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GYORGY KEPES
ART AND ECOLOGICAL CONSCIOUSNESS

The forces of nature that man has brought under a measure of his control have again
become alien; they now approach us menacingly by avenues opened by science and
technology. This does not mean that we have freed ourselves from nature’s old scourges,
earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, floods, and other “acts of God.” The recent tidal wave
in the Bay of Bengal left over half a million dead. What we face now are destructive forces
of a completely new kind—man-generated, cumulative, and of almost cosmic proportion.

A wildly proliferating man-made environment has shrunk living space, dimmed light,
bleached color, and relentlessly expanded noise, speed, and complexity. We have con-
taminated our rivers and lakes through the unrestricted dumping of human and indus-
trial waste, and poisoned our sky, sea, and land with radioactive waste. We have shaved
barren our mountains, hills, and fields and exterminated their birds, fishes, and beasts.
And it is not only the destruction of the physical environment that is involved.

Aldous Huxley's comment that by mistreating nature we are eliminating the basis of
half of English poetry expresses a deep truth. The world around us—the mobile, luminous

richness of the sky, the infinite wealth of co
the essential basis for all our languages, ver

attaining a higher, richer sensing of life.
We have had many warnings. Again and again, men in the past have lamented the

destruction of their environment and the consequent loss of poetry and beauty. They
saw and felt the ruthless impoverishment of life. A hundred years ago John Ruskin said:

lors and shapes of animals and flowers—provides
bal and visual, and constitutes the means of

itted life of man, I have seen strange evil brought upon

In that half of the perm
d by others. The light which

every scene that I best loved, or tried to make belove
once flushed those pale summits with its rose at dawn, and purple at sunset, is now
umbered and faint; the air which once inlaid the clefts of all their golden crags with
azure is now defiled with languid coils of smoke, belched from worse than volcanic
fires: their very glacier waves are ebbing, and their snows fading, as if Hell had
breathed on them; the waters that once sank at their feet into crystalline rest are
now dimmed and foul, from deep to deep, and shore to shore. These are no careless
words—they are accurately, horribly, true. . . . Ah, masters of modern science
<% - vyou have divided the elements, and united them; enslaved them upon the
earth, and discerned them in the stars. Teach us, now, but this of them, which is
all that man need know—that the Air is given to him for his life; and the Rain
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. S ight;
to his thirst, and for his baptism; and the Fire for warmth; and the Sun for sig
and the Earth for his mean—and his Rest.?

A few years later William Morris observed:

-+ And as yet it is only a very
for it in its widest range: even i
towns by all that commerce byj
squalor and hideousness? . .

few men who have begun to think about a remtiﬁy
n its narrower aspect, in the defacements of our 18
ngs with it, who heeds it? who tries to control their

- cut down the pleasant trees among the houses, puli
down ancient and venerable buildings for the money that a few square yards o
London dirt will fetch: blacken rivers, hide the
and worse, and it's nobody’s business to see to it or mend it; that is all that .modern
commerce, the countinghouse forgetful of the workshop, will do for us herein. . . .
Yet there are Mmatters which I should have thought easy for her; say for examp_le

Disregard for nature’s richness leads
to the degradation ap

people realize the

dynamics of our si

code of valyes tog
Some of our

to the destruction of living forms and eventually
n himself. And although an increasing number of
8¢ we are all carried along by the uncontrolled
to develop ever more powerful tools without a

d destruction of ma
urgent need for chan
tuation and continue
uide us in theijr use.

Wise predecessors recognized that there are limits to our interference

lves and the world around us. Heraclitus knew
asure; for if he does, the Erynes, the maids of
t.” The fate of Icarus demonstrates the fate of man’s over-
1l to change the worlq. Some three hundred and fifty years ago, Galileo
We tried to constryct Mammoth ships and palaces, beams and bolts
<.)Id together. Trees cnnot grow beyond certain heights nor animals
S12€ and still retain the Proportion and materials that give them stability

: ill not overstep his me
Justice, win find him oy

weening ambitio
observed that if
would cease ¢, h
beyond a certain
and efficiency,
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sun and poison the air with smoke .

