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My remarks are focused on writing - the visual, material form of lan
guage. * My working questions are quite simple: How much of the informa
tion which is contained in the visual, material features of written documents 
can NOT be duplicated, recorded, stored, produced, or reproduced in an elec
tronic environment? And what are the implications for the cultural functions 
which writing performs - recordkeeping, legal jurisdiction, archiving and 
documentation of history, authentication of or fetishization of individual iden
tity - as a result oftransformations of its material form in electronic media? 

To answer these questions I want to separate what I call the "not yet" 
aspects from the "conceptual premises" evoked by them. "Not yet" aspects are 
those which are simply the result of technical limitations, easily answered by 
the "oh you know they will invent a machine that can do that" response. 
Almost all of these aspects of the shortcomings or limitations of electronic 
media have to do with the capacity to increase the simulacral qualities of 
either the display mode of information stored electronically or the final out
put, but do not investigate the conceptual premises which are more funda
mental to the problem. These, briefly, I suggest are that: 

1) There is no necessary relation between input and output in electronic 
media. Information stored electronically is by its very nature - that is, as a 
set of stored pulses whose identity is a set of quantitative relations - FUN
GIBLE. It is capable of mutation, transformation, and rearrangement with
out, again, any necessary permanent record of those changes. 

2) It is in the many implications of this fungible character that the 
issues of writing's transformation as a material and social practice reside. 

How is this different from traditional writing? There is a necessary and 
direct relation between production and output- the making of the mark is 
the making of a document, it necessarily has material form . Material is not 
just part ofthe information ofthe document - but of its history. You can scan 
it in from the original and you stretch and shrink these marks - and so forth 
- to transform them visually. And a record of these changes, an electronic 
palimpsest, can be made in electronic form , but is NOT a necessary feature of 
production. In material production, that record is always made. And that 
record is charged with information: such as a sandstone Sphinx from 1700 Be 
inscribed with one of the earliest alphabets or an illuminated letter from a 
medieval manuscript showing a man climbing up a majuscule letter "I," an 
image of struggle towards betterment, with vivid red ground and bright gold, 
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blue, and flesh tones. Part of the "information" in material form is derived 
from a document's vulnerability. Because of its capacity to register change, the 
material document participates in the production of history through recording 
those changes, alterations, erasures, in its physical form . 

Obviously, the material aspects of production are history themselves -
the site, situation, conditions of a document's production, as well as storage, 
change of ownership, disputed authenticity, etc. are all features which playa 
part in its cultural function. The historical role the document plays is not 
merely a matter of the content of the document, but also of embeddedness in 
physical matter. For instance, an image of layers of graffiti scratched or chalk 
marked into stone. 

There is another kind of information carried in the material of writing 
- the trace of presence. The mark is a sign of witnessing, of a moment of actu
al physical, bodily relation to a document. It is the sign of a body's having been 
"there"- the affirmative reply to the question "Is this your mark?" including 
within it - was this You who made this sign, was present, and left a trace. In 
the electronic world of the Net - the "there" is diffuse, geographically non
specific, the being present is a matter of a moment in input, somewhere, not 
necessarily as a presence in relation to the document itself. The trace is readi
ly, easily, displaced into another situation and ceases to serve as an authentic 
mark of presence. To address the legal, security-related aspects of this is to 
enter into the endless debates on "codes" and "encoding" procedures which 
attempt an immaterial solution. These issues are illustrated in samples of 
typewriting compared in books on forgery. 

In its role as authenticator of identity, handwriting in particular (but 
typewriting and printing as well) has been subject to all kinds of processes -
at first in relation to its apparent, visual form - through elaborate contrasts 
at the most minute levels of the mark, the paper, the fibers, ink and so forth. 
There are special microscopes from the late 19th century - designed for work 
in detecting forgeries - which have unique lighting and mirrors to illuminate 
paper samples. But, interestingly, ultimately it was the invisible but still 
material features of writing which came to be seen as authenticating- since 
the duplication of visual forms was so easy, devices for assessing the somatic 
pulse, the muscular pattern of writing's production, were designed in order to 
test a document's authenticity. This, again, is a material feature of the work 
which bears no relation to the visual aspects of writing's existence as an elec
tronic form. If we consider the modes of input for writing into the electronic 
medium they move from simple keystroke to more complex (in informational 
terms) forms such as the writing on a wacom tablet (pressure sensitive elec
tronic drawing pad) or use of scanning equipment - each of which appre
hends and stores different aspects of writing. The features of bodily pressure 
and muscular pattern could be apprehended and stored as well - but again, 
they need not be necessarily - and it is this distinction which, again, so clear
ly demarcates the material from the electronic realms. For example a page 
from a book on handwriting analysis containing a list of readings of the lower 
case letter "i"- almost all representative of negative character traits. 
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The activity of personality fetishization which has been part of the histo
ry of writing - whether in the treasuring of autographic materials, the lov~
letter placed close to the heart, and other such sentimental gestures - or In 

