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Part One: Dan Pinchbeck
After our presentation at Wellcome, Sarah Hornby suggested I revised the lecture to be available as a text, downloadable, or readable from the web. My first instinct was to race through the text: justifying myself, covering my back and removing anything that felt libellous at first glance. It’s remarkable how different it feels when you’re looking back at material you’ve written with the view to it existing as an artefact in a longer timescale and radically different method of consumption, outside the speed and intensity (and control, and off-the-cuff deviations) you automatically bring to it as a verbal presentation.

So, rather, I thought I’d abuse the right of the second (third, fourth) edition, ironically chasing down on of the included points about art existing in a much smaller timeframe than science (or in this case, publication) and leave the text more or less as it stood on the evening of the 23rd, adding in endnotes as and when I saw fit or wanted to elaborate – or cover my back, or avoid anything too libellous…

Jess is always saying that I need to be less apologetic about my ideas, so I’m not going to do anything other than state the obvious: that what follows was designed to be delivered in order to stimulate debate within a 30–40 minute timeframe. Pretty much most of the points, for my money, could be expanded to book-length theses (and a fair number already have), so take the blipvert nature of the arguments as a result of the delivery environment and if you feel the need to blast furious, threatening or just plain sympathetic e-mails off in my direction, bear that in mind. 

By the time this is posted onto the web, I’ll have taken up a new position as New Directions Lecturer in Creative Technologies at the University of Portsmouth, so it goes without saying I’d be interested in receiving thoughts, ideas or synopses of projects planned or completed that related to this field of study.

The basic idea behind tonight’s presentation and discussion is to open up some critical and honest discussion about the relationship between art and science. Almost certainly, that’s too broad an area to tackle in two hours
, so I’m going to use this introduction as a way of breaking into it a little, creating some smaller fragments we can really get to grips with. In particular, what we’ve found of 

interest while working on our piece, ‘The Secret of Life’ (which is on display in the TwoTen gallery across the road and we’re going to view and discuss a bit later), is the relationship or difference between objective and process in art and science. 

Again, this sounds like an impossible thing to pin down – there are many scientists and many artists, all existing within hugely complex cultural fields and within those two groups there is a radically diverse set of practices. So, instead, what I’d like to do is start from some serious stereotyping and fire out a few potential schisms and links between the sectors. Please bear in mind this is coming from a very distinct perspective and, as often as not, I’m going to be deliberately problematic in order to form some energetic nuggets of conversation. 

Before I really get going, perhaps it’s worth just saying a little about my background, and why the black box between art and science interests me. I’ll keep this just to me, rather than tar Jess with the same brush. 

I was always going to be a scientist. Maths, in particular, was my real talent. I was a grade A student throughout secondary school and overachieved in physics too. The problem was I also loved performance, it gave me a kick in a way that equations never did, which is a shame because now I find most theatre lazy and uninspiring and wish I understood the footnotes of the pop science books on constant rotation between my bookshelf and the library. So, I made a decision at sixth form to lose the science and concentrate on the art – theatre and English to be precise. It wasn’t helped by hitting a section of the maths syllabus that left me both cold and reeling in the first couple of months of A-Level. A string of terrible grades is frequently enough to dislodge a student in two minds about where their interests lie.

So I went off to university and studied drama, got bored with the performing side of it quite quickly and discovered the brave new world of the Internet – back in those golden days when it was primarily a space for intellectuals, academics and other assorted misfits. It coincided with my thesis research on postmodernism and the use of technology in performance, and I was hooked all over again. I left university, wrote a series of mostly unpublishable articles about technological and virtual environments and how the self was exposed as nothing more than a site of historical experience that was utilised by some kind of free-floating performing identity, and signed onto a computer science MSc in the hope that by learning to programme, I could make some work that nobody else had even conceived of. I lasted about three months.

The next few years pass by in a blur of open air Shakespeare, bar jobs and frustration. We don’t need to get into that. The next peak of interest starts in May 2000, when I got a job as the Marketing Manager of a contemporary new media art organization in Hull
. I spent two years working at the centre of the organization and saw more art in that time than I had in my entire life up until that point. Much of it was technologically based; most relied heavily on media technologies, and a good deal was more focused on the idea of process than final products or audiences. About this time, I started reading science heavily again. 

I’ve just left a position as Director of Arts and Technology Partnerships, a newly re-launched art and technology organization affiliated to Loughborough University. This was even more focused – it was about putting artists and scientists together to make new work, or to creatively apply technology to cultural or educational projects. It’s brought me right back into the centre of the topic of science and art and the relationships existing between the two. This has happened through projects that have involved for the most part computer science like immersive or augmented reality, but in re-designing the organization, I’ve grown increasingly interested in art as it relates to high end scientific concepts, such as genetics, M-theory or quantum mechanics. Throughout the last ten years, I’ve been returning ideas like chaos theory and fuzzy logic, trying to find ways in which they relate to the arts, creativity and my other main interests: anthropology, evolutionary psychology and the development of culture.

