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Co-sponsored by the Blanton Museum of Art and the Department
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Morning Session (10-11:45 a.m.): 

Quests for Transcendence and Utopia in the Late 1950s and 1960s

Dean Fleming 

Remembering the 1950s and 1960s

Dean Fleming is a painter who has lived and worked for forty years in the southeastern Colorado alternative community of Libre, which he co-founded in 1968 after leaving behind the commercial art world of New York the previous year.  Born in California, Fleming served in the military in Korea in 1953-54; his frequent visits to Japan provided a critical introduction to Buddhism and to Japanese art.  After a year at Mexico City College in 1955-56, Fleming entered the California School of Fine Arts San Francisco, where he and his fellow students participated in the “Six” Gallery.  That gallery provided an important model for a collaborative alternative space that featured not only art but a jazz band and poetry performances, including Allen Ginsberg’s reading of “Howl” in 1955.  Settling in New York in early 1962, Fleming and others from the art school, along with Mark di Suvero, founded in 1963 the cooperative Park Place Gallery, the subject of the Blanton Museum’s exhibition Reimagining Space.  While he was in New York Fleming’s paintings were included not only in Park Place shows but also in major exhibitions such as Systemic Painting at the Guggenheim Museum (1966), the Premio Internacional of the Instituto Torquato di Tella, Buenos Aires, Argentina (1967) and, later, the 1969 Corcoran Biennial in Washington.  Fleming has traveled extensively, including a journey across North Africa and a year on the Greek isle of Lesbos during 1964, and, often, to Mexico.  He has also taught occasionally in university art programs before and after his time in New York—as well as at Libre.
Robert Abzug

Roads to Transcendence: ‘Cosmological eclecticism’ in the Early 1960s

This paper will underline the importance of spiritual wanderings in American life from its beginnings, and discuss especially the importance of developments in the 1950s and 1960s that deeply influenced contemporary artists. I emphasize the heretical and eclectic nature of spiritual thinking, and argue that the concept of “cosmological eclecticism,” in this period a phenomenon that mixed traditional Western religious traditions, Eastern traditions, physics, psychology, sacralized sexuality, and drugs, must be charted before the full cultural background of artistic experiments of the 1960s can be fully understood. Figures of key importance include Jung, Freud, Wilhelm Reich, Werner Heisenberg, Alan Watts and others who popularized Zen Buddhism, Thomas Merton, Martin Buber, as well as myriad others who envisioned the sacralized experimental life. But, as I point out, such experiential recognition of the sacred really has its roots in such 19th century figures as Walt Whitman, Ralph Waldo Emerson, and William James and a more general openness to spiritual experimentation endemic to American cultural life.

Robert H. Abzug is Oliver H. Radkey Regents Professor of History and American Studies at the University of Texas and, since 2007, founding Director of the new Schusterman Center for Jewish Studies at UT.  Abzug’s research has traversed fields but has centered on the evolution of moral consciousness. He is the author of many articles and four books, which include Passionate Liberator:  Theodore Dwight Weld and the Dilemma of Reform (1980), Inside the Vicious Heart: Americans and the Liberation of Nazi Concentration Camps (1985), Cosmos Crumbling: American Reform and the Religious Imagination (1994), American Views the Holocaust, 1933-1945 (1999). Abzug is finishing a biography of the American psychologist Rollo May and a shortened edition of William James’s Varieties of Religious Experience for classroom use.

First Afternoon Session (1:00-3:00):
Experimental Art, Music, and Film

Linda Dalrymple Henderson

The Fourth Dimension, Buckminster Fuller, and the Art of the Park Place Gallery Group