There is an old
o - r of development.
Such limits also exist in the rate . growitt!;l ?he natural rate of his crop’s growth,
Chincse it lmpl?uemu‘:ra good hard pull to speed its maturation.
I Spro » 1‘ .[S—tao
; 1d every day and gave ea ture’s scale limi ’
“\f}?t to Itheli’lesemﬂ ;lants all died, he came to understand na
When the loo .
: . as its
Rargres iy iving f every pattern of feeling or thought h
Every physical form, every living form, R S S Y
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is con.tamgiscrzte shape, and nature of a space-occupying su e s tranic o
gt hat separates it from and connects it to the < S5 nvironment. An optical
b.oundarY 2 o}:ﬂ through its intricate transactions with }tsteits e e,
lives and grows Viszally perceived figure only when seen age;m:l 3 hgyrsical et
STelt vt ing of a sound is cast in the matrix of t P':he rilatzaien e
i anin : : .
Beling an.d ITae‘s nogt independent of its surrounding silence g;vidUalit}' of man is the
generatedllt, I:: ! e way the physical, biological, or mora_l Im Al
it. In the sam r x : social env 4
fram‘f 1 f his active relationship with the physical ar.u? L e
Bineean o i t made of discrete fixed entities. bric is in a process of
no - . 1C 18
ol “;]Oﬂd lie fluid. The world’s infinitely Compiexh . :n feelings and under-
and connect them a . biological f social groups, hum 3
T 1cal rorms, mpassing,
-endi nsformation; biolog into larger, more encomp
never.endmgdtm o continuous changes. They may merge }ntoler Eanstituentsv
ey “i’ e::inﬁgurations or fall apart into smallefs Slr1lf‘lpisuall figure-ground relation-
TharTe psychologists, investigating the dynamics o tval patterns moving toward
Perception S hy of talts—perceptu :
i e TR : s at the
- : dynamic hierarchy 3 i to our environment i
ships, discerned a resent relationship ]
: ive patterns. Our p . ces have now forced us to
larger, more inclusive p ientation. New circumstan
ocess of reorien . independent from our
threshold of such a Tnger think of ourselves as separate 1and indep
at we can no lo higher gestalt. _
see .th . rather, together they form a !}C“’s g ge e it aad
g " new circumstances? First, there ar R onie bl maior
€ o C
Wh?t e tl::: tragedies. Until the mcen':_past 500! h? the natural world—beasts,
Kol ding himself from the inimical forces o S TR
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efforts on safeguar his historical junction, gty Sihud
i hunger. At this ies of industrial civilization have deface
cold, sickness, and v two centuries of in
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cities i its, i
nme are olur colge;uve self-portraits, images of our own hollowness and chaos. And if
proper ided our i ' ithin i
e mz:e ); 5:50 ur 1mm.lense1y potent technology may carry within itself curses of
Braaire temno}ﬂl;le prolgo:iuons. The not yet understood, uncontrolled dynamics of
Y could do more than poison o ik -
: : : ur earth; it is capable of wreakin
havoc on man’s genetic future. ; i
But man-m irc i
S Liirde circumstances cor.‘11d also bring immense positive potentials. In the
¥ e jt, mqlulry Into man’s social nature and the study of Darwinian theory
g e attemixon ed to _the beh.ef .that biological and social evolution were closely
i il tran(:lf‘lowas Pald at this time to the question of how social evolution was
iy advancrr:ilatmn of I.lurnan consciousness from an early primitive level to
ed one. During the past two decades this aspect of the evolutionary

. .

an control technology, and economic pr
eve!Opment has reached the point w

keeping men housed, clothed here the traditional purposes of human work—

, an itti
d fed—can be transcended, permitting men to take

hw ;It“atlﬂn with confidence, concluding that man-
privileged,” wrote Julian Hosley. © 1gher stage of evolutionary development. “We are
€Y, “to be living at a crucial moment in the cosmic

story, the mom,

J ent when the va :

: : st evolutionar : . e
man is becommg conscious of itself’ R O e person pEe o T E

ev.olntionary process. The first - He has discerned two critical thresholds in this
acid (DNA) and genes, mater; IWas Wh_e“, thanks to the evolution of deoxyribonucleic
and the biological phas‘e b 1al organizations become self-varying and self-reproducing,
of conceptual thought, s nf}%a? .[0 Operate. The second was when, thanks to the evolution
by tradition, mental ,ory mir(;c;L language, and the cumulative transmission of experience
repr i -Accompanie tes s
p oduémg. and the human phase enll)erg ccll Organizations became self-varying and self-
oday, we are iy, A5 cd.
the cri
Steps toward what coulq be cftlﬁ:(lisit‘aglef of the second phase. We are taking the first timid
2 stll-conscious evolution.” i
ution.” We are beginning to under-

» 1t 1s within our intellectual and emotional

and control of our common system—a self-regulating, interdependent, dynamic pattern
that moves from yesterday into today and from today into tomorrow.