Enough about me. I promised you some stereotypes, so let’s get on with it. 

When I first sat down to write this, I was struck by the thought that a discussion of the similarities and differences between science and art was a banality. I’m not sure I’m altogether ready to abandon this position, but what is true is that, as with most things, the more you delve into it, the more interesting it becomes. It also becomes increasingly difficult to define anything, to not get wrapped up in contradictions and pre-existent paradoxes. A bit like quantum mechanics I suppose. Sometimes you have to accept the inherent impossibility of a field of inquiry before you can start pulling the really interesting stuff out of it. But I digress.

As in all avenues of exploration, we are bound by both the generic patterns of behaviour and thought common to human endeavour; and by the more specific, but nevertheless easily identifiable, cultural factors that affect any activity relying on the traffic of ideas and practice. As we start picking apart this, however, we expose the internal politics and the expectations and perceptions from the barricades of both, and start to understand the common ground of potentiality existing in the tension in between.

Much has been written and discussed, especially in a recent spate of television programmes, of the genius figures who straddled the perceived gulf between the two fields, which in itself often feels like a peculiarity to the UK or even the Western world
. We know historically that figures such as Da Vinci, Galileo and Newton demonstrated an understanding of and ability with, those skills commonly seen as falling with the artists’ realm of expertise that many of the latter aspire towards. Ironically, there is probably more of a debate within the arts sector about the relationship between concept and technique than there is discussion about the relationship of the arts as either to anything else. Concept is a ‘difficult’ term too, since conceptualizing is an activity utilized by most kinds of human activity, but only art seems to use it as a prefix. Physics sticks with the rather more accessible ‘theoretical’. It would be interesting to flip those around and see what responses the definitions ‘theoretical arts’ and ‘conceptual physics’ naturally generate. One of the key buzzwords in the cultural sector of late has been ‘thinking outside the box’, almost as if the arts had some kind of right of possession to this methodology. It only takes a quick glance at the history of science and its practitioners to expose the fallacy of this idea – quantum mechanics or M-theory can hardly be accused of conventionality or following the obvious. 

Just as in science, some artistic practitioners work out on the cutting edge: dealing in abstracts and theories that exist purely to be problematic to established thinking, out-of-the-box and frequently prove short-lived or doomed to failure. A smaller subset of these ideas go on to prove potent, with lasting impact, even capable of changing the way we understand the world and our relation to it. And just as in science, the majority of practitioners work on a process of refinement, of developing successful models at best; or of repetitive variations at worst. Occasionally, new tools, both physical and conceptual are created and put into play, to open new areas within existing investigations, or to form entirely new avenues of exploration. And in both fields, there is a tension between which type of work is the most deserving of attention, or proves of more lasting value to us – the fast and often flawed edge or the steady, more accurate trudge. In particular relation to ‘The Secret of Life’ – you might metaphorize – between Watson and Franklin. 

In fact, this introduces stereotype number one. Watson the rock star celebrity scientist vs. Franklin the cautious workhorse. Or, in a wider context, the cultural representations that persist, separating art and science, and that pick up once again my childhood career crisis.

In relation to the chaotic, idea-heavy, highly politicized, free, potent and somehow psychically important arts, so the stereotype goes, the sciences are inextricably linked to consumerism, government, refinement, rigidity, rules, obscurity and, with a cliché that reaches right back to the classroom, dullness. Artists may be skint but they are cool. Geneticists are nerds. 

Adverts, as they so often do, hammer this stereotype home. On one hand, in a toothpaste commercial, a ‘good-looking’ man in a beautiful loft-conversion hurls paint expressively across a canvas, reducing Jackson Pollack to a backdrop to plaque removal. On the other hand, Yakult, needing to inject some hard biology into their hard sell of yoghurt, opt for the socially incompetent, sad, badly dressed, bowl-cutted physicist embarrassing and boring the trendy creatives at a dinner party. Try and tell me these aren’t stereotypes wheeled out at every opportunity. When was the last time you saw a scientist on TV without a white coat and spectacles. Scientists may have invented contact lenses, but only artists are cool enough to wear them, after all. 

Physicists may be unpacking the fundamental units and equations behind energy and matter, but artists are getting into the nitty-gritty of the psyche. They cause trouble. They are a necessary irritant. Frequently, these kinds of discussions are to be found at the experimental edge, forgetting or disregarding the vast majority of artists who are neither particularly political, anti-establishment / tradition or pre-occupied with the network they exist in. Working on our piece, I was repeatedly struck by how easily James Watson would have integrated into the media arts sector. His brilliance lay in connections, in ambition, in utilizing new ideas outside his specialism. He was almost YBA. In contrast to this, it is clear the authorative power that scientists have upon us is far greater than any cultural commentator or artist can aspire to. Perhaps due to the inherent will-to-progress existing within science, or its drive for factuality rather than multiple options co-existing within its consumers’ perception, generally we trust that scientists are highly trained professionals – even when we don’t trust them or like what they are saying. I’m obviously leaving fundamentalists and neo-creationists out of this picture. But by and large, when the media represents scientific work, it does so with great gravitas and an unwritten expectation that the audience will take it on board as the truth – an increasingly problematic assumption as the definitions of science diversify and pseudoscience struggles to leech this authority from the accepted mainstream. Place this against the common representation of the arts. Authority is not a word which immediately springs to mind. Artists – especially contemporary artists – are more often than not portrayed as trouble-makers with no perceivable technique, propped up by the state but with little to contribute. Scientists matter, art only does so after a couple of hundred years on the wall in a museum. Allegedly. 

