting we see the first known examples of digital art, but a digital art of a manual kind: paintings made with the hands and fingers where the human digits were both tools and subject matter. Utilizing the hand as a mortal pictorial element that marked their territory with the human form, the prehistoric artists declared to the animal and spiritual kingdom: “We may fear you, but we are also a part of you. One day we will have dominion over you.”  By blowing pigments over their hands leaving the trace of their digital/manual presence, the cave artists were articulating with their very breath, their life-force, their desire to mark territory, to conquer space and to live more securely, without terror or fear. They were painting their will to power with their very breath. The cave space was the scene of this willing. 

Indeed, the very history of occidental art can be analyzed as a history of the conquest and depiction of space: from the cave’s walls and ceilings to the overlapping figures and diminishing perspective of the middle ages to the techniques of chiaroscuro, scale, and linear perspective in the Renaissance to the fusion of space and color in the late 19th century with Impressionism and Expressionism to the first intentionally “flattened spaces” in painting as depicted in the early modern works of Braque, Matisse, and Picasso, to today’s contemporary vector artists who incorporate the techniques of electronic vector graphics in their work to erase or anneal the difference that lies between any given paints, in a progression that mirrors precisely the development of colonialism, economics, warfare and modern technology. 

The depiction of space in painting is one way we can trace the development of the vector graphic from the cave to the computer. The painter can distinguish space within a picture as well as geographical and three dimensional space by demarcating it, painting its borders, alternating its color schemes, changing the textures of a given territory and by many other visual techniques.  Perhaps modernity’s most over-looked achievement was in how its painters depicted and distinguished vectors. Whether we choose the arabesque black outlines of Matisse, the quadrants of cubism or the chromatic territories of Impressionism, pre-industrial, vector painting demarcated difference (different territories, depths of field, etc) in unique ways that marked their contributions to the succession of innovations that we now canonize in art history. In many ways the history of occidental art is a history of the demarcation and depiction of vectors, as much as or more than the development of figuration and later abstraction. Whether abstract or figurative, a painting must always have its vectors its territories and these distinctions of space usually coincide with the technological development of the reproduced image, from the photograph to the television to the electronic graphic. 
With electronic graphics that simulate demarcations with varying degrees of chromatic variation and light, difference of territory becomes pure energy, hidden in data. Data, the computer, the USB drive, the digital camera, as much as they signify the dematerialization of art and the will toward efficiency amount to a historical return in that they also serve as the caves of our time. They are the dwelling places of electronic pictures, paintings whose essence is immediately compromised once they are reproduced in material forms such as ink jet prints or digital photographic prints – which is why the film photography and cinematography will in all likelihood never become obsolete but rendered to a subculture of visual aesthetics in much the same way that the vinyl record is now a part of a unique vibrant and loyal musical subculture. 

It is as if the electronic image refuses to become material echoing the secrecy, the preservation, and the darkness inherent in cave painting. 
 Electronic painting wants to be in the dark, though it is made up entirely of light. This is its central paradox. 

Henri Matisse’s “The Dance” (first version) (1909), a preparatory painting for a commission by the Russian collector Sergei Schuhkin, is a work that functions as a quintessential example of unself-conscious painting that attempts to capture a fictional moment of joy that would in hindsight be a historical prelude to catastrophe that would later be called World War I. In “The Dance”, we see an early example of late modern painting where vectors are divided solely into two chromatic areas: green and blue or the earth and the sky. In this simultaneously ethereal and earthy work of modern cave painting Matisse flattens motion and space to create an enhanced artifice, a kind of chromatic receding cool space that is traversed by the dancing figures, four of which are not grounded by gravity and appear to be stepping into the mythical French firmament. Matisse paints the blue of the sky and the green of the grass with his characteristic watery brush strokes that look rushed, informal, and even haphazard. The artist undertook “The Dance” with a form of sophisticated innocence and only a modicum of planning in terms of composition and the depiction of the five figures. His approach was direct and informal,  where form was made up of color and vectors that were full of the “imperfections” such as drips, inconsistent color application, and stained marks that would later become important elements of abstract expressionism and even some contemporary painters such as Ceciily Brown. These marks, scratches, drips and other random elements are critical to our understanding of the artist’s work as they are among the first signs of painting turning away from pure product. For Matisse, the application of paint was undertaken with a free and loose, but strong and visceral relationship to the materiality and practice of painting as a whole. It is as if the painting was executed with its own sense of lightness, with the artist’s brush dancing delicately on the cotton and striking it chromatically and joyously with a sense of forgetfulness, leaving his mind and painting with his body, That is, the artist applied paint and marked the surfaces of his canvases with an overt attempt to make his paintings look and feel aged, even ancient yet at the same time making them feel alive and full of energy, filled with ebullience, and French modern naivete. This painting is far from pristine and as such it continues the artist’s re-classification of what a “painting” as a finished work could be, though it still remained tied to the bourgeois notion of “decoration” or interior adornment. The interesting irony here is that the painting was but one version, and a second more self-conscious and chromatically dense piece was completed a year later without the same sense of urgency and freedom as the first version. 