But as the new arrives too fast and too forcefully, and as inherited mores, feelings,
and concepts that served both as guides and shelter in our smaller and calmer world are
swept away, many of us feel hopeless and helpless. No longer secure in our relationship
to the world, our self-confidence is lost. We are unable to respond with imaginative
courage to the challenges that face us. Instead of using all our inner resources,
sensibilities, intellect and heart in a common focus, we react with blind one-sided
intensity. Our thoughts ignore and discredit our feelings and thus lose contact with the
energy and richness they can provide. Our feelings in turn are repressed and our
sensibilities petrified.

Inbuilt in our unguided imposing technological material accomplishments is the
danger that the life of the majority may be drained of its spirit, belief, and personal
meaning. To inject human sense into the external achievements of the man-shaped
modern world, this world must touch the individual with all the warmth of sensory
intensity. The world of the single individual is sense-bound. His contact with the outside
world is through sensorial experiences which in turn give the individual his sense of
himself.

A cornered man is compelled to look into himself and gauge his own strengths and
weaknesses. He must examine closely the nature of his relationship with his fellowman
and with the world. Our unresolved and troubled lives compel us to reassess ourselves,
and nowhere is our questioning of goals and ‘means more evident than in the visual
arts. Perhaps the responses can indicate what went wrong and where we should look
for answers.

In spite of the bewildering stream of conflicting claims and counterclaims in
twentieth-century art, there is a common denominator. It relates not so much with what
is present as with what is missing: cohesion, completeness, the link between art and life,
between man and man, and between man and environment, which provided the vital
source of all the great art of the past. Artists have come to recognize that their creative
imagination and sensibilities are neither self-generated nor self-contained: they belong
to the larger environmental field of nature and society. After the fervent involvement
in the revolutions of expressive idioms, in the extensions of morphological dimensions,

and in the altering of the rules of the game in-form-making, the search has assumed new
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dimensions, Instead of further probing into matters of form, artists today are asking
fundamental questions about the role and purpose of art, and they are beginning to find
SOme answers,

The individual human body has an inbuilt self-defense, a physiological mechanism
that protects it from extreme imbalance, Complex, automatic self-regulating devices are
constantly either eliminating useless toxic matters from the body or converting what is
useful into needed substances. We have begun to see that our extended body, our social
an‘d ‘man—transformed environment, must develop its own self-regulating mechanisms to
Cllmmate.the poisons injected into it and to recycle useful matter. Environmental
horr{e(?s_ta51s on a global scale is now necessary to survival, Creative imagination, artistic
sensibility, can be seen as one of our basic, collective, self-regulating devices that help
us all to register and reject what is toxic and find what is useful and meaningful in our
lives,

The underprivileged, the young, and the imaginative artist have expressed their
?}?er doqu.ently at cowardly inertia and short-sighted selfishness. “Look into the mirror.
myeigaugsii;:igﬁli IE:I'I:::: x?si(Yesterday,” Eldridge_ Cleaver accuses us all. “Th-ey stolle
g iy Witf’lout . ick Jagger of the Rolling Stones. For they know in the:;
witha s i Owerurage to enter toda;_r, we can hardly hope to survive; an

Sometimes the : L R e,

Jimi Hendrix excl::;x;s:iceif )g):;sts tthehneeds Fo i s _thc viehet, Cepani e i
everything,” and he add;d “Exc 2 i ?md e “-VCrythlr}’g, I want to Flear -and :;Zc
Lucio Fontana, an Cxie ‘:mh r::rse me while I leS. th(? sky.” In a symp?:r,lum in _19 ;
while working on one of my erf;,- CIOEﬁdent i cominentedl L a' Pafmt:erl’
Want to open up il creatf : na e d'canva_ses, I do not .waflt to. make a painting; e
endlessly expands bc:yon,d the conﬁn?w- llmensmn o e e >y i .the cos‘mos ashl
hole pierced through the canvas 'ng plane of the picture. With my innovation of the
decorate a surface but, on the cont g .formauons, il gry tefl 12

Bl rary, I have tried to break its dimensional limitations.

