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• Professor Lecture
• Reading: 

o Hannah B. Higgins and Douglas Kahn, Introduction, Mainframe Experimentalism, 1-
16.

o Grant Taylor, ”The Soulless Usurpers: Reception and Criticism of Early Computer Art,” 
Mainframe Experimentalism, 17-37.



Tuesday September 22 4 pm
• Professor Lecture
• Reading: 

• Hannah B. Higgins and Douglas Kahn, Introduction, 
Mainframe Experimentalism, 1-16.

• Grant Taylor, ”The Soulless Usurpers: Reception and 
Criticism of Early Computer Art,” Mainframe 
Experimentalism, 17-37.

• Questions and Discussion
Friday September 25 10 am
• Submit first draft of 500-word essay to peer-editor
Monday September 28 10 am 
• Peer-editor returns 500-word essay
Wednesday September 31 10 am
• Final polished 500-word essay due to professor



Writing Tips



Writing Tips

• Read the syllabus and follow the instructions of the assignment.
• The course heading should be left-hand justified; the title of your essay should be italicized and centered after the 

heading.
• Proofread and use spellcheck
• Be aware of your audience. With the writing assignments in this class, imagine you are writing for a hypothetical 

reader of the arts section in the New York Times. Imagine that you are not writing for your professor (other than 
for a grade). You are not recounting the ingredients in a recipe. You are not writing a diary entry. Paraphrase, 
guide, and transition accordingly. Be clear.

• Before you start writing, work out your ideas through an outline.
• Begin your essay with a brief summary. Guide your reader.
• ‘wc’ means “word choice”
• Italicize the titles of books, magazines, journals, and newspapers.
• Place works of art in quotation marks.
• After you have introduced the author once, reference him/her by way of his/her last name.
• Be certain to spell correctly the author’s, professor’s, and your own last name.
• Use standard formatting, which includes indentation, double spacing, and standard margins.
• Italicize or underline the title of books, journals, magazines, and newspapers – online and in paper. 
• Use the active voice rather than the passive voice. The passive voice does not identify who, the subject, performs 

the action, such as in the following: “The figure at the center of ‘Winter’ was painted as an allegory of the season.” 
The active voice is clearer, more straightforward, and identifies who performs the action, such as in the following: 
“Berthe Morisot painted an allegorical female figure for the season in ‘Winter’.”

• Avoid hyperbole and exaggeration.
• Avoid stilted language. Stilted language is unnecessarily wordy, abstruse and pompous.
• Avoid long quotations from authors since these are short written assignments. Paraphrase text instead. 
• Conjunctions such as “while,” “whereas,” “however,” and “yet” signal contrast between two distinct clauses or 

sentences.



Writing Tips

• By contrast, a comma splice is two independent clauses joined with a comma and no conjunction.
• Use the first person sparingly. You may use it where necessary, to get you from one place to another in your 

writing. Excessive use of “I” casts one’s writing in a diaristic (like a diary) or overly personal tone.
• It’s = it is; its = possessive form of it
• Avoid contractions such as “wouldn’t,” “hadn’t,” etc.
• Think carefully about syntax. Syntax is a. the study of the rules for the formation of grammatical sentences in a 

language. b. the study of the patterns of formation of sentences and phrases from words.  Good syntax is easy to 
follow and clear.

• In order to avoid errors in syntax, you must, to repeat, proofread your essay.
• Try proofreading out loud to a friend.  Or, call a family member and ask them to listen to your short essay.  Even if 

you’re alone, you’re better off reading your essay out loud than not.
• Please avoid repetition of the same word; vary your language. 
• Please avoid saying the same thing over and over again.  Even if you say the same thing in a different way, you are 

still saying the same thing.
• When in doubt about format or grammar, please refer to a writing guide, such as the MLA handbook or the 

Chicago Manual of Style.
• There are two secrets to learning how to write.  The first one is active and frequent reading. In order to be a good 

writer you must read a lot and you must take heed of the writer’s use of words.  I advise you to start by reading 
the newspaper on a daily basis.  I learned how to become a better writer by religiously reading The New York 
Times.  The other secret to good writing is writing itself.  You might think about keeping a diary, starting a literary 
magazine, publishing in the campus newspaper, publishing on-line in a blog of your own or in an electronic 
journal.  With respect to the latter, publishing on-line, choose a topic that makes you passionate – art, 
architecture, politics, sociology, economics, etc.  