Now, we all know that’s basically crap. But, and it’s an interesting but, look at the tension between the two fictional archetypes – the obsessive, introspective genius who produces one extraordinary exhibition or opera or play or film or score every 20 years and the freewheeling, superhumanly vitalistic powerhouse churning out piece after piece constantly, breaking new ground, crossing new borders, exploding the traditional media. Most of their work is pretty poor in retrospect, we muse, but they created a lot of fuss at the time. Replace the art with science and it should all sound equally familiar. Coming from the perspective of the experimental side of the arts, where it’s all convergent media, hybridity and multi-definitional practice, I’m of the opinion that we’ve got an overdose of the latter as our aspirational figures. Art can only be cool when it doesn’t involve spending four years finding the perfect shade of blue. It is, after all, not what you know; it’s who you know and which café bar you get to know them in. If that all sounds spectacularly cynical, it is, but it’s hard-earned cynicism that I’ve grown quite attached to.

This first stereotype reaches right back into the education system, into media representation, and probably has roots that stretch to diverse things such as postmodernist thought and the increasing distrust of science as a lackey of global corporations (again, let’s take that on board while knowing it’s pretty unrepresentative). Can we unpack the stereotype to shed some light on its interior design?

I’ll try and get into the stereotype with a generalization, if you’ll bear with me. To paraphrase Carl Sagan from his superb book The Demon Haunted World, science is about evidentially testable, or at the least theoretically testable, replicable results and processes. If you take the time to learn the rules and have a particle accelerator in your garden, you too will discover sub-atomic elements. If you have one capable of generating the same energy as displayed in the big bang, you may even discover a piece of string (be sure to let everyone know about this one). Science rates the potency of its ideas by their ability to be proved experimentally or replicated. They require robustness to scrutiny, and the more blatant this robustness is, the better. If only a tiny group demand the indestructibility of the theory, but cannot explain it to a wider audience, or rather cannot impart the skills to self-test the hypothesis, it is no better than my claiming to be a high priest of Atlantis and claiming your criticisms only exist because you lack the psychic power to travel through time and see it yourself. 

Obviously against this kind of criteria, art is, at best, a slippery customer. It is frequently not about truth, but perception. No-one would suggest that you test the power of Guernica by learning draftmanship and recreating it in your own home, studio or lab. We don’t strive to recreate and then refine, improve the Mona Lisa, Hamlet or The Magic Flute. Artists use as inspiration, they borrow and learn technique, they even blatantly steal ideas and content, but repetition is not valued. Even Warhol’s mass-produced paintings have a value limited by their total number.

Here’s the generalization. Discoveries in science are deemed significant because if something can be proved – replicated objectively – it suggests a ‘truth’. Art dispensed with the concept of truth long ago and becomes significant through exposure.

That sounds even more spectacularly cynical. Having written it, I can feel myself psychically back-pedalling in an attempt to resolve my political feelings about the state of play in the arts with my ongoing vision of what they can achieve.

OK. It’s probably bullshit at anything other than a superficial level. Great art exists, and it is still being made, despite whatever you read in the crasser regions of the media. There’s a good amount of good art out there too. There’s far more bad art, for my money, but that’s the nature of the beast – of any industry which works along the principles of experimentation and research. Let’s dispense with the sweeping statements about the dissolution of truth and the rise of marketing culture, and try and pinpoint the central issue here. Science questions in order to answer, art questions because the answers are not locatable.
 

So taking that contentious idea – that science attempts to resolve, whereas art attempts multiplicity – we can see a very clear line of attraction to stereotypical personality types – the Franklins and the Watsons, if you like. We could even talk about a scientific approach to art – a contemporary artist who springs to mind here is Luke Jerram, whose installation ‘TIDE’ took in a huge mass of technical and practical aspects of physics and cosmology, producing a sculpture that responded to the gravitational interaction of the earth and moon
. If we really stretched it, we could perhaps float the idea of an ‘artistic’ approach to science. This second one is a lot more problematic and deserves closer attention.