When the artists of the cooperative Park Place Gallery (New York, 1963-67) found themselves without a gallery space between summer 1964 and summer 1965, they staged a show at the Daniels Gallery for which they chose the title “4D.”  The founding painters (Dean Fleming, Tamara Melcher, Edwin Ruda, Leo Valledor) and sculptors (Mark di Suvero, Peter Forakis, Robert Grosvenor, Tony Magar, and Frosty Myers) shared a deep engagement with various kinds of spaces—from those of higher dimensional geometry and infinite “cosmic consciousness” to paradoxical perceptual spaces, the space-time world of Einstein, and the Space Age, all of which could be linked in some way to the “fourth dimension.”  Highly popular at the beginning of the 20th century, the spatial fourth dimension had been largely eclipsed by Einstein’s temporal fourth dimension beginning in the 1920s.  However, Forakis had rediscovered the idea in books by Claude Bragdon and P. D. Ouspenksy in a sale at the California School of Fine Arts in 1957.  And while Buckminster Fuller had used the term “4D” in the 1920s to tie what would become his Dymaxion House to the world of Einsteinian space-time, he began to lecture on the geometrical fourth dimension in the early 1960s in the context of his developing “synergetic” geometry.  Indeed, at the time of their Daniels Gallery show, the Park Place group received a letter from Fuller’s wife informing them they could not use “4D’ because it was Fuller’s term.  But the term belonged to Fuller no more than to any other advocates of higher spatial dimensions through the 20th century.  This paper examines the place of the Park Place Gallery and its art in the tradition of artists and thinkers for whom the spatial fourth dimension was a powerful sign of possibility—from Cubists, Marcel Duchamp, and Russian Suprematist painter Kazimir Malevich to Park Place friend Robert Smithson and experimental film and video artists of the late 1960s/1970s.   

Linda Dalrymple Henderson is the David Bruton, Jr. Centennial Professor in Art History and Distinguished Teaching Professor at the University of Texas at Austin.  She is the author of The Fourth Dimension and Non-Euclidean Geometry in Modern Art (Princeton University Press, 1983; new, enlarged edition, MIT Press, 2009) and Duchamp in Context: Science and Technology in the Large Glass and Related Works (Princeton, 1998).  With Bruce Clarke she co-organized the symposium and co-edited the anthology From Energy to Information: Representation in Science and Technology, Art, and Literature (Stanford University Press, 2002).  In addition to her current work on the new 300-page “Reintroduction” for the MIT Press reprint edition of her Fourth Dimension book, she is the guest curator of Reimagining Space: The Park Place Gallery Group in 1960s New York, on view at the Blanton Museum of Art (Sept. 28, 2008- Jan. 18, 2009).

Douglas Kahn

Far Out:  Brainwaves as the Inner of Inner and Outer Space

Imagine: John Lennon, Yoko Ono, Chuck Berry and David Rosenboom on the nationally-televised Mike Douglas Show in 1972, sitting on the studio floor, electrodes clinging to their heads, making music with their brains. It may be odder still when we draw the historical curtain back to find Norbert Wiener and John Cage standing there at the controls and the lack thereof. Wiener and Cage were mentors to the physicist Edmond Dewan and composer Alvin Lucier, respectively, the individuals responsible for the first music made from brain waves: Lucier’s Music for Solo Performer (1965). The year before, Dewan had his own brush as a celebrity controller of brain waves on Walter Cronkite’s CBS Evening News and the front page of the Washington Post, which educated its readers on what reading still meant: “This does not mean that persons can read each other’s minds.” Plenty of people were thinking the same thing. While they made music thinking about making music, both Dewan and Lucier were feeding back on substrata systems of electromagnetism, as they leapt off the scalp, reflected off the ionosphere and surface of the earth, and made their way far out through outer space into the magnetosphere, describing in signal the counter-cultural spatial imaginary connecting inner and outer space. 