Beyond the i
perforations g newly gai : i
1 i gained freedom o i s, but also,
and just as inevitably, the end of ar f interpretation awaits u

A It must be remembered that
roa.d movement in which science h
of rigorous logic twentieth-century

what has happened in art is itself a part of a very
as made the major contribution. Through its dynamics

scientific understanding has come to conclusions not
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unlike those of the artists. Scientists recognize that in the most precise ranges of observa-
tion the observer and the observed interact. When observed and measured with maximum
precision, the environment in both its largest and its smallest realism cannot be con-
sidered an independent objective world anymore.

It is quite understandable that many are sincerely convinced that the application
of scientific method to all our problems will provide solutions to the complex equations
of contemporary life. Mustering their new energies and their extended tools of the
human mind—computer game theory, theories of servo-mechanism, systems approaches,
and the like—men face the overwhelming problems of today with unwavering confidence
in their capacity to overcome them. At the same time, such confidence is belied by the
fact that the most sophisticated systems applications of technical know-how yet devised
are those that have been used to invent means of tearing and burning the flesh from
our brothers in areas of the world that, technologically speaking, have never had the
chance to live in the twentieth century. But one need not go to distant lands to see
that modern man has more cause to fear for his life in the big cities of rich countries than
medieval man had in his deepest forests.

Our outdated socioeconomic system would seem to cancel our newly-forged tools
to build a sounder and richer life. There is an entry in Ralph Waldo Emerson’s note-
book, written in the mid-nineteenth century, that has an almost symbolic bearing on our
plight. Traveling in the outer Cape in Massachusetts, Emerson met some citizens of one
of the smaller communities, who complained bitterly about their inability to have a
lighthouse built. Their fellow citizens objected to the project on the ground that by
warning approaching ships, the townspeople would be deprived of the goods they salvaged
from the vessels that were periodically wrecked on the lightless rocks. The lack of moral
intelligence that has led to the adulation of objects rather than of lives is a major factor
in our failure to realize our potentials. The resistance today of the status quo is not
against the scientific technological tools and methods themselves, but against their use
in uncompromisingly social applications.

Our potent new tools, both conceptual and physical, contain within themselves an
important aspect of new human perspectives. The more powerful the devices we develop
through our scientific technology, the more we are interconnected with each other, with
our machines, with our environment, and with our own inner capacities. The more
sensitive and embracing our means of seeing, hearing, and thinking become through
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radio, television, and computer technology, the more we are compelled to sense the
interaction of man and his environment. Our new tools of transportation, communica-
tion, and control have brought a new scale of opportunities to inter-thinking and inter-
seeing: the condition of a truly embracing participatory democracy.

The advancement of creative life and, by the same token, of human knowledge is
produced by the interaction of the whole community. Through the communication of
the knowledge and insights of creative men in many fields, we have the opportunity to
make all that is valuable in man a shared possession—a new ‘“‘common’ property of
all who seek a higher quality of life.

The notion of the “common” has always been alive for those who kept their human
sense unsullied. A party of colonists asked Tecumseh, the Indian, if he would sell them
his land. “Sell the country?” he asked in astonishment. “Why not sell the air, the
clguds, the great sea?” Fmerson once reflected, “The charming landscape which I saw
this morning is indubitably made up of some twenty or thirty farms. Miller owns this
field, Locke that, and Manning the woodland beyond. But none of them owns the land-

scape. There is a property in the horizon which no man has but he whose eye can
integrate all the parts, that is, the poet.”