For starters, although we can easily draw rings around the idea of a scientific approach, what on earth do we mean by an artistic one? And do we really want to get into the whole sorry mess us artists have been making of the self-definitional process? A diversionary, and cautionary tale, may serve some purpose here. In October 2001, I was involved in the penultimate ROOT festival of live, sound and new media art in Hull. The tagline of the festival was ‘Research, Investigation, Exploration, Immersion’ and the idea was to pull together works which demonstrated the rigour and theoretical depth to many works being generated on the experimental fringe. Naturally, we recoursed to using scientific metaphors to achieve this. Before we introduced this language, we were struggling with the notion of ‘deep’ art, a term so hideously new-age it made even the most stalwartly anti-label participants baulk
. 

The point is this – we reached for gravitas by using scientific metaphors and language, by casting contemporary and experimental artists as a weird kind of aesthetic or cultural scientists. This is, without doubt, massively problematic. I can pretty much guarantee that most mathematicians, for example, would have something to say about being lumped into the same group as live artists, whose reputations, let’s face it, are frequently incapable of escaping the ‘naked man with a bucket on his head for no good reason’ headlines it attracts. And I say that coming from a perspective that’s put me in front of a great deal of live art, with its fair share of bucket-wearing nudists with dubious justifications for their activities. We also have to consider the reinvention of ‘creativity’ as the saviour of all things good, proper and economically viable in today’s society. The arts, however you want to define them, now exist as a subsector of the bizarre grouping of activities lumped together as the creative industries, which include everything from web design to libraries. Which is a bit like saying that the Human Genome project belongs to the same set of industries as those trying to create a more ergonomic toaster. 

So what’s the big deal? We all know we’re living post-postmodernism, in the afterdeath of definitions, when it’s all one big melting pot and carving out territory in an effort to define what it is you do is actually frowned upon. The distinction I’m trying to make here is that talking about a creative approach to science is commonplace, but an artistic approach is pretty much unheard of. Why is that? What assumption about the artistic working practice is being exposed there?

This segues messily into a second stereotype. This one has the capacity to be even more inflammatory, but it does throw up a cultural perception that’s really worth kicking around for the while before we do the honourable thing and dispose of it. It goes back to something I was saying earlier, about how scientists are cast in a much more serious role than artists. Unsurprisingly, it’s all to do with value and more to the point, money.

Before we even start on this one, a quick disclaimer. I’m not suggesting for a second that research within science is any less precariously balanced than it is within the arts. Everyone is fighting for funding, no matter what field – and the further you head into theoretical or conceptual territory, the more difficult it becomes. Having said that, what is big bucks to the arts is frankly peanuts to most science projects. Taking the somewhat ill-fated ROOT festival as an example – a three-day festival regarded as one of the key experimental festivals in the UK, involving around 30–40 artists showing work came in at around       £30 000. The majority of arts projects scrape by on no more than four-figure amounts on the experimental edge, when you get paid at all. Make a direct comparison with the average ESPRC grant and it’s fairly obvious that there is a real financial disparity between the kind of money going into the two fields. This isn’t about the fact that science quite simply costs more and takes into account the vast sums of money involved in a relatively small number of arts activities (such as the Royal Opera House). The reasons are less relevant, it’s how the difference looks from the outside we’re interested in here.

The majority of artists are on benefits, scrape along the breadline or hold down day jobs to sustain them. Only comparatively recently has the idea of tenure really started emerging in the public arts sector – initiatives like NESTA’s fellowship programme, or the recent Arts Council/AHRB fellowships are really newcomers to the scene. There is little long-term funding, projects get picked up and dropped in a space of time that would render the average scientific research project useless. There is a real debate about what our society values and the arts are down in the grainy depths of this list.
 

Science has a very clear and obvious link to the notion of progress and achievement – through technologies which impact all our lives. The place within our cultural heritage of the arts is an altogether shadier proposition. We can see it in our museums, our Tate Moderns, but unless you’ve been to one of the relatively few and still comparatively underground experimental arts festivals, you are often unlikely to see how artists on the cutting edge are defining much of what we consume in society. Let’s take an example – how many of you have seen the recent advert for Evian, featuring a cast of assorted grown-ups dubbed over with kid’s voices singing Queen’s We Will Rock You? It’s a pretty direct rip-off from the work of Gillian Wearing. Wearing’s work pops up a great deal in advertising. Actually, if my memory serves me correctly, Wearing was actually involved in this one, but I seem to remember in the same article she stated that she’d starting working with advertisers because she was tired of not receiving royalties every time her work turned up on TV. The more famous example is the Guinness dancing man ad of the late 90s, shamelessly plundered from an artist’s film (and subsequently written off as coincidence)
. Can you imagine this kind of uncredited plagiarism occurring within science? It’d be like using a colleague's X-ray diffraction photographs to prove your theory without her knowledge. 