Douglas Kahn is Professor at University of California at Davis in the departments of Art History, Music, and Technocultural Studies. He is the author of Noise, Water, Meat: A History of Sound in the Arts (MIT Press, 1999), editor of the journals Senses and Society and Leonardo Music Journal, and a new book series from University of California Press. Forthcoming publications include The Source Book: Experimental Music: 1966-1973, edited with Larry Austin (University of California Press); Mainframe Experimentalism: Experimental aesthetics, mainframe and mini-computing (University of California Press), edited with Hannah Higgins; and Arts of the Spectrum: In the nature of electromagnetism (University of California Press). 
R. Bruce Elder

Filming Energy

This paper examines the relation between a concept of energy that had a strong grip on the imagination of many American artists of the 1960s and a strain in American art of the time that was grounded in a metaphysical position the aesthetician Leonard B. Mayer called “transcendental particularism.” Many American artists of the 1960’s related their interest in direct perception to the belief that language imposes the deadening weight of tradition on experience. They proposed to counteract that deadening influence by recovering a primordial (and preverbal) somatic experience, for they maintained that only the raw, unformed experience of the natural body can have an intense relationship to the immediate conditions of living. In this context, direct perception was understood as an act of opening oneself to the immediate particular and of allowing its specific energies entry into the perceptual manifold; in the end, these beliefs made possible a novel reformulation of the Romantic belief that the imagination afforded the means for recognizing the originary unity of the experiencing subject and the experienced object. In this paper, I relate transcendental particularlism to the stress on the importance of immediate, bodily experience that was so common in the 1960s. I discuss the Romanticism of Wilhelm Reich’s writing in this context and then trace the influence that Reich had on a number of key filmmakers of the 1960s, including Brakhage, Baillie, Schneemann and Emshwiller (putting special emphasis on the work of Stan Brakhage, who so forcefully articulated some of the ideas I have just set out). I also propose that the beliefs that raw, corporeal experience was the most authentic and intense form of experience and that language drained experience of its vibrancy were the grounds for a new paragone, which often celebrated the cinema often as the “ottima arte.”
R. Bruce Elder is a filmmaker, critic, and teacher of Film Studies at Ryerson University in Toronto.  Retrospectives of his work have been mounted by The Art Gallery of Ontario (Toronto), the Cinemathèque Quebecoise (Montreal), Senzatitolo (Trento, Italy) and Anthology Film Archives (New York), and he has had exhibitions at New York's Museum of Modern Art, Los Angeles Film Forum, Centre Georges Pompidou in Paris, Kino Arsenal in Berlin, among others. Prof. Elder also has a background in applied mathematics and computer science and a strong interest in digital image processing, and he is currently working with a team from the Electrical and Computer Engineering Departments at Ryerson University to develop software tools for applying Cagean ideas to processing film sequences.  He is the author of Image and Identity: Reflections on Canadian Film and Culture; A Body of Vision;  The Films of Stan Brakhage in the American Tradition, and Harmony and Dissent: Film and Avant-garde Art Movements in the Early Twentieth Century, as well as a catalogue, The Body in Film.
Second Afternoon Session (3:00-5:30):
Alternative Communities, Fuller, and the Whole Earth Catalog
Timothy Miller
 Art and Community: Libre and Its Communitarian Context
Libre, the Colorado intentional community founded by Park Place artist Dean Fleming and others in 1968, has roots in the larger world of intentional communities as well as that of art. One communal strand that Libre continues is that of artists’ communities, which go back well over a century in the United States. The most notable wave of artists’ colonies came at the height of the arts and crafts movement at the turn of the twentieth century, with the appearance of Rose Valley, in Pennsylvania, and Byrdcliffe, in New York state, among several others. Those early communities pointed the way to later enclaves of communal art, of which Libre was one. But another communal strand influenced Libre as well: that of the countercultural communes of the 1960s era. Drop City, which could plausibly be regarded as the first countercultural commune of that remarkable time, was located near Trinidad in southern Colorado, and the Libre founders all spent time there before going on to found their own community not far away. This presentation will examine several of the earlier communitarian artists’ colonies, and then will look at the gradual emergence of countercultural/hippie communes, and especially Drop City, in the early and mid-1960s. Libre represented a synthesis of these two important communal types, combining dedication to the creative arts with a defiant countercultural flair. 