A new “common”—the potential complex, total system now being made possible

by our sc-ientiﬁc technology—can be explained by comparing it with the growth pattern
of an individual human nervous system. It has been observed that the development of the
!)ram increases the range and scope of perception. This increased perceptual range leads
in tuTn 0 a need for greater control within the brain, that is, a greater ability to
(Ct;ordmate the widened range of information. This coordinated, interconnected capital
E’XPEEZiff;:R;nk::;vledge then offers a richer resonance to forthcoming perceptual
hpihipene triiia f):ivn Ex_tt?nded social and environmental system, we have not yet
die i aa pOWCI‘—qr‘L ynar'r_u(_ symmetry. Either our sensory feelers—our tools of knowl-

: are growing unchecked exponentially without the coordination and

control essenti i

of control and al to a deepened and widened sense of life, or our concentrated powers
: communications network TOWI i indivi b4

capacity, . K are growing bigger than our individual receptiv

It is difficult ; :
and inner erosion tt(:l Withe ae this world of ghettos, criminal wars, urban violence,
bt dat coexists with bloengineering, genetic engineering, the pill, distant
8 N ever-increasing communications network. Lost without a frame
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of reference in the new dynamic scale, modern man responds to his bewildering world
either with the unquestioning conviction of a chiliast confidently awaiting the coming
of a new technological millennium or with the desperation of a Jeremiah expecting the
end of the world with each new step of technological development.

Where can we find a new set of coordinates to guide us through this wildly paced
life that destroys so many with its reckless speed? How can we fashion links between
the constantly broadening parameter of the experienced world and the diminishing
dimensions of its particles’ How can we find a living symmetry between increasingly
powerful social control and our individual freedom? To achieve redemption for a
crime one must be conscious of the crime committed. Without an ecological conscience,
we have very little hope for change. But our imaginative powers and moral intelligence
can help us find this consciousness.

Artistic and poetic sensibility and an ethical conscience have served us well in the past.
The first massive blows of industrialized civilization were borne by men who still possessed
the uncompromising sense of life as an indivisible whole composed of man and nature.
In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries in England, where the impact of
industrialization left its first ugly scars, Shelley and other poets agonized over man'’s
corrupting touch on the richness of the natural world. Blake raged at the menace
degrading labor held for the human spirit, and wrote of “those dark satanic mills.” In
this country, Thoreau, for whom trains were symbols of spreading mechanical civiliza-
tion, observed dryly that “a few were riding but the rest are run over.” The painters,
Turner and Constable, seeing nature defaced by smoke and dirt, projected from their
inner resources the missing crescendo of light and color, space and movement. Their
intense awareness of the sensorial qualities of life would not permit them to accept
either the nineteenth-century mechanical models of scientific analysis or the profit-
guided society as an adequate framework for their need for breadth, freedom, and self-
variation of life.

In the twentieth century era of displacement, disillusionment, and social upheavals
the artist has had to face different challenges. He has had to cut through the ego-tangled
scene to reach the free horizons that held a promise of the new “common” of man-
environment. Clearly, the artist’s sensibility has entered a new phase of orientation in
which its prime goal is to provide a format for the emerging ecological consciousness.
The tasks he assumes differ from previous tasks in kind as well as in scale. The values




he uncovers become the values of us all, giving sharpness and definition to the need
we sense for union and intimate involvement with our surroundings. Thus the artist has
moved from a marginal role to a more central social position.

First, the artist now has the opportunity to contribute to the creative shaping of the
earth’s surface on a grand scale. Major environmental plasticity, for example, has become
a fact of great import. Until now man was tied to the earth’s crust: he could move only
0T1 the land or swim in or skim across the water. Except for the rare vantage points of
high mountains, our globe was given to us only in limited horizons. The new technology
hE.IS frec_:d us from the ancient bondage of gravitation and opened up vistas of liberating
dimension. Today, the artist’s creative performance has a new challenge with a new
arena and new spectators. We all are now at the threshold of a new scale consciousness, a
:lqomplete Teorientation: we are shifting frames of reference and thus perspectives. There
1s o more convincing picture of these expanding boundaries and their consequences than
that given by.a great troubled poet of the nineteenth century, and confirmed by the
COHCrt:}E rea1~t1m(‘e experiences of one of our astronauts. “He who one day teacheth men
;:;)nng;lar‘l:f:c::lee ;:Lnle":l;—;i? Ii\rllititzts;che,. “‘wlill have slllifted allhlandmarks: to‘him_will all t%l:‘.l'
NS Am};ers ¥ ;e 311‘, the eart_h mll. he christen anew—as the- light b(?dY- ‘