Now, the arts have to shoulder a great deal of responsibility, especially at the cutting edge, for not reaching out to a wider audience. We all operate under a sword of Damocles from the funders, frantically ticking our equal opps forms and writing audience development into the core of our proposals
. No bad thing, but if only it were that simple. Imagine having to promise to include a proportion of new audiences into your particle accelerator experiments. It’s a clear and obvious thing that some parts of a sector need to bring large audiences in, other sections need to exist in a kind of bubble, allowed to generate work for a small but highly informed group, trusted that their research is of intrinsic value. But this model has been under threat in the arts, perhaps an inescapable cycle of focusing on inclusion for a sphere of activity that claims to be about communication. Either way, the pressure is on, as we focus more and more on audiences on one hand, and try to pursue the idea of process and research based models on the other. 

The relationship with Higher Education institutions – and titles for that matter – has a great deal to do with this as well. I mentioned tenure earlier, let’s briefly look at that. Artists tend to work either inside or outside the HE environment. Most organizations lie outside (ATP, the organization I’ve been running, is one of the exceptions to this), they have relationships with universities, but the aims and objectives are radically different. I guess the analogy within the field of science would be between HE research and corporate research and development, but it’s a rickety analogy so I’m not going to pursue or even stand by it. When we talk about gravitas and representation, there is a very immediate response to prefixes like ‘Doctor’ and ‘Professor’ that mustn’t be underestimated. There really isn’t any obvious way of highlighting high-achieving artists apart from reputation. Academic titles don’t really mean anything within the public arts sector – they say nothing about one’s ability to operate outside HE. In other words, although you could pretty much guarantee if you were looking at a Professor of Computer Science, they’d be a useful ally on a project involving computers. Looking at applications for an arts commission, a Professor of Art History wouldn’t score as highly – you’d go for the evidence from the projects, rather than place a huge emphasis on the title. Simply put, there is a huge gulf between the HE and public arts sectors.

So, taking on board the difficulties and complexities of making a difference between art and science by using financial markers, there is nevertheless and very clear and distinct gap – in exterior perception at the least. We all know Einstein worked as a patent clerk, just as there are plenty of artists who weren’t exactly short of a bob or two, but the overall picture slants more towards the opposite. No doubt this is compounded by the anti-structure, libertarian feelings running riot in the arts, but we’re less interested here in the whys and wherefores than the overall appearance. 

Let’s recap. 

Science has the intellectual weight and respect; it generally deals in larger and more costly enterprises; its reputation, although changing, is still primarily of long and slow processes; it is hierarchical and authoritative; it deals in robustness, sustainability and truth. It has a clear and obvious transformative power upon individuals and society, most frequently felt through the technology it enables. Less obvious are the philosophical effects, things like the Uncertainty Principle; the relationship between system dynamics and poststructuralism; or proving God doesn’t exist as anything other than a mimetic virus. Perhaps here science and art find more common grounds, when both orbit around more intangible, evasive cultural manifestations or effects. How do we determine the effect upon us of chasing down a Grand Unifying Theory, of the latest predictions that we are beginning the climb towards a technological singularity? How do I describe to you why it is that Mark Rothko’s paintings make me feel of being under huge, expansive skies; why when I first heard Jessica’s music I knew we shared a common outlook, a kinship
. 

How do you express complex, abstract and intangible ideas? This is classically where art comes in. You take the anthropological roots in ritual, of creating an additional skin over the onion of reality, if you’ll forgive the metaphor. It’s true augmented reality, way before you even consider the possibilities of using a computer, and one of those areas where artists have a huge amount to contribute to science as a field.

You seek understanding and, through understanding, control of the world around you. So you abstract outwards, you paint bisons on the wall; you recreate the elements using simple instruments in caves sought for their acoustic properties. Eventually, you are led to the creation of tangible, replicable symbols that transfer symbolic, abstract information out of time and context. You have just become a creature that relies upon transformative tools; you have turned information into knowledge. In the same instant, science and art leap into being and burrow down into the centre of the human condition. Abstract expression and symbolic thought begin to widen the gulf between us and the rest of the animal kingdom. 

My dictionary suggests the following definitions:

Science: a branch of knowledge conducted on objective principles involving the systematized observation of and experiment with phenomena, especially concerned with the material and functions of the physical universe.

Art: human creative skill of its application; work exhibiting this; the various branches of creative activity concerned with the production of imaginative designs, sounds or ideas, e.g. painting, music, writing, considered collectively.

It’s a clear example of the kind of differentiation in gravitas I was talking about earlier, and certainly the latter is ineffective – no, more than that, I find it actually quite insulting – from my point of view. The process and impetus for making art is way more profound than that. It’s about enabling a symbolic, abstract or metaphoric understanding of the processes – both internal and external – that we are immersed in. At that’s where the absolute commonality between art and science rests – simply alternative means of creating this metaphoric or abstract augmentation to our experience. What we expect from this augmentation is perhaps where the two differ. 

Once we begin to understand that art and science arise from the same impulse and, with the ongoing convergence of fields of inquiry that technology precipitates, are in essence simply alternative means of achieving a common goal, we can see the schism for what it really is. 

