
REORGANIZED MEDITATIONS 
ON MNEMONIC THRESHOLD 

JOSEPH NECHVATAL 

Previous cultural fonns have been exhausted as self-consciousness has turn
ed into self-enclosure. SeH expression is eclipsed by a field-network of interaction. 
The next phase in consciousness will only come when all our attachments to the old 
forms and methods have been obliterated. Everything has become transparent. In
formation bits flow in a vague whirl while this proliferation, which seems to have no 
purpose, fonns slowly, imperceptibly, bit by bit, into a mass somewhere deep in the 
gray recesses of the neural cortex; remnant whispers of a once dominant cultural 
form. Congealed skeletal formation is in a state of information and dismembennent. 
Fleeting solidity, (matter-spirit) rips out and dissolves form from its old content, 
providing visions of resolve and improvement over dilemmas left behind Sub
stanceless collectivity reverberates internally, beyond intellect and will, in an inner
external detoxification which breaks pop open and drains mythic consciousness of 
authenticity. In our media-permeated atmosphere the search is to not repeat what 
has been learned The learned form must be cracked open through chaos to make 
room for other views. Fast paced dumbness and reactionary codes are made dif
ficult and resistant to bourgooisification. The logic of the image, of the whole media 
society, of postmodernism in general, is satiated in an overabundance and counter
fusion. One goes all the way through and comes out the other side, ecstatic and 
covered in excrement. This hyper overproduction is the space of refusal today. The 
only space from which to develop an awareness, a theoretical awareness, of the 
reification of consciousness. Are we at the beginning of a new metaphor for the 
system? A Big Bang theory pushing us beyond the vanishing point? A theoretical 
black hole? The aftermath of the dissolution of form is not a reductive simplifica
tion. Rather, an analogy can be drawn to the primordial pleniLude, subject-object 
unity, or Benjamin's dialectical image. The money mushroom cloud is seeking re

pose, as astonished eyes behold the self-cannibalization of nostalgic fetishism. 
Distorted ideologies bubble and burp their way to the top of the cesspool. Media 
adulation, commodity consciousness, technocratic mind set, all collide and cancel 
each other out in an orgy of fazed media mirages, a mindless bombardment of con
sumption - consumption, resolving itself in an all-round social awareness. Com
plete self-consciousness is a meta-consciousness. Depth consciousness is formed 
from the debris of superficiality and fragmentation. New neurological circuits are 
connected, mutating consciousness. The characteristics of this new neurological 
mutation are high velocity, multiple choice, relativity, and the fission-fusion of all 
perceptions into alternate possibilities. From Overload to Overmind 
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THE MYTH OF AESTHETIC AUTONOMY: 
ON ALLAN KAPROW 

JOHANNA DRUCKER 

Allan Kaprow's work raises certain fundamental questions: Does the 
significance of the work depend upon its historical moment and context? Can its 
values be "universalized" and discussed in aesthetic terms without reference to 
that context? While it was significant in 1959-60 to use the "happening" as a 
means of introducing new territory for exploration, the gesture of breaking cer
tain conventions about art (art as object, commodity, etc.) was as important as 
the substance of the pieces. Do Kaprow's works lose their value if considered 
without relation to a historical period (the early 60s) concerned with questioning 
the parameters of social institutions - art, education, religion, government? Since 
Kaprow's work has always focused on process, on self-reflexion, and participation, 
it seems appropriate to reflect upon his "retrospective" as a means of understan
ding the processes by which art continues to historicize itself. 

Kaprow's work was featured in a retrospective of "thirty years of participa
tory events" sponsored by the Center for Research in Contemporary Art at Uni
versity of Texas at Arlington in April of 1988. During the weeklong event the 
public participated in pieces which were reminiscent of Kaprow's Happenings of 
1959-60. In one piece, participants entered a stairwell unaccompanied and accord
ing to instructions moved cinderblocks from a pile at the bottom of the stairwell, 
one at a time, placing them throughout the stairwell. Once the number of blocks 
which corresponded to the participant's chronological age was used up, the parti
cipant was to stop, contemplate the activity, reflect upon the scene, and then re
turn the blocks to their original position. Thirty years ago such a piece was almost 
without precedent; now it reiterates the characteristic features of Kaprow's work: 
a zen doing and undoing in counterpoint designed to preclude an easy resolution 
for the participant, engaging her or him in a meditative process of investigation. 

Thirty years ago this work was seen as a radical gesture against the goal
oriented commodity mode of art production; in the end Kaprow's process-oriented 
idea art has netted him a place in the annals of contemporary art. That Kaprow's 
art should end up to have been a bid for a place in art history is no surprise. The 
stairwell piece no longer strikes us as radical, anti-art or anti-art establishment (in· 
deed, the site - a university art department - reinforces the conspicuous fact 
that even the ephemeral art of Kaprow has been appropriated and placed into the 
canon). 

The symposium consisted of two panels, clearly demarcated by their histor
ical period: morning - 50s and 60s; afternoon - 70s and 80s. The first panel con
sisted of male contemporaries and collaborators of Kaprow's (with the exception 
of Barbara Smith). All were friends of Kaprow's whose contribution to the avant-
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