• For further help with your writing, please visit the UTD Writing Center in McDermott Library MC 1.312 972-883-
6736. Email: writingcenter@utdallas.edu; Website: https://studentsuccess.utdallas.edu/programs/writing-center/.

mailto:writingcenter@utdallas.edu


Hannah B. Higgins and Douglas Kahn, 
Introduction, Mainframe Experimentalism, 1-16.

• Experimentalism
• Transformation of artistic authorship via 

technology
• Algorithms over craft
• Using technology for its purpose
• Using technology against its purpose
• Connections to large institutions which have 

mainframe computers



Epigraph

What we need is a computer that…turns us…not “on” but 
into artists.

John Cage, 1966



Top Right: ENIAC  [Electronic Numerical Integrator and Computer] 
Computer at the University of Pennsylvania, 1946, conceived by John 
Mauchly and J. Presper Eckert
Top Left: George Maciunas, Fluxus Preview Review, 1963 
Bottom Right: John Cage (1912-1992)



John Cage 

experimental composer

John Cage, New School for Social 
Research, 1956-1960

• Cage discovered that chance was as important of a 
force governing a musical composition as the artist's 
will and allowed it to play a central role in all of his 
compositions. 

• Although each piece has a basic, composed structure, 
the overall effect varied with each performance as 
different variables like the location and audience 
directly affected the sounds that were produced.

• By breaking with the historically determined 
preconception that music was made by musicians 
using traditional instruments to perform structured 
and prearranged compositions, Cage opened up a new 
wealth of possibilities within modern art. His 
revolutionary performances ushered in an era of 
experimentation in all media and shifted the focus 
away from the artist's inner psyche to the artist's 
contemporary environment.

• Cage focused his compositional career on the 
incorporation of unconventional elements such as 
kitchen gadgets, metal sheets, various common 
objects, and even silence into his works to change the 
way modern audiences listened to music and 
appreciated their surroundings.

• Taught a groundbreaking courses on composition at 
the New Bauhaus, Black Mountain College, and The 
New School in NY

• Many artists, such as R. Rauschenberg, E. Kienholz, 
and members of the Fluxus group, too Cage’s course in 
experimental composition at The New School, which 
he taught from 1956 to 1961.



John Cage 

experimental composer John Cage, Fontana Mix, sound pictogram, 
1958

George Gacioppo, Cassiopeia, sound 
pictogram, 1962

John Cage, New School for Social 
Research, 1956-1960



Artist: John Cage

Title: “Fontana Mix”

Date: 1958

Details: Experimental musical 
composition



Artist: John Cage

Title: “Fontana Mix”

Date: 1958

Details: Experimental musical composition

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=05wBPhWD44U

Fontana Mix consists of 
a total of 20 pages of 
graphic materials: ten 
pages covered with six 
curved lines each, and 

ten sheets of 
transparent film covered 

with randomly-placed 
points. In accordance 
with a specific system, 

and using the 
intersecting points of a 

raster screen, two of the 
pages produce 

connecting lines and 
measurements that can 

be freely assigned to 
musical occurrences 
such as volume, tone 
color, and pitch. The 
interpreter no longer 

finds a score in the 
customary sense, but 

rather a treatment 
manual for the notation 

of a composition.
http://www.medienkunstnetz.de/works/fontana

-mix/

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=05wBPhWD44U


John Cage performing "Water Walk" in January, 1960 on 
the popular TV show I've Got A Secret: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SSulycqZH-U&t=4s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gXOIkT1-QWY

Cage performed “Water Walk” on I've Got a Secret, the 
long-running occupation-guessing game show whose guest 

roster also included chess prodigy Bobby Fischer, "fifth 
Beatle" Pete Best, and fried-chicken icon Colonel Harland 
Sanders. For this particular episode, wrote Dan Colman in 

our earlier post, "the TV show offered Cage something of a 
teachable moment, a chance to introduce the broader 

public to his brand of avant-garde music."
For Water Walk, Cage rounded up a variety of 

"instruments" all to do with that liquid — a bathtub, 
a pitcher, ice cubes in a mixer — and the unconventional 

symphony they produce culminates in the Rube 
Goldbergian mixing of a drink, the sipping of which 

the composition dictates about two and a half minutes in. 
Naturally, Cage being Cage, the piece incorporates audience 

reaction noises; when host Gary Moore warns him that 
certain members of the studio audience will laugh, Cage 

responds, “I consider laughter better than tears.”