Part and parcel of being symbolic animals is the need for definition, or stability in our reference points. If we don’t use the same metaphors, symbols, abstractions, there is no real communication or language. We can get deep into linguistic debate here and discuss whether definition is a process of elimination, or reduction from a field of potential object/subjects. Let’s not, but take it as the backdrop as to why we separate the two disciplines out. It’s far more complex than this obviously, we haven’t even begun to open up the can of worms sitting patiently on the side labelled “Religion, ritual and magic and its relationship to the history and development of Science and Art” for example. But what I’m positing here is that we need a distinction between these two fields as they differ so greatly in the skills utilized to realize theoretical goals, even if those goals can be compared or even analogized as one and the same.

OK – so let’s get back to that opening premise then – that what I’m basically talking about here is the objectives and process of making art and of making science. Let’s try and wrap up a little, leaving these questions hanging in the air so we can bat them around later.

Objective then. I’ve talked about both fields need and drive to communicate, now let’s look again at one of those media representations of contemporary artists. In the perceived and frequently actual arrogance of a small but very high profile section of the contemporary arts scene it’s very relevant. There was a very interesting article in the Guardian on 21 June, which placed the work of a selection of YBA artists into the houses of ‘the general public’ – whatever that means. What was striking about the article was that is highlighted both the recipients ability to critique art even when they started from an initial point of claimed ignorance; and the overwhelming defensiveness of the artists when faced with criticism outside their usual network. This ranged from Marc Quinn wishing that his audience had been prepped before they had encountered the work (“I was quite disappointed they hadn’t been told it was a picture of frozen flowers. I’m not saying their reaction is invalid, just that they missed out on half the work’s meaning”) which calls into question the communicative power of his work outside a very safe context,
 to Dinos Chapman’s infantile posturing “Not one of the people said anything that was in any way illuminating…I don’t need to see these three people. I could tell you what they look like, what they listen to, where they eat…It’s not very interesting to hear what people think, because very rarely do they say what they really do think. People have to work very hard with art…it’s not about communication.” I don’t expect a great deal more from artists who write manifestos full of stuff like: “I want to rub salt into your inferiority complex, smash your ego in the face, gouge your eyes from their sockets and piss in the empty holes.”

Show me one scientist who is taken seriously and has the comparative profile of Chapman’s who can spout garbage like that and get applauded for it. Maybe art is a victim of its own rebellious instinct – or at the least, maybe those of us who see art as having social and intellectual responsibility and a power to communicate are just victims of the Chapman’s teenage self-importance. I guess the point is this: in a small, but high-profile section of the arts, which gathers to it far, far more media coverage than any other area, we repeatedly encounter this ‘f**k off, you don’t understand, it’s above the populous’ rhetoric. Now, I’m not suggesting for a second that there are no introspective, conceited and aggressively elitist scientists out there – but you have Richard Dawkins, Stephen Hawking, Stephen Jay Gould, Brian Greene, Carl Sagan on your side, communicating passionately and effectively to general readers, committed to creating an intellectual ladder up to even the most complex and theoretical of scientific discoveries. What do we have in the arts? OK – Mathew Collins, Alan Yentob? And the artists themselves? We can blame the lack of media interest, but it’s a poor excuse. Tracey Emin, much as I respect her as one of the few YBAs worth listening to, turns up falling-down drunk on panel discussions and what she has to say about art becomes irrelevant. Madonna says ‘Motherf**ker’ at the Turner Prize and its all anyone cares about. It’s pretty cringeworthy stuff.

Yet look at what is happening in the education system – despite the IT revolution, we have a desperate shortage of science teachers. Numbers of students enrolling in media degrees and art courses are skyrocketing even though there aren’t any jobs, science courses are lagging. Is this because the whole representation of the arts is pandering to this teenage rebellion instinct? Is the kind of cooler-than-thou attitude that comes replete with the idea that if you don’t like it, it must mean you are intellectually or imaginatively inferior responsible for the lack of technique, or rigour displayed in the work of so many young artists these days. It’s a kind of truism that most people are aware of that you don’t just get the genetics buzz one day and start producing publishable work the next – that there is a hierarchy of knowledge, of experience, of technique, that it takes a long time and a lot of effort to climb it. And in the arts, IT has delivered the opposite. Now everyone is an artist, everyone is a film-maker because they can use iMovie, everyone is a composer because they can use ProTools, everyone is working in VR because they are using a computer, or CAD package if you’re lucky. 

This is the crisis in the arts. The crisis of objective compounded by a crisis in process. Whether its time, or funding, or intent which is responsible for the churning out of a huge number of ill-thought out, arrogant, technically inferior works-in-progress masquerading as completed projects.
 