In his life Matisse painted with a careful meditation on the elusiveness of territory and of the difficulty of inhabiting it. “The Dance” is one of the best examples of Matisse’s attempt at innocence and myth in a manner that dialogues directly with the informality of techniques employed by prehistoric cave painters. With “The Dance” Matisse is painting at the beginning of the twentieth century, just after the discovery of the photographic process, and he is taking the evolution of painting into a new realm of applied naivete, a kind of sophisticated and witty innocence without the self-conscious irony of our current era, without the cynicism of our time that has its roots in the age of simulation, the cold war, and the development of the world as a picture, as an object for war and for potential annihilation. In other words, Matisse painted “The Dance” at a critical moment in both art and world history: just before the two world wars. As such, we can look at it as both an endpoint and a starting point. It was painted at the end of innocence, just before the catastrophic conclusion or explosion of enlightenment humanism. At the same time, Matisse’s work runs counter to the avant-garde ethic of criticality that began with Picasso, German Expressionism, and Futurism and represents a potential new affirmational notion of art as pleasure, of joy, and of bliss. In this way, the work is a product of a strong material notion of artifice in favor of a simulation of the artificial, which characterizes much of contemporary art today. 

Herein lies the radicality of the French painter’s work: its seemingly innocent and naïve subject matter and technique blended with an unabashed French lust for joy, for play, and for re-imaging the future of painting as a joyful activity at the service of pleasure and warmth despite the darkness arriving upon Europe at the time it was painted. We may attribute this temperament in Matisse’s work to a form of negation and denial of this darkness, or, as a form of Nietzschean turn to joy, towards embracing pleasure in spite of this darkness. There are many potential avenues and critical routes to take in either argument but at a certain point the argument becomes academic in the same way that when one dances, it does not matter whether one dances out of joy or melancholy, the important thing is to dance, to escape from one’s self and experience the body in relation to music and to territory. 

These are Matisse’s offerings to art history: the combination of radical technical and chromatic reformulation of the painted image in light of the decline of painting’s importance due to photography; the flattening of three dimensional space in favor of chromatic artifice that borders on the decorative; and the emphasis on joy, on rest, and on pleasure as therapeutic alternatives to the angst and critical gravitas of the painter’s contemporaries. 

Today, with the fusion of computer graphic techniques and the traditional methods of painting we have a varied and interesting series of elements intersecting with each other. The most characteristic element in contemporary vector painting is the simulation of the erasure of difference by artists who incorporate painterly techniques that mimic the effects of various graphic and photo-editing applications. Where software exists to graphically simulate as data, the techniques and appearances of photography and painting in order to fuse the photograph image to the painted image today’s electronic vector artists and painters who integrate vector graphics in their work engage in various levels of ironic simulation. One such example is the work of Ingrid Calame who traces marks on sidewalks, streets, and even racetracks and recombines them with flat broad strokes of color in hybrid manual Illustrator CS-type canvases. We can look at Calame’s vector painting as turning back the simulation of painting onto itself, painting with a retro-forward motion that manipulates electronic vector techniques at the service of a traditional painting on canvas. Another key contemporary vector painter is Takashi Murakami, an artist further accelerating the vector graphic into a hyper-capitalist image that mimics and bows to the contemporary picture commodity in a manner that conjures up Andy Warhol. Murakami’s work directly and ironically addresses the consumer visual culture of luxurious America and pop Japan, and takes Warhol’s factory-issued paintings paradigm to a new level of corporate art dross. 

No matter the relationship to simulation, the key ingredient in these painters is the erasure of difference within a vector, a space, any demarcated territory and this element represents a key factor in the history of the picture that echoes the elimination of difference and the inability to distinguish repercussions in warfare, exploitative globalist economics, and political simulation, to name three. 

Perhaps the most elusive and sly vector work is being undertaken by the once photo-realist painter Chuck Close. Close, who would take the most basic vector technique of dividing his canvases up into quadrants for their assimilation from photography into paint in as exact a reproduction as possible has evolved in a very nuanced manner in the last thirty years. His quadrants, territories of space within his canvases and once concealed behind the illusion of illustration and photo-representation, have now evolved into unique abstract micro-paintings embodying difference and together making up a much looser notion of portraiture. Close’s work of the past 15 years is an interesting re-casting of the vector that problematizes it and re-constitutes it, instills it with difference and therefore honors the differing personages and representations of his individual sitters. The ramifications of this work are many and speak to our need to re-think how we divide space in painting in light of electronic graphics that seek to subsume the vector under the illuminated iillusionism of data. 