4 Newspaper Interview gave this report of his experience:

i?e-earthhlooked S0 tiny in the heavens that there were times during the Apollo 8
% Cfsmlnvlw en I had trouble finding it. If you can imagine yourself in a darkened
5 m éwhith only one clearly visible object, a small blue-green sphere about the size
. :fr ristmas-tree ornament, then you can begin to grasp what the earth looks
: OI.H Spcjlce. I think all of us subconsciously think that the earth is flat or at least
almost infinite, Let me assure you th
t!wught of as the fragile Christmas-t
siderable care,

at, rather than a massive giant, it should be
ree ball which we should handle with con-

Second, man’s extended sensors hav
processes both strange and familiar, Op
micrographs and electronmicrographs ha
our eyes. Nature has become an artistic
nature’s appearances, have explored ways

e brought within arm’s reach patterns and
the other end of the space spectrum, photo-
ve brought microdimensions within range of
challenge again. Artists, instead of representing
to present nature’s processes in their phenomeno-
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logical aspects. Wind, rain, snow, nature growth, magnetic and hydraulic processes, and
sound events have now re-entered the artist’s vocabulary.

Third, some artists, finding it hopeless to formulate their experiences of the expand-
ing, new world in sensuous objects or images, have attempted to capture the expanding
space-time parameters in conceptual presentations that catch these experiences only

partially.

These artistic attempts signify a fundamental reorientation. The dominant matrix
of nineteenth-century attitudes was the use of Marx’s term “reification’; relationships
were interpreted in terms of things, objects or commodity values. Today a reversal of
this attitude has begun to appear; there is a steadily increasing movement in science
and in art toward processes and systems that dematerialize the object world and discredit
physical possessions. What scientists considered before as substance shaped into forms,
and consequently understood as tangible objects, is now recognized as energies and
their dynamic organization. In the visual arts, painters and sculptors have arrived at
conclusions not unlike those of the scientists. Artists have liberated their images and
forms from the inhibiting world of object. Painting has become the capture and arrange-
ment of visual energies. Through the innovations of a number of contemporary architects
and engineers, buildings are also losing their object solidity and opacity to become
light and transparent, “thingless” events. Buckminster Fuller’s airy Dymaxion structures
are important milestones of this road. Imaginative younger architects and engineers
have moved still further away from weight and have touched upon the possibilities of
enclosing space with air currents. Like instant envelopes these currents could be turned
on or off as needed by sophisticated sensing and computing devices regulated by weather
conditions. Architecture is making fundamental departures from its traditional position
as a discrete, independent, heavy, and solid form catering mainly to the visual sense and is
becoming a responding, bodiless, dynamic, interdependent structure answering to man’s
changing needs and growing controls. The flexible, mobile, transparent lightness can
contribute significantly to man’s liberation from the fixed space enclosure that separated
him from nature’s wealth of events. The meanings of architecture and urban configurations
have a still more significant revaluation. Buildings and groups of buildings are no longer
considered sculptural forms and their space-organizations, but rather as systems of
functions, programing life patterns with the participation of those concerned.

‘These innovations are the physical manifestation of a new sensibility. The scientist-
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engineer Dennis Gabor, one of the cont‘rihut.ors to. this volume, U-I]-Lf,Urn.“zn:tzudofth;:;
“the future cannot be predicted, but (1t) can be m\'ented: v s l_m TS ‘. p bt
technological or social inventor is to visualize by an act 0{ Imagination 1 Eh llﬂgi:ﬁ)]ke e
of things which does not exist and which appears to him in some .‘i\‘-{l}- (_ebt(:rm; “
Imagination is the key to pre-experiencing alternative futures: df‘Slrﬂh.lllt}‘, in ~
human values, is the decisionmaker that now selects the right alternam.-'es. :

At this stage of evolutionary history, a new attitude toward_r.hc environment c]aljtt;i
discerned. To the degree that man understands the external environment and, for be 47
or worse, shapes its features in his own image, man’s inner and outer llzmdscapes W *
have a new meaning. The uncharted space is within ourselves, in our still unfathovmﬂ
ethical potentials, in our still untapped imaginative power. Some thrce hundrcd. years
ago, Sir Thomas Browne saw this with his inner eye. He wrote: “We carry with us
the wonders we seek without us; there is all Africa and her prodigies in us; W‘C are that
bold and adventurous piece of Nature, which he that studies wisely learns in a com-
pendium what others labour at in a divided piece and endless volume.” *
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