So is the core of the perceived difference between science and art merely superficial, representational? I’ve confidently stated my anthropological belief that science and art spring from the same root, that in many ways they share a common objective – or at least, a common objective source. And I discussed how, once we start unpacking the process, we encounter a couple of massively diverse fields which find in each other analogies and commonalities right the way through. We should, in theory, have much to share and indeed, when it’s done right, we do. But more frequently, the desire to collaborate is scuppered by constraints of the systems we work in; skewed expectations and stereotypes re-inforced by our cultural, educational and media representations; and the damage done to either’s reputation by high profile, highly representable sub-sectors – whether they are affiliated to Saatchi or Monsanto. 

Both fields rely on dialogue – passionate commitment to communicating the things we uncover. A belief in the holistic nature of human experience, in the need for diverse and occasionally conflicting views reaching together for a common goal – the furtherment of our understanding of reality and our experience of it; of our experience of life as inquisitive, symbolic and social animals. We have a duty to expand this experience and to overcome the transient stereotypes and representations that invoke false distinctions between our two sectors, obscuring the real specialisms and their need to interact that actually exist.

� The entire evening was two hours – this lecture was followed up with a presentation by Jess specifically relating to our commissioned work, ‘The Secret of Life’. In particular, one of the things which she focused on which stimulated lively debate was the role and responsibility of the artist to convey ‘truth’ – be that historical or scientific – when working on science-art projects. This is worth picking up in a little more detail, because it’s a discussion point that is largely absent from this text.





We engaged in a somewhat heated and lengthy e-mail discussion with the Wellcome Trust while making the work over some of the content included in the copy accompanying it. In particular, two points stand out. To put it in context, our copy was submitted to a couple of independent and unknown scientists for scrutiny, something which is completely familiar in the world of scientific and academic articles, but was a completely new thing for us. This process of peer review just isn’t common in the arts. We responded – let’s say  - ‘vigorously’ to a couple of the points raised and the discussion kicked off from there. What was interesting is that rather than the often woolly comments you receive from other artists and curators, our invisible assessors weren’t in the habit of pulling punches. We were informed that one of our descriptions of the X-ray diffraction process was just plain wrong in this wonderfully aesthetic returned Word attachment, replete with red underscores, crossings out and new suggestions. Neither of us, in nearly ten years of professional practice had seen anything like it since graduation.  The second major point that was made was more contentious (not being scientists, we were happy to admit that our knowledge of diffraction was limited and may have given rise to scientific inaccuracies – please refer to the section of the lecture that picks up both this notion of accuracy and truth, and the differences in levels of knowledge between scientists and artists about halfway through). This was a political point – we had been extremely critical of Watson and Crick (who hasn’t?) and it was brushed off with the point that this debate, about their treatment of Franklin, subsequent apologies and Franklin’s casting as a feminist icon/martyr, was passé. Sparks flew. In particular, we were pulled up short on our insistence that regardless of what happened subsequently, the historical damage, in a sense, had already been done. We stood by our rights as artists to respond to those sections of history we wanted. 





Now we can go backwards and forwards until the cows come home on this point, so I’m not going to pursue it here. Needless to say, it generated a fair amount of debate following the presentation, and given the ongoing battles for the whole notion of ‘truth’ within science, the humanities, and that frequently uneasy space where the two collide, it’s not something which is about to be readily resolved, and I’ll admit I’m very much split. I’m just been reading Richard Dawkins’s A Devil’s Chaplin and he devotes an essay within it to slamming the rhetoric of postmodernism and subjectivism, and reiterating that there is a kind of scientific truth which does stand – the earth is not flat, it goes around the sun, DNA is a tad on the important side when it comes to evolution and genetics etc. I agree fully, but there is still a grey area existing once we get into representation of this truth, and given that recontexualization and representation are cornerstones of what art is, the issue is likely to remain contentious.





It is definitely worth saying, however, that the upshot of the discussion with the Wellcome Trust was that it enhanced the outcome of our work. As Jessica said at the presentation, it really pointed out to us how we had become ensnared in our anger over Franklin’s mistreatment historically. The argument springboarded us off into new and more interesting directions. 





� The organization in question was Hull Time Based Arts – their website is � HYPERLINK "http://www.timebase.org" ��www.timebase.org�. Last time I checked, most of the archive material had been removed in an update, but it may have returned. In any case, if you’re interested in experimental media and art, particularly work with at least one foot in emergent technologies or hybrid media, it’s worth a look.





� It’s perhaps an interesting aside here to note how alternative therapies and medical practices dating right back into antiquity have grown not just in popularity but in acceptance in mainstream Western medicine. There is a distinct line separating the pseudosciences and new age garbage such as crystal healing from practices such as acupuncture. If the terminology of such practices can be read as symbolic – referring to an unknown life-force – or nerve transmissions in modern language – and the distinction between the two can be eroded by greater understandings of crossover points, then perhaps there is hope for the equally esoteric language and practice of art…





� Let me try and qualify that in another way – it’s more a parallel line of thought in all honesty, but it may serve a purpose. Once again from Dawkins’s book: he quotes Sagan (again) when hassled at a press conference by a journalist what his ‘gut reaction’ was. Sagan responded “But I try not to think with my gut”. Here’s the thing: in the arts we do, we actively strive for that kind of response, to capture viscerality, rawness, a pure, or inner, or unmasked emotionally response. Timelessness I suppose you could call it, or even transcendental if you wanted to be contentious.