As we have become vehicles of speed, of corporate media-producers and consumers, as painters of ironic pictures, we have become self-aware, overly pre-occupied with our relationship to the picture that we no longer know how to paint. This is the defining characteristic of the contemporary (postmodern) artist, as self-conscious vector painter at the mercy of the cybernetic vehicle. Today’s artist is so self-aware, so detached from the moment, from the instant, despite being overtly obsessed with the instantaneous fulfillment of the image that he/she produces, that he/she no longer realizes the degree of his/her disenfranchisement from life and death and hence can no longer position himself/herself with the critical distance necessary to resist corporatist-globalist aesthetics, to resist becoming a progenitor of technological fetishism under the illusion of contemporaneity. 

How do we countenance this position we now find ourselves in? 

We must begin by being critical technologists, working with the banality of the media, of a consumer culture as a raw material, not as a soporific. We must understand the power of the sign, of working with the mediasphere as a psycho-sculptural material so that we may reshape it into an educator, a critical and humorous oracle of being that applies itself to educational, economic, and creative institutions. We must understand the work of art’s historical relationship to economic exploitation and re-create a new system of capital that begins with an understanding of the relationship between work and gain, between cost and profit, a relationship where linkages are understood, felt, cognitively applied in our decision-making processes both as producers and consumers but that does not result in the trap of positivism that gave us Marxism.

We must begin by understanding our relationship to physis, to the politics of corporatist-globalist economics of the contemporary art gallery and all its white market accoutrements: the critics, the curators, and other pseudo-intellectual mobsters. For this to take place, the artist must step out of self-awareness in the way one who meditates steps out of him/herself. We must find a balance between critical cognition and self-forgetfulness so that experience does not immediately become relegated to an image, to a sign. This is the spectre of semiotics that western humanity must come to terms with: the pre-dominance of the sign at the expense of the subject, of that which is signified, of the “real” event versus the simulation. 

Throughout its modern history, art has defined itself through opposition, through critically opposing hegemonies, events, bourgeois values, and many other phenomena. Throughout this time, it has grown comfortable with this stance at the expense of its own vitality. This is its historical blind spot. Contemporary art is a product of this oppositional stance and is so accustomed to assuming a position of criticality, of negation, that it resists or ignores any affirming notion or identity. 

Artists have much to learn from those outside the white market, from those outside the intellectual and capitalist classes whose lack of self-awareness, whose guilelessness and powerlessness may be shaped into a power, a source of joy, a source of vital experience, even though these very same elements risk being simultaneously a harbinger of oblivion, of exploitation. The human being must find a balance between naivete, between embracing the material world wholeheartedly and being wise and intelligent, being able to conceive of an alternate way of engaging the natural and media worlds in such a way that repercussions, gaps in linkages are felt, filled, and experienced so that the engines of deception in the political and cultural spheres that perpetuate apathy, blind war, tele-war, war without life and death, that continue to make us complicit in our own exploitation and butchering of the planet, can be turned into intellectual bio fuels that bring us back to our material relationships with each other and with our internal and external worlds. 

The task for the artist of the future will be to find a way to contemplate war, life and death by conjuring up the intimacy of the material in relation to the work of art in both the expanded and delimited sense. To do this, we must be brave enough to understand the conflicts that tear us apart from ourselves. 

The artist is the one who possesses the most power to instigate such a change.  

In the future we will all be environmental artists. 

� It is important to remember the distinction between “our” technologized and commodified world whose roots lie in Europe and whose development now stems from American corporatism, with its modern economies, technologies, and militaries and the so-called “other” pre-industrialized isolated worlds still more or less removed from the “modern” or “postmodern” world of globalization. This distinction is critical to an understanding of how art is practiced differently by such peoples as Australian Aborigines, native Canadians, and Pacific Islanders, for example, neither of whom escape the vortex of contemporary capitalism as their works are highly commodified. The height of irony here is that these works, created by cultures still much more in contact with life and death, with their material and spiritual surroundings, are relegated to the lower realm of “craft” or “indigenous art” by the capitalist-centric purveyors of contemporary and modern art, oblivious to the neo-colonialist conceits such evaluations embody. 


� Recall that many of the great cave paintings, such as Lascaux, Altamira, and Chauvet were only discovered by modern eyes in the past 125 y ears or so with Chauvet being literally stumbled upon by a team of French hikers in the early 1990s. This means that as works, they are at once prehistoric in terms of their origin yet modern and contemporary in terms of our their placement in our consciousness. They are both old and new and this double temporality marks us and serves as a mnemonic beacon in light of the twentieth century’s technological developments in photography, painting, and other technologies. 





PAGE  
1