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gXOIkT1-QWY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gXOIkT1-QWY




In 1966, the composer John Cage posed a rhetorical question from which the opening 
sentence of this introduction was taken: “Are we an audience for computer art?”

The answer is not No; it’s Yes. What we need is a computer that isn’t labor-
saving but which increases the work for us to do, that puns (this is [Marshall] 
McLuhan’s idea) as well as Joyce revealing bridges (this is [Norman O.] Brown’s 
idea) where we thought there weren’t any, turns us (my idea) not “on” but 
into artists.

In place of mass efficiency normally presumed to append to computers, here we see 
Cage bearing witness to the labor required of the artist as well as the engineer, which 
yields unexpected puns and bridges and, most important of all, creates the mainframe 
artist – the person creatively engaged with an emerging technology. Cage had an abiding 
interest in technologies to disclose aspects of sound and its potentials, whether it was 
his early use of radios and recorded sound or the specialized scientific space of the 
anechoic chamber. (Higgins and Kahn, 3)



Left: George Maciunas, Fluxus Preview Review, 1963
Right: George Brecht, Three Telephone Events from Water Yam, 1963

Event Scores involve simple actions, ideas, and 
objects from everyday life recontexualized as 
performance. Event Scores are texts that can be 
seen as proposal pieces or instructions for actions. 
The idea of the score suggests musicality. Like a 
musical score, Event Scores can be realized by artists 
other than the original creator and are open to 
variation and interpretation.

EVENT SCORES



author as group

The French literary critic Roland Barthes would say “that 
neutral, composite, oblique space where [her] subject slips 

away, the negative where all identity is lost, starting with 
the very identity of the body of writing.” Barthes criticizes 
the reader's tendency to consider aspects of the author’s 
identity—his political views, historical context, religion, 
ethnicity, psychology, or other biographical or personal 
attributes—to distill meaning from his work.  The word 
“composite” in the quote suggests that the author is a 

construction, a figure made bodily by way of the 
convergence of forces brought together by the overlap of 

larger social and linguistic structures.  The figure of the 
author is a participant and product in a social structure. 



• Deskilling
• Automation
• Intention-less or Unintentional Art
• Rethinking authorship
• Rethinking self

There appeared to be some artistic rationale, especially in the 1960s 
in the way the computer provided a means to distance the maker 
from the artistic authorship and thus from the perceived excesses 
of expressionism, yet this distancing could also operate in too close 
a proximity to the technocratic drive and bureaucratic numbing of 
both capitalism and the Eastern Bloc.  (Higgins and Kahn, 2)



Grant Taylor, ”The Soulless Usurpers: 
Reception and Criticism of Early Computer 
Art,” Mainframe Experimentalism, 17-37.

An essay in four parts:

• Intro
• The Future Crashes: An Unorthodox Beginning
• Sterile and Cold: The Birth of Computer Aesthetics
• Disembodied Creativity: Computer as Usurper

• What is a “usurper”?
• Identity of artist
• Identity of art
• Fine Arts vs. Computer Art



A. Michael Noll, Gaussian Quadratic, 
1962 



Bell Labs, Murray Hill, NJ

R&D
[research and 
development]



A. Michael Noll (1939-)



In the late 1960 and early 1970's, he 
constructed interactive three-
dimensional input devices and 
displays and a three-dimensional, 
tactile, force-feedback ("feelie") 
device that were the forerunners of 
today's virtual-reality systems. He also 
was one of the first researchers to 
demonstrate the potential of scanned 
displays for computer graphics.

From A. Michael Noll’s website 
http://noll.uscannenberg.org/





Exhibition of works by A. Michael Noll and Bela Julesz at the Howard Wise Gallery 
in New York City in 1965 



A. Michael Noll, Gaussian Quadratic, 
1962 



How are these two works different? At 
left is an oil painting; at right is a 

computer-created print.



Piet Mondrian, Composition in line, second 
state, 1916-1917, Oil on canvas



Michael A Noll, Computer 
composition with Lines, 1964, digital 

computer and microfilm plotter



Where is the 
artist “present” 
in each work of 

art? 