the scrutiny of the written marks of one's own hand to discern and affir~ all 
those quirks of character which we term "personality" - all of these things, 
may, very readily, be duplicated electronically. For 99 bucks you can have 
your handwriting linked to your keyboard as a font so that the same degree of 
illegibility can be obtained from your otherwise well-behaved keyboard and 
printer as was the case in the old days of pad and pencil. . 

In an advertisement for Cranes fine stationery from the Sunday Times 
magazine, a handwritten note is displayed on a masculine executive d~sk .
the note carrying personal regards from one exec to another for hospItalIty 
shown on a recent business trip. The personal note will soon be as much of a 
"sim" as anything else with the textures of handmade paper or linen weave 
letter stock replicated right on the sheet along with your writing. See samples 
of autographs from a book on forgery. The power of simulation will increase -
mainly relying on visual imitation of material features an~ f0r.m.s - so th~t 
the replication of documents will bear more and more ofthelr ongInal, maten
al features into their electronic form - BUT the fungibility factor - the fact 
that there is no necessary relation between input and output, that writing 
becomes INFORMATION without a material restraint during its period of 
storage in the electronic environment, means that all the aspects of the docu
ment's function which are linked to materiality risk being lost, mutated, 
transformed, disregarded in the output. 

Does this matter? I think, without being nostalgic, that what it does is 
tu effect certain very real transformations on the function of documents in 
relation to the cultural practices of history, identity, legitimation, to the very 
notion of presence as witness, of material as record. In the world where one 
will hold in one's hand the virtual autograph of a simulacral reconstruction of 
a long-dead celebrity - what, in fact, will one be holding onto? Maybe just the 
same illusions as before. And maybe not. 

'This paper was delivered with slides as part of t~e conference "The Ar~ Object in the Age of 
Electronic Technology" sponsored by the School of Visual Arts, NYC, on Apn116, 1994. 
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BOOK REVIEW 

Conceptual Art: An American Perspective 
by Robert C. Morgan 
McFarland & Company, Jefferson, North Carolina and London, 1994, $35 

In the last few years conceptual art is again the focus of theoretical and 
practical investigations. There has been much discussion about the historiza
tion of conceptual art of the late 60s and early 70s, postconceptualism of the 
70s, and the neoconceptualism of the 80s and early 90s. Discussions of concep
tual art point to the field of relations between artistic and non-artistic models 
such as philosophy, ideology, and cultural studies. The relation of conceptual 
art to modernist culture is now being examined and the role of conceptual art in 
the genesis of postmodernism is recognized. 

Definitions of conceptual art differ according to the cultural concept in 
which they are generated. American conceptual art doesn't have the same char
acteristics as English, French, German, Czech, Polish, former Yugoslav, Italian, 
or Russian conceptual art. The differences in definitions and realizations of con
ceptual art are functions of the knowledge of the nature of modernism and con
ditions of its transformation into postmodernism within specific cultures and 
ideological systems of the late 60s and 70s. In that sense American conceptual 
art is determined by subversion of market fetishization of the art object and its 
modernist visual autonomy. In contrast, English conceptual art emerged as a 
criticism of modernist pedagogical discourses in art schools, and German con
ceptual art as an attempt to realize a "transcendental" and behavioral self
understanding of the nature of art and society. American conceptual art is not 
homogeneous because there are three "strategic" types: dematerialization of the 
art object, theoretical investigations of language and concepts of art, and also 
the ironic collage-montage deconstructions of dominant images of high mod
ernist culture and mass media. One finds in conceptual art linguistic, semiotic, 
and phenomenological solutions that make possible the entering of "art produc
tion" into the "artificial world of new media oftechnology and culture." One also 
finds critical and analytical methods by which it is possible to undertake the 
criticism of postmodernist fundamentalism and transcendentalism of the 90s 
which is based on the return to the irrational and on the restoration of specula
tive theological thinking on art. 

Historian and theoretician of art, Robert C. Morgan developed from the 
beginning of the 70s a critical historical analysis of conceptual art and its evolu
tions. In his book Commentaries on the New Media Arts: Fluxus & Conceptual 
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