Timothy Miller is Professor of Religious Studies at the University of Kansas. Among his books are The 60s Communes: Hippies and Beyond (Syracuse University Press, 1999), The Quest for Utopia in Twentieth-Century America (Syracuse University Press, 1998), and The Hippies and American Values (University of Tennessee Press, 1991), as well as the edited volume America's Alternative Religions (State University of New York Press, 1995). 
Bruce Clarke

Systems Countercultures: Buckminster Fuller and the Whole Earth Catalog

The Whole Earth Catalog set itself apart from other upstart and mainstream publishing ventures of the hippie era of "wholeness" by disseminating a remarkably broad selection and high level of information about systems, more precisely, whole systems. It always opened with a section called "Understanding Whole Systems," whose first pages were always dedicated to the range of Buckminster Fuller's work. The circuit between Fuller and Stewart Brand's creative countercultural journalism and entrepreneurship unfolded against the wider spectrum of systems theories of that moment. Fuller's Operating Manual for Spaceship Earth popularized a cybernetic metaphor for our planet as a self-contained and steerable vessel ready to be reverse-engineered by a sufficiently audacious "design science." He famously expressed a holistic systems perspective in his appropriation of the term synergy from prior religious and scientific usages. However, running alongside his holistic stances and related polemics for generalist knowledge were also expressions of metaphysical dualism, an unreconstructed Cartesian streak. Fuller's recalcitrant idealism may account to some extent for his eventual replacement by 1974 in CoEvolution Quarterly and the Whole Earth Epilog by another, quite different systems thinker, Gregory Bateson.

Bruce Clarke is professor of literature and science at Texas Tech University. His Posthuman Metamorphosis: Narrative and Systems (Fordham, 2008) reads the contingencies of systems in modern and contemporary literary and cinematic narratives of corporeal transformation. His current book project, Systems Countercultures, examines the cultures of American systems discourse that connect the Whole Earth Catalog and CoEvolution Quarterly to some milestones of postmodern science. He is currently preparing the Routledge Companion to Literature and Science for release in 2010. His publications include Allegories of Writing: The Subject of Metamorphosis (SUNY, 1995); Dora Marsden and Early Modernism: Gender, Individualism, Science (Michigan, 1996); Energy Forms: Allegory and Science in the Era of Classical Thermodynamics (Michigan, 2001); and, co-edited with Linda Dalrymple Henderson, the collection From Energy to Information: Representation in Science and Technology, Art, and Literature (Stanford, 2002).

 
Fred Turner

Information-Technology-Counterculture: How USCO Shaped the Whole Earth Catalog


Though we tend to remember the ‘60s as an era of marching in the streets, it was also a time in which many abandoned party politics and sought to design their way into new forms of community. This talk returns to one of the signal publications of that movement, the Whole Earth Catalog. When Stewart Brand and his then-wife Lois first published the Catalog in 1968, they aimed to produce a toolkit for a young generation of rural communards. Yet, they also developed a new model of the possible relationships between information, technology and networked community – a model that would have substantial influence on digital media today.


After showing how that model worked, this talk will trace its roots to the New York art world of the early 1960s. It will follow Stewart Brand into his mid-1960s collaborations with USCO, a techno-tribal crew of multi-media makers who lived and worked together in Garnerville, New York. The talk will show how the artists of USCO simultaneously embraced the techno-utopianism of John Cage and Marshall McLuhan, the liberal politics of cyberneticist Norbert Wiener, and the collaborative, experimental social styles characteristic of the weapons research out of which cybernetics emerged. In its multi-media events and its communal lifestyle, USCO became a model of the ways in which information, technology and anti-hierarchical politics could be joined. 


The talk concludes by showing how Stewart Brand translated that model into a key cultural resource for the counterculture of the 1960s and the cyberculture of our own era.
Fred Turner is an Assistant Professor in the Department of Communication, Stanford University.  He is author of Echoes of Combat: The Vietnam War in American Memory (Anchor/Doubleday, 1996; 2nd edition, University of Minnesota Press, 2001) and the award-winning From Counterculture to Cyberculture: Stewart Brand, the Whole Earth Catalog, and the Rise of Digital Utopianism (University of Chicago Press, 2006).
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