Left: Monet, Rouen 
Cathedral, 1894

Right: A. Michael Noll, 
Vertical-Horizontal Number 
Three, 1964



Fine Arts vs. Computer Art

Sol LeWitt, Variations of Incomplete Open Cubes, 1974
Manfred Mohr, Cubic Limit, film, 1974 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j4M28FEJFF
8

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j4M28FEJFF8


Manfred Mohr, Zeichnung A, Ink and paper, 1967Manfred Mohr, Bild 12/366, Tempera/Leinwand, 1966

Born in Germany in 1938, NY-based artist Manfred 
Mohr began his career as an action painter influenced 

by jazz and Abstract Expressionism.



Manfred Mohr, P-155-bb, 1974

Using the combinatorics of the elements of a cube which have been 
broken down into minute particles of lines, Mohr accomplishes a type of 

storyboard for an abstract animation. As a two-dimensional surface, 
however, it plots a gradual intensification of the lines in the center. The 

reduction of the title to character combinations reflects Mohr's interest in 
aesthetic and semiotic questions and results, as opposed to the 

production of art-works in the traditional sense. What counts for Mohr is 
not the single graph, or line, but the complete ensemble of statistical 

relationships that manifest themselves in a series of aesthetic 
constructions and structures. (Media Art Net)

In Cubic Limit, Manfred Mohr introduced the cube into his work as a 
"fixed system with which signs are generated. In the first part of this 

work phase (1972-76), an alphabet of signs is created from the 
twelve lines of a cube. In some works, statistics and rotation are used 

in the algorithm to generate signs. In others, combinatorial, logical 
and additive operators generate the global and local structures of the 

images.” (Ed Shanken)



Sol LeWitt, Seventeen magazine illustration,
February 1955

In 1953, Sol Lewitt (1928-2007) moved to New York 
City, where he studied at the Cartoonists and 

Illustrators School (now SVA/School of Visual Arts) and 
worked for Seventeen Magazine, making paste-ups, 
mechanicals and Photostats. He was then hired as a 

graphic designer in IM Pei’s architecture firm.



Sol LeWitt, Untitled, 1966 

Systems Aesthetics 

Minimalism

Conceptualism



Sol LeWitt, Serial Project No. 1 ABCD, 1966 



Sol Lewitt, Variations of Incomplete Open 
Cubes , 1974

Wood sculptures with white paint (122 pieces) 
Each piece: 20.3 cm square 8" square

Framed photographs and drawings (131 
pieces), Each piece: 66 x 35.6 cm 26 x 14" Base: 

30.5 x 304.8 x 548.6 cm 12 x 120 x 216"
Each of the 122 sculptural forms is derived by 
subtracting one or more of the lines or edges 
from the cube’s basic unitary form. An idea is 
systematically translated and deployed into a 

variety of media and scales to become, in 
LeWitt's words, "a machine that makes the 

art.” (Ed Shanken)



Comparing the public reception of 
Lewitt and Mohr…

How was each artist received by critics?



19th-century Luddites



Luddite – DEROGATORY 1.) a person opposed to new technology or ways of 
working, as in "a small-minded Luddite resisting progress” HISTORICAL 2.) a 
member of any of the bands of English workers who destroyed machinery, 

especially in cotton and woolen mills, that they believed was threatening their 
jobs (1811–16) [etymology: perhaps named after Ned Lud, a participant in the 

destruction of machinery]



Are the art critics who 
rejected early computer 

art 20th-century Neo-
Luddites?



Fine Arts vs. Computer Art

Sol LeWitt, Variations of Incomplete Open Cubes, 1974
Manfred Mohr, Cubic Limit, film, 1974 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j4M28FEJFF
8

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j4M28FEJFF8


• Experimentalism
• Transformation of artistic 

authorship via technology
• Algorithms over craft
• Deskilling
• Reskilling?
• Automation

As the art historian Rhys Carpenter wrote in the late 1960s, “The artist’s 
greatest and most necessary illusion is the illusion he is creating. Rob him of 
that belief and you have shorn him of his power.” The ideological power of art –
especially within the late modernist period – derived from the ”mystification of 
the process of making” and the “granting of special status to art making.” With 
a Kantian understanding of “genius,” modernism in the twentieth century recast 
this mythology by building on the belief that art is the “only properly 
autonomous and self-determining mode of production.” The computer 
appeared to undermine the ontology of art and efface the identity of the artist 
by reducing him or her to a mere servant of the machine. The act of creation, 
until now the exclusive domain of the human, appeared to be undermined. 
(Taylor, 31)