� More information about this work can be found through the Digital Art Development Agency’s website – � HYPERLINK "http://www.da2.org.uk" ��www.da2.org.uk� 





� And as a counterpoint to the stereotype that science is in bed with the corporations and is driven by base financial motives, the reason that the festival was struggling with the term ‘deep’ was that it was titled ‘Deep_ROOT’, and the organization at the time was trying to establish long term partnership projects with Hull’s substantially funded Millennium project, ‘The Deep’. This reason for the title of the festival was vigorously denied by the senior managers who had coined it, but it never was convincing, and kind of gives the lie to this free-spirited, anarchic and pure-motived industry, doesn’t it…?





� A second disclaimer here, what this stereotype does is confuse science with market-driven technological ‘progress’. I’m very sure that the average scientist could provide an illuminating case for where pure research sits on culture’s agenda. But let’s not avoid the real distinction resting at the centre of the stereotype at the same time. 





� That it was a coincidence was upheld by the courts, just to avoid any legal comebacks. But we’re all still entitled to our suspicions, surely? And the majority of us are far from stupid. Just watch the two if you don’t believe there’s enough of a passing resemblance. 





� Actually, this may be changing. As part of the Arts Council’s reshuffle, apparently there has been recognized a need to re-focus upon art for art’s sake and to recognize that not all projects are suitable for audience development conditions. If this follows through and isn’t just rhetoric, it’ll be a fantastic new step forwards. Having said that, it does raise the question of how such works undergo strict quality control. There’s a lot of talk about the artist’s right to fail, which always raises my hackles. Everyone has a right to fail, but it seems only artists have the right to stick it on a wall and claim it as a successful investigation. It’s basically self-defensive rubbish and it’s an insult to artists who do everything in their power to make work successful and wouldn’t dream of putting incomplete or failed projects in front of an audience. Perhaps this is one of those areas where peer review – independent and un-named peer review at that – would be a welcome addition to the curator’s toolkit. Come on, someone out there have the guts to instigate this. It is a scheme that has the right to fail, after all…





� It made me cry actually – it has a habit of doing that to people. I’m married to her and love her more than life itself so I’m a tad biased, but I heard her music several months before I actually met her so I’ll stand my initial impression happily. She’s one of those rare artists who, for me, combines this ‘gut thinking’, beauty and aesthetics with a real and deep intelligence that really stands out in her work. E-mail her if you want a sample of her audio work on CD, including the soundtrack for ‘The Secret of Life’, and I’m sure we can oblige.





� Since you’re already on the website, check out the sciart programme the Wellcome Trust runs if you don’t believe me. Then hop across to � HYPERLINK "http://www.nesta.org.uk" ��www.nesta.org.uk�. See what I mean?





� To be fair to Quinn, there is a debate about levels of audience preparation when viewing some work – and to be equally fair, you wouldn’t expect Jo Public to have a nuclear reactor dumped in their living room and be instantly endowed with an engineer’s knowledge (although it’d make a great article, no doubt). Sometimes art requires a process of induction in order to get the most out it, and to be honest, we had a really interesting conversation with a scientist and science writer (Nick, if I remember right) from the British Library who told us up front he just hadn’t ‘got’ the work and as a result hadn’t really liked it that much. So I’d have to level the criticism I’ve levelled at Quinn in our direction as well. The difference however, is that we didn’t agree to have the worked placed in someone’s living room without notes (yeah, the Guardian are knocking on the door every other Saturday, y’know, but we just have to say no...) – his comments seem a little ‘after the fact’ if you get me. It is an interesting question though – not to mention the occasions when gallery notes completely obfuscate the meaning of artworks that are happily speaking for themselves. A case in point was a fantastic piece called ‘Text Rain’ at the Hospital Festival in Brighton organized by Lighthouse Media Centre last year. I think the website, if it’s still live is � HYPERLINK "http://www.hospital.org.uk" ��www.hospital.org.uk�.


Whoever wrote the curator’s notes alongside that piece needs to take a long, hard look at themselves. Other people can look at them for a long, hard laugh.





� What was so funny about Chapman’s comments is that the three individuals in question seemed to us to have pulled his work apart really intelligently and effectively, and gave it a lot more thought than I would have done (penis-nosed dolls just don’t really do it for me, artistically speaking). Maybe if the criticisms (which were absolutely by no means overwhelmingly negative) hadn’t been so literate and intelligent he may have stood a chance to come across as something other than a self-important jerk.





� At the event, I bottled it at the last minute and pointed out that using a term like crisis has these big, slightly camp, melodramatic overtones. What I think I mean here is that the arts are always in some crisis or another, this is just the current one…
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